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Mahakumbh: Spiritual fervour meets economic revival
This edition of Mahakumbh is not only
the world’s largest religious congrega-
tion but also a showcase of Uttar
Pradesh’s evolving economic prowess
and cultural magnificenceOver 3 crore
devotees, both national and internation-
al, taking a holy dip on the debut day of
Mahakumbh in Prayagraj, has just vali-
dated what we have been saying for the
past several months. In terms of scale
and grandeur, this edition of
Mahakumbh would not only be the
largest religious congregation on the
planet. But it would also remain
unmatched for a very long time. We
estimate that it will eventually have
around 400 million visitors (more than
double the previous edition). But won’t
be surprised if the actual number
exceeds our expectations, by a modest
margin. Elaborate arrangements would
be an understatement.A more apt term
would be epic-scale preparations. Yes,
this is what went into this grand event
which we would like to be remembered
forever. The UP government had sanc-
tioned more than 540 projects to create
world-class amenities at an estimated
expenditure in the vicinity of Rs 7,000
crore. You go to the site and you will
notice a sprawling new city ( covering
4,000 hectares) has been set up which
has over 1.5 lakh tents and all basic
amenities including advanced medical
centres and distinct pockets for busi-
nesses.There is hardly any name ( big or
small) in the consumer-facing business
that you will find missing in action at
the holy site serving the devotees with
their offerings. On a cumulative basis,

we are expecting a generation of eco-
nomic activities worth Rs 2 lakh crore
or over $24 billion which is simply
staggering.The security architecture
created for this mega event is powered
by artificial intelligence (AI), which is
an added feature. Our objective has
been simple. We wanted to create a site
that would be the best possible amalga-
mation of religious fervour of the high-
est order and modern amenities of the
best class. And from the initial response
of the visitors, we seem to have suc-
ceeded to a large extent. It would be no
exaggeration to say that we have spared
no effort in ensuring that this grand reli-
gious event assumes an unmatchable
character. This was our core focus right
from day one of the planning stage as
we knew that Mahakumbh this time
would also be leaving a host of critical
messages for the world. In symbolic
terms, at a time when the geo-political
turbulence is quite evident and religious
intolerance is raising its head in many
corners of the world, the Mahakumbh in
Prayagraj is yet another occasion to
prove the richness of our Sanatani her-

itage which is rooted in the phi-
losophy of co-existence and wel-
fare of the humanity.With thou-
sands of foreign devotees ( not
only NRIs but devotees from
other nationalities and religions
too) expected to arrive at the
holy site and experience the
magnificence of Bharat’s reli-
gious strength, the show has to
also offer them a glimpse of the
world’s ancient society being in
a serious resurgent mode.The

event has to intrinsically validate our
subtle claim of global leadership in sev-
eral spheres. There is one more critical
message that we wish to emanate from
Mahakumbh this time. And that pertains
to the growing economic prowess of
Uttar Pradesh. From being in the dis-
paraging ‘Bimaru’ state club till the
recent decade, the turnaround in the
state’s economic fortune would be quite
evident at the site for which we have
left no stone unturned. That millions of
visitors should carry the impression of a
modern and thriving economy is indeed
an objective.We have been working
quite hard in reviving the state’s econo-
my since 2017 trying to put it in the
leader’s club ( among states) in the
country. There has been a slew of poli-
cy and regulatory interventions which
have delivered positive results. We are
the third largest economy (state-wise)
which has an impressive share of over 8
per cent in the national GDP. The annu-
al growth of the state’s economy in the
last seven-eight years has been to the
tune of 11 per cent, among the highest

in the country. Despite being a land-
locked state, we have a share of around
5 per cent in the national exports which
has facilitated our defining Marketing
Development Assistance scheme.This
year, we will be announcing a new
export policy that will take into consid-
eration the new business opportunities
(for the next five years) emerging from
a far superior infrastructural base. We
today have the largest rail network in
the country, 38 per cent expressways’
share of the national kitty, four interna-
tional and nine domestic airports.
Further, seven new airports are under
construction including the world-class
Jewar Airport which will be unveiled
soon. To energise grassroots economies,
one of our major initiatives has been:
the one-district-one-product scheme.
Launched in 2018, this scheme seeks to
identify the specific USP product of 75
districts and help the local stakeholders
take that business to the next level with
all-round support (training to market-
ing) from government agencies. Since
the inception of the scheme, we have
supported over 1,33,472 artisans across
the state.The efforts to give a decisive
rejig to the state economy have consid-
erably paid off, propelling us to commit
to further pushing our growth momen-
tum and becoming a $1 trillion econo-
my in the not-so-distant future. This is
the core objective of our economic sal-
vation route, which we have been pur-
suing for quite some time. And I am
quite confident, that the visitors to
Mahakumbh this time, will also have a
sufficient glimpse of it.

Sparking smile: Lessons from a children’s elocution competition
From innovative tech-based ideas to
timeless acts of kindness, the young
participants presented thoughtful solu-
tions that left me inspired about what
truly makes us happyLast week, I had
the privilege of being on the panel of
judges for an elocution competition for
students, with the topic ‘The Perfect
Solution to Make People Smile More.’
It was an intriguing subject-one very
close to my heart-because I am the kind
of person who smiles a lot. A lot more
than people sometimes care to respond
to or reciprocate. On the street, in the
metro, in the building gallery, during
my walk-almost anyone I can get eye
contact with, whether stranger or friend,
gets a smile. It is the most inexpensive
gift I can offer, regardless of whether it
is valued or not. It’s a heart-felt gesture
that could be the very thing someone
needs to make their day. The children
who participated came up with some
remarkable ideas-everything from mak-
ing a smile a commodity that fetches
monetary rewards or other tangible ben-
efits to evoking emotional points that
deeply resonated with the empathy in
me. Given that the contest was called
“Pitch Perfect,” the students brought
forth many innovative concepts to make
people smile, many of which revolved

around technology. It was fascinating to
imagine how new-age devices could
inspire smiles, but I couldn’t help won-
dering-do we really need tools and
gadgets to smile? Can’t we simply find
natural reasons for it? Can’t we create
genuine moments that make people’s
eyes crinkle at the corners authentical-
ly?As I waited for those ideas to unfold,
I felt a gentle discomfort with the
implicit belief that nothing happens
these days without gadgets. But then
came a few gems that emphasised the
importance of compassion, empathy,
and kindness as part of our daily lives-
powerful ingredients for sparking
smiles. This is what I want the younger
generation to embody-an attitude that
encourages them to be better people
each day, spreading smiles through sim-
ple acts of kindness, rather than relying
solely on innovations.I was deeply
moved by what some of the children
shared. When I asked one young partic-
ipant what act of kindness he had done
that day to make someone smile or
brighten their day, his answer was sim-
ple yet profound: “I told my mother
how yummy the breakfast was, and it
made her very happy.”My takeaway
from the experience was this: the new
generation is competitive, full of energy

to beat the odds and rise to the top in
life. But it is also brimming with
humaneness and rationality, qualities
nurtured by the guidance of teachers,
parents, and mentors. As they navigate
the pressures of becoming super achiev-
ers, they still understand that the roots
of happiness and peace lie in kindness
and compassion. As is my habit, I often
ask my students if they enjoy going to
school and, if so, why. The answer I
invariably hear is they like school not
because of what they learn in class, but
because of their friends. This some-
times makes me question my belief that
schools and universities should be tem-

ples of learning-plat-
forms for young
minds to ignite and
soar.Their answer
also makes me won-
der if there’s more to
be desired in how we
mould our students.
Have we focused too
much on academic
excellence at the cost
of soul-nurturing
education? Perhaps
we need to spend less
time teaching chil-

dren skills to thrive in
a competitive world and more time
preparing them to be compassionate,
kind-hearted individuals who bring joy
to those around them.This competition,
with all its innovation and spirited ener-
gy, reminded me that the most profound
solutions to making people smile often
lie in the simplest of acts: a word of
appreciation, a compliment, a smile
shared.As we look toward a future
increasingly driven by technology, let’s
not lose sight of what makes us truly
human. It’s the little things that have the
power to make the world a little
brighter.
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Streamline currency and coinage system to reduce confusion
The circulation of coins in multiple
sizes creates considerable confusion.
Implementing a standardised approach
to currency would improve
efficiencyPresently there are three sizes
each in coins of denominations of
rupees one and two, creating big confu-
sion amongst members of the public.
One-rupee coin is in circulation in
diameters of 20, 22 and 25 mms, while
coins in denominations of rupees two in
circulation are 23, 25 and 27 mms. Such
nearing or same sizes of coins in
denominations of rupees one and two
cause big confusion. To remove all con-
fusion, the central government should
stop minting two-rupee coins at least
for the time being. Practically only
varying sizes of two-rupee coins create
confusion.The System should be that
either coins or currency notes should
only be issued in any of the denomina-
tions. Weights of coins in denomina-
tions of rupees 1, 2, 5, 10 and 20 respec-
tively should be rationalised in round
figures of 3, 4, 6, 8 and 10 gms respec-
tively. The size of currency notes was
changed after the year 1967 between
the years 2016 to 2019 after a new cur-
rency set was issued due to the demon-
etisation of old currency notes of rupees
500 and 1000 on 08.11.2016. Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) should ensure that,
currency-size if required to be changed,
may be done in one go for notes of all
denominations. With the printing of
notes in denominations of rupees 1 and
10 already discontinued, the printing of
rupees 20 notes should also be discon-
tinued after coins of this denomination
are now popular in circulation, thus
paving the way for the new smaller-
sized currency of rupees 50, 100, 200
and 500 but retaining colours of these
notes same respectively in different
denominations to avoid confusion
amongst members of the public.Plastic
currency (then for ten-rupee notes) was
stated to be issued long back by the then
Union Minister of State for Finance
Namo Narain Meena on 12.03.2013 in a
written reply in Rajya Sabha. But it was
never implemented. Plastic currency
prevailing in several countries is found

successful in increasing the lives of cur-
rency note manifolds. Fifty-rupee cur-
rency notes of plastic may be issued on
an experimental basis. If the idea
becomes successful, then currency
notes of all other denominations can be
issued in plastic currency.These steps
will reduce the cost of currency circula-
tion. Smaller packs of 100 coins in each
denomination should be always made
available in plenty at all branches of
various private and public sector banks
and in all post offices for ease of normal
public.Bigger packs can have twenty
small packs of 100 coins each thus hav-
ing a uniform bigger pack size of 2000
coins in each denomination rather than
as at present in confusing pack sizes of
2000 and 2500 coins. It is observed that
even bigger bank branches equipped
with currency chests usually do not
have coins of desired denominations.
Unwanted coins of rupee-two denomi-
nations are however always available,
thus making gimmick popularity of
two-rupee coins. Selling coin-bags of
new coins and also new packs of cur-
rency at a premium should be altogeth-
er banned. These are openly sold at a
heavy premium depending on demand
and supply. Re-introduced one-rupee
note packs of 100 on 06.03.2015 never-
never reached at bank-counters for pub-
lic distribution, but were always avail-
able right from 06.03.2015 at heavy
premium with private dealers of new
currency. Only very few were aware
that one-rupee notes were re-issued on
06.03.2015 after being discontinued
two decades back. Significa ntly, only
one-rupee notes bear the signature of a

secretary-rank officer of the cen-
tral government, while notes in
all other denominations bear the
signature of the RBI governor.
One-rupee note was re-issued for
the bureaucratic craze to sign
these notes. Even though the
printing of one-rupee notes has
since been discontinued, enquiry
should be initiated on the re-issue
of these one-rupee notes on
06.03.2015 with existing print-
stock sold by RBI as souvenirs in

attractive plastic-packs so that govern-
ment rather than currency dealers may
earn as premium on one-rupee
notes.The first silver-alloy commemo-
rative coin with a face-value of rupees
ten in independent India was made
available for the general public at face-
value right from the date of issue on
02.10.1969 on Gandhi’s Birth
Centenary. Metal value at that time in
silver-alloy coins used to be about half
the face value.This practice continued
for several years. But later the practice
was changed to have a face-value much
less than the prevailing metal value.
For example, silver-alloy commemora-
tive coins issued on 24.12.2018 to mark
the birth-anniversary of late Prime
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee had a
face-value of just rupees 100 whereas
the metal value of the coin even at the
time of issue was multiple times the
face value. It should be ensured that
these coins may be issued on face-value
by making it say rupees 1000 with
metal-value being about half of the face
value of the coin.However, to prevent
fake and duplicate coins, these high-
value silver-alloy coins can be packed
in tamper-proof plastic-packs with seri-
al numbers. Commemorative coins
whenever issued, should be in all com-
monly circulated denominations like
rupees one, five, ten and twenty also so
that the occasion may be commemorat-
ed by the masses also through the issue
of commemorative coins. Official com-
memorative gold coins of five and ten
gms with 80 per cent gold and 20 per
cent silver in face values of rupees 5000
and 10000 respectively can also be

issued in attractive tamperproof plastic
packs with serial numbers.Only one
(say costliest Proof category) coin-set
with all denominations of coins issued
on the occasion should be simultane-
ously released for afford coin-collectors
at convenient distribution including all
RBI offices, selected bank branches
(private and public sector), all political
counters right from the date of issue
rather through cumbersome procedure
of advance-booking with booking start-
ed much later after date of issue of com-
memorative coins with actual delivery
of coin-sets still later at times after
about a year. Information received
under the RTI Act reveals that at times
commemorative coin sets are booked
only in some hundreds.All such steps
will tremendously increase the sale of
commemorative coins and coin-sets
thus generating appreciable revenue-
earning since such high-value coins and
coin-sets never come into circulation.
First-ever sale counter for commemora-
tive silver-alloy coins was opened on
20.01.2020 at the office of Security
Printing and Minting Corporation of
India Limited (SPMCIL) at Jawahar
Vyapar Bhawan (Janpath - New Delhi)
with some coin sets put on direct sale
without any advance-booking.But just
one sale-counter in a big country with a
population of 140 crores is not enough.
The sale of coin sets should also be
through credit and debit cards. The sale
of round-shaped silver or gold coins
prepared in the private sector should
then be banned to further prevent the
manufacture of fake and duplicate
coins. A Division Bench at Madurai of
Madras High Court on 04.02.2021 had
recommended considering printing a
photo of Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose
on currency notes.An altogether new
series of currency notes should be
issued in different denominations with a
note of each denomination having a
photo of one pre-independence hero
who might have expired before indepen
dence to avoid political controversies.
Likewise, photos of different dignitaries
can be embossed on commonly-circu-
lated coins of different denominations.

A recipe for catastrophe
The ethnic cleansing of Gaza is not only a
crime against humanity but also a geopo-
litical disaster in the makingDonald
Trump’s proposal to take over Gaza and
forcefully relocate its Palestinian resi-
dents has been met with an overwhelming
wave of international condemnation.
Leaders across the globe, from the United
Nations to key US allies such as Jordan
and Egypt, have firmly rejected the plan,
calling it an act of ‘ethnic cleansing’ that
would destabilise the entire region. Apart
from being a morally repugnant and inhu-
mane suggestion, Trump’s vision for
Gaza is doomed to backfire, not only by
igniting further unrest but also by damag-
ing US alliances and deepening the ongo-
ing conflict. Trump’s idea of ‘owning’
Gaza and resettling its 2.3 million resi-
dents elsewhere is not a spontaneous

thought. It echoes long-standing discus-
sions within the Israeli far right, where
forced Palestinian displacement has been
promoted as a means to secure Israeli ter-
ritorial ambitions. Trump’s embrace of
this agenda is unsurprising given his
strong ties to Israel’s far-right politicians
and his past decisions that have systemat-
ically undermined Palestin ian sovereign-
ty, such as moving the US embassy to
Jerusalem and cutting aid to Palestinian
refugees.The response from regional
allies has been unequivocally negative.
Jordan’s stability is crucial to US interests
in the region, and forcing the country to
absorb another wave of refugees could
have disastrous consequences. Egypt,
which shares a border with Gaza, has also
dismissed the plan, with its government
warning that forced displacement would

violate peace agreements and threaten
national security. Any attempt to push
Palestinians into the Sinai Peninsula
would risk dragging Egypt into direct
conflict, further complicating an already
volatile situation. Saudi Arabia, yet anoth-
er trusted US friend who has been a key
player in US diplomatic efforts in the
West Asia, has issued a strong rebuke of
the plan, emphasising that any forced
transfer of Palestinians would violate
international law. However, the biggest
danger of Trump’s plan is that it can spur
terrorism globally. Trump’s plan, if enact-
ed, would only fuel more extremism and
conflict. The displacement of millions of
Palestinians would create a new humani-
tarian crisis, radicalising those affected
and providing extremist groups with pow-
erful narrative for recruitment. History

has shown that forcibly uprooted popula-
tions do not disappear quietly—instead,
they often turn to resistance, armed strug-
gle, or insurgency. Furthermore, any US
military involvement in enforcing such a
plan would likely draw direct opposition
from other world powers such as Russia
and China, fuelling more tension across
the world. Trump’s motivations appear to
be a combination of political opportunism
and ideological alignment with Israel’s
most extreme factions. Why Trump is
doing it? By introducing a radical and
controversial proposal, he shifts attention
away from his legal troubles and domes-
tic political challenges. The ensuing chaos
allows him to portray himself as a deci-
sive leader taking bold action, even if the
plan is utterly impractical and morally
indefensible.
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