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Renowned Hindi poet and
author and 2024 Jnanpith
Award winner Vinod Kumar
Shukla passed away in Raipur
on Tuesday.

He was 88. Shukla had been
undergoing treatment for age-
related ailments at the All In-
dia Institute of Medical Scienc-
es, Raipur, since December 2.

AIIMS  spokesperson Dr.
Laxmikant Choudhary said
the writer passed away at 4.58
p.m. due to multiple organ fai-
lure. In an earlier statement
on Monday, the hospital had
stated that Shukla had been
suffering from a severe respi-
ratory illness and interstitial
lung disease. He was being
treated for severe pneumonia
and was also receiving care for
oral candidiasis, according to

Vinod Kumar Shukla
the medical bulletin.

PM expresses grief

Prime Minister Narendra Modi
expressed grief over the
death. “I am deeply saddened
by the passing of renowned
writer Vinod Kumar Shukla, a

dent of India has assented to

aturation bascd delivery for a esient,
selfeliant rural Bhara.

Amisreading by some.

alp
remains local.
s
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Celebrated writer, Jnanpith awardee
Vinod Kumar Shukla passes away at 88

Jnanpith Award winner. He
will always be remembered for
his invaluable contribution to
the Hindi literary world. My
condolences are with his fami-
ly and fans in this hour of grief.
Om Shanti,” Mr. Modi said in a
post on X. Last month, during
a visit to Chhattisgarh, the
Prime Minister had spoken to
the writer and enquired about
his well-being.

Shukla was born in 1937 in
Rajnandgaon. His journey as a
writer began in 1971, when his
first poetry collection Lagbhag
Jaihind was published.

Over the years, he penned
several well-received poetry
collections, including Kavita
Se Lambi Kavita. His novels,
including Deewar Mein Ek
Khidki Rehti Thi and Naukar
Ki Kameez, were also widely
acclaimed with the latter be-
ing adapted into a film.

Shukla received several re-
cognitions, including the Sahi-
tya Akademi Award, and was
the first Chhattisgarh writer to
receive the Jnanpith, India’s
highest literary honour.

‘Great loss’
Chhattisgarh Chief Minister
Vishnu Deo Sai described
Shukla’s passing as a great
loss. “Vinod ji, who gave digni-
ty to ordinary life through his
acclaimed works like Naukar
ki Kameez and Deewar Mein
Ek Khidki Rahti Thi will forev-
er remain in our hearts as the
pride of Chhattisgarh. His
works, full of sensitivity, will
continue to inspire genera-
tions. Heartfelt condolences to
his family, readers and fans.”
Later in the evening, the
Chief Minister announced that
the writer will be laid to rest
with full State honours.
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The VB-G RAM G Act 2025 fixes structural gaps
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End the exploitation

Child trafficking needs concerted action
from government and civil society

ne of the worst forms of modern slavery
0 is child trafficking, and the Supreme

Court of India has issued a stern wake-up
call about the prevailing situation in India. In a
December 19 judgment, it observed that child
trafficking is a “deeply disturbing reality” in the
country where sexual exploitation of children by
organised cartels continues to flourish despite
protective laws. It was hearing a case regarding a
minor who was forcibly exploited sexually by a
gang of traffickers in Bengaluru. The Court
upheld the conviction of the gang members un-
der the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act. The of-
fence, it said, struck at the very foundations of
dignity, bodily integrity and the state’s constitu-
tional promise of protection to every child
against exploitation. A Bench of Justices Manoj
Misra and Joymalya Bagchi drew attention to the
complex and layered structure of organised
crime networks which operate at various levels of
recruiting, transporting, harbouring and exploit-
ing minor victims. The Bench laid down guide-
lines to follow in child trafficking cases, particu-
larly the need for “sensitivity and latitude” while
hearing the child’s testimony. It may not be possi-
ble for the child to narrate with precision and
clarity the nature of the crime, it said, pointing
out that courts must not dlsbelleve her testimony
because of minor inconsistencies in her
evidence.

A victim of sex trafficking, particularly a mi-
nor, is not an accomplice, it noted, and “her de-
position is to be given due regard and credence as
that of an injured witness”. The Court’s observa-
tions must not go in vain and the onus is on the
government and civil society to do what is neces-
sary to protect children. The net must be spread
wide to end other forms of exploitation as well
such as forced child labour. Stringent laws may
be in place, but on the ground, much more needs
to be done like giving teeth to anti-trafficking un-

rafficking

Ministry of Home Aﬁzu—s told Parliament that In-

dia had recorded as many as 10,659 cases of hu-

man trafficking between 2018 and 2022, but of
the persons arrested for the crime in the same
period, the conviction rate was just 4.8%. The is-
sue of rehabilitation after rescue also has to be
thought through; mere compensation is not
enough. The focus must be on prevention and
protection, and one way to ensure this is to keep
children in school till they are 14 as the Right to
Education Act promised. With the advent of the
digital space, trafficking is a shape-shifting evil,
and government and social entities must be pre-
pared to tackle all its forms.
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The upskilling gap: why women risk being left behind by Al

With 10 hours less per week for self-development than men, India’s working women need flexible learning and "time-saving” policies to compete

Tanu M. Goyal
Chellsea Lauhka

s 2025 ends, Indians are
nsumed by two anxie-
— whether artificial in-
|el]|gence (Al) will take over their
jobs, and whether the future be-
longs to 80-hour work weeks or
the right to disconnect after office
hours. But for millions of working
women, a near 80-hour work
week is already a lived reality, as
their workday continues long after
office hours, filled with unrecog-
nised and unpaid labour. Unfortu-
nately, no Al or algorithm has yet
threatened to take over women's
“unpaid work” or rescue them
from the long hours spent on cook-
ing, cleaning, caregiving, plan-
ning, and emotional management.
India’s latest Time Use Survey
(2024) makes this reality unmis-
takable: 40% of women now parti-
cipate in the labour force. They are
not simply leaning into paid work;
instead, they are working a relent-
less second shift. As women take
on more paid work, their unpaid
responsibilities hardly decline —
instead of substitution, rhere is
stacking. This resul working
‘women being left with limited time

total hours of work. On average,
they spend about 8.6 hours a day
on combined paid and unpaid
work, with more than 80% of this
time devoted to paid activities
(wage/salaried work, remunera-
tive self-employment, and produc-
tion of goods and services for sale).
Across the working life cycle,
men’s total work hours typically
fall within the range of 54-60
hours per week, largely because
their unpaid workload is minimal
and stable across life st:

Women's working hours exceed
men’s across nearly every age
group. The gap is widest in the 25-
39 age range, when women spend
double the time on unpaid caregiv-
ing than men, with childcare form-
ing the largest component. Even
later in life, while men’s unpaid
contributions rise marginally (of-
ten to care for ageing parents), the
broader unequal contract at home

mains intact, regardless of age,
occupation, or income level

Women don’t have more hours
ina day, but they simply offset the
burden of double shifts by cutting
back on time for self-care. On aver-
age, women in India sleep fewer
hours in a week than men, with
the gap widening to around 2-2.5
hours a week during their prime
working years (Chart 2).

Women, on average, also spend
10 hours less than men ey week

for person: leisure,
or adequate rest.

Chart 1 highlights a stark imba-
lance in how Indian men and wo-
men divide their working hours.
On average, working women
spend around 9.6 hours a day on
combined paid and unpaid work.
A substantial share of this time is,
however, spent on unpaid work
that largely comprises elderly and
childcare activities; domestic
chores such as cooking and clean-
ing; and other voluntary work and
subsistence production. This bur-
den peaks when women are in
their prime ages (2539 years),
leading to their total working
hours exceeding 70 hours a week.

In contrast, men record lower

on self- in-
cluding learning, Sl enhance.
ment, building self-awareness and
practices that support mental,
emotional, and physical well-be-
ing. Once again, this gap is widest
(around 11412 hours per week) dur-
ing the prime age group. These fi-
gures matter immensely in an Al-
disrupted economy, since time for
upskilling and self-development is
essential to transition from low-
skilled to higher-value work.
Women contribute a mere 17%
of India’s GDP, not because they
do too little but because much of
their essential labour is unpaid
and invisible, which does not get
added in national income calcula-
tions. The Periodic Labour Force

Survey shows that nearly 40% of
women outside the labour marke|
cite household responsibilities as
the reason. Even the recent rise in
women’s workforce participation
is driven largely by unpaid family
work and low-paid self-employ-
ment. The Al era could make this
worse, as women’s jobs are more
automation-prone, and Al-driven
performance metrics risk penalis-
ing caregivers whose time con-
straints remain invisible to algo-
rithms.

True empowerment cannot
mean merely adding jobs, unless
paid employment replaces wo-
men's drudgery instead of com-
pounding it. Policy, technology,
and workplaces must be rede-
signed around women’s time — an
undervalued resource that under
pins both care and

Double shift for women

Chart 1A: Working hours for men in a day across age groups

I Unpaid I Paid

vera,

= 8.6 hour workday combined

2529 3034
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These must shift towards an out-
come-based approach that expli-
citly uses time-use data to free wo-
men’s time from unpaid work and
redirect it toward higher-value, re-
munerative activities.

The gender budget can be a key
tool to enable this by integrating
time-use metrics. Budgets must
prioritise and sustain outlays to
time-saving infrastructure such as
affordable childcare and elderly
care, piped water, clean energy,
and safe public transport. Simulta-
neously, to adapt and thrive inara-
pidly changing world of work, wo-
men must have access to lifelong
and flexible upskilling opportuni-
ties designed around their time,
mobility, and digital i

adayac groups

. Unpaid I Paid

This calls for sustained gender
budget allocations to expand pro-
grammes that build locally rele-
vant  vocational
strengthen technology and digital
skills, and scale targeted initiatives
such as the India Al Mission and Al
Careers for Women programmes.
Until women’s time is valued,
freed, and

icy and growth strategy, India’s
2047 Viksit Bharat vision will re-
main constrained by women’s in-
visible labour, time poverty and
underutilised potential.
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dropped

as institutional deliveries
rose to 89%: Health Minister

Nadda lays foundation stone for two medical colleges in Madhya Pradesh; says health benefits

provided to mothers and children through 1,81,000 Ayushman Arogya Mandirs across the country

The Hindu Bureau
BHOPAL

nion Health Minis-
U ter J.P. Nadda said
on Tuesday that the

country’s institutional de-
livery rate had gone up to
89%, leading to a signifi-
cant reduction in the ma-
ternal mortality rate
(MMR) during childbirth.

Mr. Nadda made the
statement after laying the
foundation stone for a
medical college in Madhya
Pradesh’s Dhar district. He
laid foundation for another
medical college in Betul
district. The two colleges
will be operated on a pu-
blic-private  partnership
(PPP) model.

“The rate of institution-
al deliveries in the country
has increased to 89%,
which led to a significant
reduction in the MMR. The
Narendra Modi govern-
ment is striving through its
healthcare services to en-
sure that citizens remain
healthy and do not fall ill in
the first place,” Mr. Nadda
said.

He said the two medical
colleges would also be the
first of its kind in the coun-

Union Health Minister J.P. Nadda with Madhya Pradesh Chief
Minister Mohan Yadav at an event in Dhar on Tuesday. ANI

try that would function
through the PPP model.

“The establishment of
the medical college would
provide better healthcare
services to the people of
Betul and the surrounding
tribal areas,” he said,
claiming that a “radical
transformation” had taken
place in the health sector
under Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi.

“Until the end of the
20th century, there was

only one All India Institute
of Medical Sciences (Al-
IMS) in Delhi. Former
Prime Minister Atal Bihari
Vajpayee opened six AIIMS
during his tenure. Now
there are 23. In 2014, there
were 387 medical colleges.
Today, there are 819 medi-
cal colleges. Including
those in Dhar and Betul,
the number of medical col-
leges has reached 821,” the
Health Minister said.
“Health benefits are be-

ing provided to mothers
and children through
1,81,000 Ayushman Aro-
gya Mandirs [health and
wellness centres]. Today,
keeping in mind the health
of everyone in the country,
not only is the benefit of
the Ayushman Yojana be-
ing provided, but 12 types
of vaccines are also being
administered to protect
the life of every child
through immunisation,” he
added.

The medical colleges in
Dhar and Betul are going to
be constructed at an esti-
mated cost of 260 crore
and 300 crore respective-
ly, as per a State govern-
ment statement.

Medical colleges
The State currently has 33
medical colleges, including
19 government institutions.
“In 2003, there were on-
ly 1,250 seats [in the State].
In 2023-24, this increased
to 4,875, and in the 2025-26
academic session, it furth-
er rose to 5,550 [govern-
ment: 2,850, private:
2,700]. The total number
of PG (MD/MS) seats has al-
so increased to 2,862, the
government said.
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