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Amid global meltdown, rupee
breaches 87 against the dollar

Indian rupee slumps 49 paise on first day of trading after Trump imposes tariffs on Canada, Mexico, and Ching; Finance

Ministry official hints Centre is unfazed by the currency’s trajectory, terms it a global uncertainty that has to be dealt with

Vikas Dhoot
NEW DELHI

he Indian rupee
T slumped  almost
0.6% or 49 paise to

breach the 87 mark against
the U.S. dollar on Monday,
amid a meltdown for most
emerging market curren-
cies and stock markets
across Asia and Europe on
the first day of trading after
President Donald Trump
imposed higher tariffs on
Canada, Mexico and China.
The rupee, which had
crossed the 86 mark vis-a-
vis the dollar on January
10, closed at 87.11 after slip-
ping close to 87.3 during
the day.

A top Finance Ministry
official signalled the go-
vernment was unfazed by
the currency’s trajectory,
terming it a global uncer-
tainty that has to be dealt
with and stressing that In-
dia does not believe in us-
ing “exchange rate policy”

*0

to push trade and the key is
to manage volatility, not to
attain a specified level for
the currency.

‘Dollar Index is high’
“What is happening over
the last couple of months is
that the dollar is appreciat-
ing. The Dollar Index is
pretty high, and against all
currencies... it is not just
the emerging markets, but
even with the developed
countries. Today, the Dol-
lar Index has picked up
again and is above 109,
Economic Affairs Secretary
Ajay Seth told The Hindu.
The index had risen over
1% through the day, to
109.7.

“As per our policy that
we know the Reserve Bank
of India follows, is to take
care of the volatility at any
level of dollar. At any level,
if the dollar is appreciat-
ing, that means our im-
ports become a little cos-
tlier, but our exports

Testing new lows

The chart shows the value of the rupee against the U.S. dollar
(in INR) between November 2024 and February 2025.
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become competitive,” he
noted. “However, India has
never used exchange rate
policies to promote ex-
ports. That is not our poli-
cy. That’s not a sustainable
way to keep growing so we
believe in strengthening
our export competitive-
ness through better quali-
ty,” Mr. Seth emphasised,
adding that India can only
envisage ways to handle
the uncertainty that any
move by the U.S. to raise
tariffs will trigger.

“Each country takes a
decision which it assesses
to be in their best interest
as a sovereign entity, just
as we decide what we feel
is the best interest of India
and Indian people. In sove-
reign  decision-making,
there is nothing wrong, be-
cause this is the assess-
ment of that particular
country. The only things in
our hand is — how do we
deal with that uncertain-
ty?” the Secretary said.

“What happens in the

rest of the world whether
the global growth rate is X
or Y — that is given to us,
we have to deal with it that
and in spite of that factor,
we have to do what we
have to do. If there’s this
headwind, it means we
must have a more powerful
engine to move forward.
That is what we try to do,”
Mr. Seth explained.

The government’s fo-
cus, he said, is on making
India more self-reliant by
developing competitive ad-
vantages where it doesn’t
have them. “This is a
nuanced approach and we
should be clear about it.
Second, we should not
create cost disadvantages
through the tariff policy or
through our regulations,
and clean up those areas.
So this Budget again tries
to clean up those areas,” he
pointed out.

EDITORIAL
» PAGE 8

% On Monday, the Indian rupee fell by 49 paise (almost 0.6%) to go past X87 per U.S. dollar. This
happened because most Asian and European currencies and stock markets dropped after Donald
Trump raised tariffs on Canada, Mexico, and China. The rupee had already crossed %86 per dollar
on January 10.

Why is the Rupee Falling?

R/

% The U.S. dollar is getting stronger against most world currencies, not just India's.

R/

< Impact ?

)

e When the dollar rises, India's imports become costlier, but exports become more competitive.
« Our Plan to Handle This

e Strengthen exports through better quality, not currency manipulation.

e Become more self-reliant by improving India’s competitiveness.
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HOW WILL THE GOVT. PRODUCE THE REQUIRED FUEL ETHANO

How will the govt. produce
the required fuel ethanol?

Does India’s ethanol distillery industry have the capacity to produce nearly L100 crore litres of fuel ethanol?

Why have maize imports increased substantially in the past year?

M. Kalyanaraman

The story so far:
nion Minister Nitin Gadkari said
that India will achieve its target
of 20% ethanol blending of
petrol in the next two months,
atleast a year ahead of what was
originally planned. This would entail the
production of nearly 1,100 crore litres of
fuel ethanol in one year.

Where will this come from?
The 1,100 crore litres of fuel ethanol will
come from sugar and high grade
molasses, Food Corporation of India (FCI)
rice, broken rice, and maize. India’s
ethanol distillery capacity has ramped up
to 1,600 crore litres, driven by a range of
government incentives and the promise of
astable, lucrative market.

Sugar is expected to provide some 400
crore litres this ethanol year, according to

Deepak Ballani, director general of Indian
Sugar and Bio-energy Manufacturers
Association. India had closing sugar
stocks of around 80 lakh tonnes in
October 2024. The projected sugar
production for next year is around 315
lakh tonnes out of which 40 lakh tonnes
will go to fuel ethanol. Mr. Ballani said
that ethanol for non-fuel uses will come
from low grade molasses called C Heavy
that don’t go into sugar production.

The government recently decided to
reduce the price of FCI rice to distilleries
from ¥28 to ¥22.5 per kg. The government
handout states that some 110 crore litres
of ethanol will be produced from FCI rice
this ethanol year. This means almost 400
crore litres of fuel ethanol should come
from maize. For context, India was
producing little or no ethanol from maize
until 2020. Besides pure-play grain-based
distilleries coming up, some sugar
distilleries have modified to dual-feed so

in the off-season they can use other
feedstock (maize) to produce ethanol.

How is maize playing a role?
India’s maize production is just about
enough for traditional needs such as for
the poultry sector, livestock feed, starch
production and some 10% for human
consumption. As the government had
imposed curbs on allowing sugar and
high quality molasses for ethanol
production, maize imports started
ramping up in April 2024. From April to
June, approx. 2100 crore worth of maize
was imported while, for 2023-24, maize
imports were approx. $33 million.
Ministry of Commerce figures show that a
total of $188 million worth of maize was
imported from April to November 2024.
The promise of a steady, lucrative
ethanol market has meanwhile goaded
many farmers to take to maize cultivation
across India. The major maize producing

| States are Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh,

Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Rajasthan,
Bihar, and Uttar Pradesh. For the 2024-25
ethanol year, maize output would be
some 42 million tonnes out of which nine
million can go towards producing the 350
to 400 crore litres of ethanol, H. S. Jat,
director ICAR Indian Institute of Maize
Research, Ludhiana, said. Citing good
prospects for kharif this year, he said
importing maize will not be necessary.

Since 2020-21. when ethanol
production was almost all sugar-based,
maize production had increased by nearly
six million tonnes in three years, for
potential ethanol use.

As things stand now, maize is cultivated
in 10% more area at a higher yield, says
Mr. Jat who also expects some diversion
from traditional maize uses since
supplying to ethanol is more lucrative for
farmers. On whether that won’t disrupt
the market, Mr. Jat says DDGS (Distiller’s
Dried Grains with Solubles), a byproduct
of ethanol, can be used for poultry. The
long-term sustainability of fuel ethanol
would depend on whether the switch to
ethanol and stress on maize has a
negative impact on production of other
foodgrains. Mr. Jat estimates that 100
crore litres of fuel ethanol translates to
36,000 crore savings on oil imports and
the money going into the internal
economy including to farmers. For
context, India’s yearly oil import bill is
some ¥10.5 lakh crore.

THE GIST

v

Union Minister Nitin Gadkari
said that India will achieve its
target of 20% ethanol blending
of petrol in the next two
months.

v

Sugar s expected to provide
some 400 crore litres this
ethanol year, according to
Deepak Ballani, director
general of Indian Sugar and
Bio-energy Manufacturers
Association.

v

As the government had
imposed curbs on allowing
sugar and high quality
molasses for ethanol
production, maize imports
started ramping up in April
2024,

The Story So Far

B

% Union Minister Nitin Gadkari announced that India will reach 20% ethanol blending in petrol within
two months, a year earlier than planned. This means producing about 1,100 crore litres of ethanol
annually.

Where Will This Come From?

«+ The 1,100 crore litres of ethanol will be made from:
e Sugar & molasses (400 crore litres)
e Food Corporation of India (FCI) rice (110 crore litres)
e Broken rice & maize (400 crore litres)

Molasses

Sugarcane

Bioethanol
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+ India's ethanol production capacity has increased to 1,600 crore litres, thanks to government
incentives and a strong market. To support ethanol production, the government reduced the price
of FCl rice from X28 to X22.5 per kg. Many sugar distilleries have also started using maize during the
off-season.

How is Maize Playing a Role?

R/

+* India mostly uses maize for poultry feed, livestock, starch, and food. But with
restrictions on sugar-based ethanol, maize imports increased in 2024.

¢+ Now, more farmers are growing maize due to high demand. Major maize-
producing states include Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Andhra
Pradesh, Rajasthan, Bihar, and Uttar Pradesh. In 2024-25, maize production
is expected to reach 42 million tonnes, with 9 million tonnes used for | |
ethanol production. A | (o

+»+ Since 2020-21, maize production has risen by 6 million tonnes due to ethanol demand. Farmers find
selling to ethanol plants more profitable. However, experts warn that if too much maize is diverted,
it could impact food production.

Impact on Economy

R/

+«+» 100 crore litres of ethanol can save 6,000 crore on oil imports.
+¢ India’s annual oil import bill is 10.5 lakh crore, so ethanol blending helps reduce costs.
¢ The ethanol economy benefits Indian farmers and strengthens the local market.
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GREEN AND CLEAN: INDIA MUST FORMULATE A CRITICAL
MINERALS FRAMEWORK THAT IS JUST AND EQUITABLE

India’s Transition to Clean Energy

% Progress ?
e India has made significant progress in shifting to clean energy over the past 10 years. The budget
for the Ministry of New and Renewable Energy increased from X1,535 crore in 2015 to 32,626

crore in 2025.

Key Initiatives

PM-KUSUM Scheme (2019)
e Aim: To install off-grid solar pumps and grid-connected solar plants on unused farmland.

e Faced a poor response, with less than 0.5 GW capacity installed.
2. Commitment at COP26 (2021)
e India pledged to generate 50% of its energy from renewables by 2030.
3. Budget 2021 allocation for advanced battery storage to improve grid stability.

Challenges?

+* Import Dependency and Solar Power Slowdown e
® 40% customs duty on solar modules and 25% on solar

cells aimed to reduce dependence on China.

e However, this increased costs and slowed solar
installations across India.

e Although renewables make up 46% of installed capacity
(Oct 2024), 70% of electricity still comes from coal.

Need for Battery Storage & Critical Minerals Strategy

+ Intermittent renewable energy (RE) output makes grid-

scale battery storage crucial.

+»+ High import duties on lithium-ion batteries made clean
energy transition expensive.

¢ The government now exempted 12 critical minerals and
35 capital goods from customs duties to lower costs.

Reducing China’s Influence & India’s Global Role

+¢ India needs a strong critical minerals policy that is:
e Socially and environmentally responsible in mining.

e Fair in distribution to industries and regions.
¢ With the U.S. stepping back from global clean energy leadership, India has an opportunity to lead in
renewable technology and resource management.
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ELIMINATING ELITISM IN MENTAL HEALTH

Eliminating elitism in mental healt

he Ministry of Labour

and Employment, in its

year-end review report

for 2024, stated that all
States and Union Territories are
expected to complete the process
of harmonisation and
pre-publication of draft rules for
the new Labour Codes by March
31, 2025. This provides an efficient
window for the government to
consider the incorporation of
provisions that create a
liability-based framework to
ensure the mental health of
workers, especially those in the
blue-collar category.

In 2024, for the first time,
mental health was acknowledged
as an ‘impactful driver’ for
individual and national
development in the Economic
Survey. The Survey also noted
that, 10.6% of adults in India
suffered from mental disorders,
with the treatment gap ranging
between 70% and 92% depending
on the specific condition (National
Mental Health Survey 2015-16).
The World Health Organization, in
its fact sheet on mental health at
work, outlined several risks,
including excessive workloads or
rapid work pace, long unsocial
and inflexible hours, unsafe or
poor physical working conditions,
job insecurity, inadequate pay,
and conflicting home/work
demands. These risks primarily
impact blue-collar workers due to
their demanding jobs, unsafe work
environments, and a lack of
adequate legislative and policy
protections. The time has come
for the government to address the
challenge of increasing elitism in
the field of mental health and the
well-being of workers, highlighting
the significant disparity between
blue-collar and white-collar
employees concerning legislative
and policy frameworks.

Challenges

First, in the Occupational Safety,
Health and Working Conditions
Code (OSHWC), 2020, the concept
of occupational safety is limited to
physical safety in the course of
employment. This implicitly

R/
°n

March 31, 2025.

Karishma
Kabadwal

P- 8
Shivang Tripathi

Doctoral Researcher
at the Faculty of Law,
Banaras Hindu
University

Doctoral Researcher
at the Faculty of Law,
Banaras Hindu
University

It is time to give
the mental
health of
blue-collar
workers due
precedence

excludes mental well-being and
safety norms of a preventive
nature. For instance, Section
6(1)(d) uses the phrase ‘as far as
reasonably practicable’ while
creating a mandate for the
employer to provide a working
environment that is safe and
without any health risks. Defining
the ambit of this phrase is left to
the Central government, which
will notify it from time to time.
Moreover, its conjoint reading
with Sections 23 and 24 of the
OSHWC provides a narrow
connotation of ‘health,’ confining
it to physical well-being and
excluding mental health.

Second, as per the definition of
‘employment injury” under
Section 2(28) of the Code on Social
Security (CSC), 2020, read with
the third schedule, the employee
can claim compensation under
Section 74 of the CSC only if
personal injury is caused by an
‘accident or an occupational
disease arising out of and in the
course of employment’. The third
schedule nowhere enlists diseases
arising out of mental strain
attributed to the course of
employment. Moreover, it tends to
create a legislative mandate upon
the victim to establish a direct link
between the injury and the
occupation before the
adjudicating authority. In contrast,
the Bombay High Court in
Laxmibai Atmaram v. Chairman
and Trustees, Bombay Port Trust
(1953) expanded the scope of
‘occupational injury,” observing
that even if the employment is
merely a contributory cause or an
accelerating mechanism, the
disease-employment combination
shall be deemed to be established.

Third, some major companies
are making substantial efforts to
enhance the well-being, work-life
balance, and mental health of
their white-collar employees. The
HALE (Health Assistance and
Lifestyle Enrichment) Program by
Infosys, Wipro's ‘Mitra’ initiative,
and the Employee Assistance
Program by Tata Consultancy
Services are some examples. In
contrast, the Central government’s

praiseworthy Tele Manas initiative
bridges the gap between its callers
and mental health professionals,
but its functionality requires
beneficiaries to voluntarily make
the distress call to the helpline
number. The lack of awareness
about such initiatives among
blue-collar workers, coupled with
their inherent hesitation to take
any such step, dilutes the objective
of these initiatives.

The way forward

To realise the goal of ‘Satyamev
Jayate to Shramev Jayate,’ as the
Prime Minister envisioned in 2014,
mental health of blue-collar
workers ought to be given due
precedence. First, a rights and
duty-based legislative framework
that balances the employer’s right
to get the job done with the
concomitant duty to provide a safe
and healthy work environment
ensuring both the physical and
mental well-being of workers
would be a progressive step.
Second, the list of ‘occupational
diseases’ under the third schedule
of the CSC calls for a legislative
attempt to provide holistic
coverage of diseases arising from
mental strain attributed to
employment and working
conditions, thereby leaving less
room for judicial interpretation on
a case-by-case basis. Third, the
upcoming Labour Codes have the
opportunity to create a tripartite
relationship between employers,
blue-collar workers, and mental
health specialists. Fourth, amidst
multiple statements made recently
by reputed CEOs regarding 70 to
90-hour workweeks, emphasising
quantity over quality and
well-being, the government must
take steps towards forging a
sustainable work environment for
blue-collar workers. Fifth, creating
awareness regarding
governmental initiatives such as
Tele Manas must be statutorily
imposed on employers. Lastly,
blue-collar workers also need to
be acknowledged as stakeholders
in the mental health discourse
before this becomes a case of lost
opportunity.

The Ministry of Labour and Employment aims to complete the harmonisation of Labour Codes by

e This presents an opportunity to incorporate mental health provisions, particularly for blue-collar

workers.
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Mental Health:
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The 2024 Economic Survey recognized mental health as a key driver of national development.
10.6% of Indian adults suffer from mental disorders, with a treatment gap of 70-92% (National
Mental Health Survey, 2015-16).

WHO highlights workplace risks, including long hours, job insecurity, inadequate pay, and unsafe
conditions, which disproportionately impact blue-collar workers.

Challenges in Existing Labour Laws

1.

Occupational Safety Code (OSHWC), 2020

e Focuses on physical safety, excluding mental health.

e Narrowly define ‘health’, limiting it to physical well-being.

Code on Social Security (CSC), 2020

e ‘Employment injury’ covers only physical accidents/diseases.

e Mental health disorders caused by work stress are not included.

Corporate Initiatives vs. Government Programs

e White-collar workers benefit from corporate programs like Infosys’ HALE, Wipro’s Mitra, and
TCS’ Employee Assistance Program.

e Tele Manas (Govt. initiative) provides mental health support, but requires workers to seek help,
limiting its reach.

e Lack of awareness and hesitation prevent blue-collar workers from accessing such initiatives.

Way Forward:

oV ke WN

ll
R
>
-

Legislative framework ensuring mental & physical safety at work.

Recognizing mental strain as an occupational disease in Social Security Code.
Tripartite model involving employers, workers, and mental health specialists.
Regulating extreme work hours to ensure a sustainable work environment.
Mandatory employer awareness programs on government mental health initiatives.
Recognizing blue-collar workers as key stakeholders in the mental health discourse.
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SE AND EFFECTS OF THE U.S.”S WITHDRAWAL FROM WHO

The cause and effects of the US.s withdrawal from WHO

Survey results indicate a growing negative sentiment among Americans towards the global public health body

I DATA POINT

Sambavi Parthasarathy

igning his first batch of exec-
s utive orders following his re-

turn to the White House on
January 20, 2025, Donald Trump
announced the United States’
withdrawal from the World Health
Organization (WHO). Mr. Trump
accused WHO of being biased to-
wards China and mishandling the
COVID-19 pandemic.

This is not the first time Mr.
Trump has chosen to withdraw
from the WHO. He took steps to
leave the organisation in 2020 for
the same reason. However, the Joe
Biden administration decided to
continue the partnership.

Close to 45% of Americans
agreed with Mr. Trump’s assess-
ment back in 2020, according to
the Global Attitudes Survey con-
ducted by the Pew Research Cen-
ter. The share of people with a si-
milar opinion in the UK. was 10
points lower at 34% and even low-
er at 31% and 30% in Canada and
Germany, respectively (Chart 1).

In a 2024 survey by Pew, close
to 40% of U.S. citizens said the
country was benefiting “not at all”
or “not too much” from being a
member of the WHO compared to
the 34% who said so in 2021. Chart
2 shows the respondents’ views on
whether the U.S. gains from WHO
membership. These trends indi-
cate a growing negative sentiment
among Americans towards WHO.

Republicans were only half as
likely as Democrats to say that the
U.S. benefits from the WHO. While
close to 80% of Democrats or De-
mocratic-leaning people said in
2024 that the U.S. benefits from
the WHO, only 38% of Republicans
and Republican-leaning respon-
dents said so (Chart 3). The figure
declined even further if only con-
servative Republicans were consi-
dered. Such opinions could have
potentially influenced Mr. Trump’s
decision.

As per the latest executive or-

7
°

der, the U.S. will pause the future
transfer of any funds, support, or
resources to WHO. This is a mas-
sive blow to WHO as the U.S. is its
largest contributor. The U.S. has
consistently contributed close to
15% of WHO’s total funding since at
least 2016-17. Its share dipped to
8.9% during 2020-21, when CO-
VID-19 was at its peak, but went
back again to the usual levels in the
post-pandemic years. It contribut-
ed a record $1.2 billion in the bien-
nium period for 202223 (Chart 4).

WHO’s other major contribu-
tors in the latest year (2024-25) in-
clude the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation (12.9%), the GAVI Al-
liance (9.91%), the European Com-
mission (8.06%) and the World
Bank (5.34%). The share of contri-
butions from China accounted for
3%.

Will some other country step up
to fill the financial vacuum left by
the U.S.? Those are big shoes to fill
as no country’s contribution has
exceeded 5% of the total funding
received by WHO. Among coun-
tries, Germany and the U.K. are in
a distant second and third place,
respectively, as per latest data.

Chart 5 shows how the funds
from the U.S. are being utilised by
WHO. In 2024-25, close to 26% of
the funds were used to improve ac-
cess to quality health services glo-
bally, 21% to respond rapidly to
acute health emergencies, 20% for
polio eradication, and close to 10%
for prevention of epidemics and
pandemics. Mr. Trump’s decision
to halt funding will have a cascad-
ing effect on these initiatives.

The President’s order also calls
for the recall and reassignment of
U.S. personnel working in any ca-
pacity with the global public
health body. This could potentially
impact the staff in WHO collabora-
tion centres in the U.S. These
centres implement WHO’s objec-
tives and engage in collaborative
research with the institutions itis a
part of. The U.S. has the most
number of WHO collaborating
centres (79), followed by India and
China, as shown in Chart 6.

Withdrawal symptoms

The data for the charts were sourced from the Pew Research Center’s surveys and the World Health Organization

J
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On January 20, 2025, Donald Trump, after returning to the White House, announced the U.S.

withdrawal from WHO, citing bias towards China and mishandling of COVID-19.

«»* This is his second attempt to exit WHO; he had initiated withdrawal in 2020, but Joe Biden reversed

the decision.

% U.S. is WHO'’s largest contributor, historically funding ~15% of WHO’s budget.

X3

*

X3

*

e Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation (12.9%)
e GAVI Alliance (9.91%)

Contributions dropped to 8.9% during COVID-19 (2020-21) but rebounded to $1.2 billion in 2022-23.
Other major contributors (2024-25):
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e European Commission (8.06%)
e World Bank (5.34%)
e China (3%)
+* No country has contributed more than 5%, making it difficult to replace U.S. funding.

Chart 4: The chart shows the share of the U.S.’s
contributions to WHO's total funding
18 O
16.3%

17.8% 16.2%
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Key WHO programs affected:

s 26% for global health services

+» 21% for emergency responses

+ 20% for polio eradication

¢ 10% for epidemic prevention

+» Trump’s decision could weaken WHO’s financial stability and global health efforts, raising concerns

over who will fill the funding gap left by the U.S.

Chart 5: The chart shows how the funds from the U.S. are
being utilised by WHO
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Q.1 When the U.S. dollar strengthens against the Indian rupee, which of the following effects is most
likely to occur?

(a) India's imports become cheaper, and exports become costlier.

(b) India's imports become costlier, but exports become more competitive.
(c) Both imports and exports become cheaper.

(d) Both imports and exports become costlier.

Q.2 Ethanol production is sourced from multiple raw materials. Which of the following correctly
represents the primary sources of ethanol production in India?
(a) Only sugarcane and molasses
(b) Sugarcane, wheat, and palm oil
(c) Sugar & molasses, FCl rice, broken rice, and maize
(d) Crude oil and natural gas
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