
year. The average American consumes
three to four times that. To remain within
1.5°C of warming, annual per-capita
carbon emissions must stay below 2.1
tonnes. The United States emits nearly 14.

Now multiply that excess by India’s 1.4
billion. What appears as ambition is actu-
ally delusion. To aspire to copy America
is to condemn both India and the planet.
Yet this mirage continues to shape our
aspirations, drilled into us by advertising,
policy, and culture alike.

The price of copying
This is why trade quarrels over tariffs, par-
ticularly cars, are not mere commercial
disputes. Each automobile imported
carries more than steel and rubber. It
imports a philosophy: that a person is
incomplete without purchase, that life
acquires meaning through horsepower,
that consumption alone can fill the void
within. The sale is not just of a machine,
but of a mythology.

And so the cycle repeats. Phones are
designed to feel obsolete within three
years, cars within five. Waste is market-
ed as progress, obsolescence as innova-
tion. GDP swells; the biosphere shrinks. It

is the economics of addiction.
What we parade as growth is, in truth,

liquidation. Like a company selling its last
assets to dress up quarterly profits, we are
liquidating the only deep asset we possess:
the planet. Forests, aquifers, soil, and bio-
diversity: all depleted, none accounted for.
Balance sheets never record what is lost;
they only record the illusion of gain.

The burden on the many
What does the ordinary citizen receive in
return for this miracle of growth? Air so
toxic that WHO’s safe standard of 5 micro-
grams per cubic metre is outstripped
twentyfold on a routine day. Rivers that
no longer quench but sicken. Heatwaves
that strike the marginalised first, floods
that drown the poor first. Meanwhile, the
true perpetrators, the wealthiest whose
consumption drives the emissions, will be
the last to suffer, and the least.

Is this development? Or simply exploita-
tion sold as progress?

Climate and GDP: not two
variables
Even those who argue for sacrificing the
climate to protect growth will soon dis-

cover that the trade-off is imaginary.
Climate and GDP are not separate
columns. Sacrifice the first, and the second
collapses. Crops fail, cities flood, infrastruc-
ture buckles, and the very basis of eco-
nomic activity disintegrates. GDP too
comes from human bodies living on a
stable Earth. When the planet burns, so
does the economy.

The crisis beneath the crisis
Why then does the myth endure? Because
the problem is not only material but
mental. We have confused consumption
with meaning. The “good life,” in our imag-
ination, is simply the American con-
sumer’s life. We may reject Western
culture as decadent, but we embrace its
consumption with zeal. That image has
sunk into us not just as a concept but as
a philosophy.

Here is where education has failed us
too. We train our brightest in manage-
ment, finance, and technology, but never
ask the most fundamental question: what
is life for? In the absence of that inquiry,
ambition defaults to consumption. “Earn
more to burn more” becomes the hidden
motto of civilisation. All our knowledge

and skill end up fuelling a bonfire of
desires.

The climate crisis, then, is ultimately a
crisis of education: indeed, a spiritual crisis.
We do not know who we are, so we try to
become someone else. We do not know
what life is for, so we imagine it must be
for consumption. And thus we consume
not only goods, but the Earth itself.

Towards clarity, not compromise
The question before us is not of a “middle
path” between reducing consumption and
becoming developed. There is no middle
path. There is only clarity.

Clarity about what development actu-
ally means: breathable cities, clean water,
public transport that works, schools a girl
can safely reach, villages with healthcare
and dignity. Clarity about ceilings: on
inequality, on per-capita emissions, on
lifestyles that trespass planetary limits.
Clarity that skyscrapers and bullet trains
are embellishments at best, not develop-
ment itself.

And clarity, too, that degrowth is not a
curse but a necessity. A modest shrinking
of wealthy economies is not a calamity but
a reprieve. A declining population in
Japan or Europe is not despair but relief.
Growth numbers that once reassured now
serve as warnings.

The image we must retire
All of this is plain enough. What blocks us
is not ignorance but image. We are
haunted by a postcard of the “good life,”
drilled into us by advertising and aspira-
tion. We have mistaken the picture for
destiny.

But forests do not regrow because
GDP rises. Ice does not remain solid at fifty
degrees because we believe it should. The
Earth does not bend to our desires.
Reality is not bound by our illusions.

The choice before us is stark but liber-
ating. We can continue worshipping
growth, mistaking depletion for pros-
perity, until both climate and economy col-
lapse together. Or we can redefine devel-
opment in saner terms: human dignity,
equality, liveable environments, and
restraint.

Growth as a measure once had its uses.
Growth as a compulsion is fatal. The future
will not be secured by those who consume
the most, but by those who have the clarity
to live with less, and the wisdom to see
that life’s worth is not measured in things.

It is time to retire the idol of endless
growth, before it retires us.

India, the world’s largest democracy, treats elec-
tions as more than a mechanism for transfer-
ring power — they are celebrated as a festival
of democracy. Millions of citizens exercise their
right to vote, shaping the trajectory of gover-
nance and asserting their collective voice. Yet,
beneath this celebratory veneer lies a pressing
challenge: the growing frequency of elections.
Holding elections at short intervals raises a crit-
ical question — are frequent elections truly
strengthening democracy, or are they slowing
down the nation’s progress?

India’s elections are among the most expen-
sive in the world. The recent Lok Sabha polls
alone cost nearly ̀ 1.35 trillion, covering only the
expenditure of the Election Commission. Once
the spending of political parties,
advertisements, rallies, and cam-
paigns is included, the total rises to
an estimated `5-7 trillion over five
years. For a developing nation, such
expenditure represents a severe financial strain.
One cannot help but imagine the transforma-
tive potential if even a fraction of these funds
were directed towards education, healthcare,
rural infrastructure, or agricultural reforms.

Equally disruptive is the repeated enforce-
ment of the Model Code of Conduct, which halts
developmental activities during election periods.
Infrastructure projects such as roads, bridges,
power plants, and water supply schemes are
often left incomplete or delayed for months.
Politicians frequently announce new initia-
tives near elections to woo voters, but many lose
momentum once the electoral fervour subsides.
These disruptions show that frequent elections
can act as a brake on India’s developmental
pace.

Conducting elections in a country as vast and
diverse as India is an immense logistical chal-
lenge. A single Lok Sabha election requires over
ten lakh polling stations and more than one
crore officials, including teachers, anganwadi
workers, health staff, and government employ-
ees. This diversion of human resources impacts
essential services — schools lose teaching days,
healthcare workers are pulled from critical
maternal and child welfare duties, and govern-
ment offices experience operational disruptions.
Over a five-year cycle, nearly 200 working days
are estimated to be lost due to election-related
responsibilities.

Campaigns generate mountains of posters,
banners, flex boards, and pamphlets. Massive

rallies rely on fleets of vehicles, helicopters, and
planes, emitting substantial carbon into the
atmosphere. At a time when the world grapples
with climate change, such pollution exacerbates
the crisis. Additionally, the non-biodegradable
waste from campaign materials clogs urban and
rural spaces alike, reminding us that the festi-
val of democracy comes with a hidden ecolog-
ical toll.

Frequent elections can also fuel social frag-
mentation. Instead of being contests of policies
and governance, elections often descend into
battles of caste, religion, and language. Repeated
electoral cycles intensify such polarisation,
undermining national unity and weakening
democracy’s ideal as a unifying force. Rather
than fostering a shared vision, elections some-
times deepen social divides.

Addressing these challenges requires more
than policy reform; it calls for social awareness,
particularly among India’s youth. Through
debates, seminars, street plays, human chains,
and youth parliaments, young citizens can
highlight the drawbacks of frequent elections
and advocate constructive reforms. Youth par-

liaments, for instance, demon-
strate how students can engage
seriously with governance issues,
reinforcing the idea that democra-
cy is a shared responsibility, not the

sole burden of politicians.
A promising solution gaining traction is the

concept of “One Nation, One Election.” By syn-
chronising Lok Sabha and state assembly elec-
tions, India could substantially reduce costs, min-
imise disruptions caused by the Model Code of
Conduct, and ensure governance continues
uninterrupted. 

While implementing this reform requires con-
stitutional and legal amendments, the long-term
benefits in efficiency, savings, and continuity
make it a solution worth pursuing.

Frequent elections, while a testament to
democratic vibrancy, impose undeniable costs
on the economy, governance, environment, and
society. 

Democracy must be preserved, but not at the
expense of development or public resources.
Simultaneous elections offer a path forward —
saving money, reducing institutional strain, and
strengthening democratic functioning. The
success of India’s democracy will be measured
not just by the act of voting but by how effec-
tively the nation deploys its resources to
improve lives. By embracing electoral reforms
in time, India can ensure its democracy remains
vibrant, sustainable, and future-ready.

India’s Ethanol Blended Petrol (EBP) programme
is widely regarded as one of the country’s most
successful energy transition initiatives. What
began as a strategy to blend ethanol with petrol
for mobility has now reached a milestone — India
has already met its 20 per cent blending target
(E20), well ahead of schedule. This accomplish-
ment not only strengthens India’s energy secu-
rity but also sets the stage for ethanol to play a
much broader role in the economy.

The next frontier lies beyond the transport
sector, with ethanol emerging as a
viable fuel for gensets, static engines,
and captive power applications. For
an industry audience, the question is
not whether ethanol works — it is
how quickly and efficiently it can be
integrated into new domains, supported by
policy, technology, and market economics.

From Policy Vision to Ground Reality
India’s ethanol blending journey has been a text-
book case of co-ordinated execution:
a)Ambitious targets with policy clarity -
Government set aggressive blending milestones,
creating demand certainty for producers.
b)Feedstock flexibility - Ethanol is now produced
from multiple sources including various streams
of sugar mill viz C and B molasses, sugarcane juice,
surplus rice, damaged food grains, and maize.
c) Capacity expansion - Distillery infrastructure
was scaled up with interest subvention schemes
and long-term procurement commitments by Oil
Marketing Companies (OMCs).
d)Market acceptance - Automobile OEMs devel-
oped and tested E20-compatible engines, ensur-
ing a smoother rollout.
The result: India achieved 20 per cent blending
in petrol in 2025, making it the third-largest
ethanol producer and consumer globally. 

Why Look Beyond Transportation?
While the mobility sector remains a major con-
sumer, non-transport applications are equally
important:
Energy  security: Diesel gensets consume millions
of litres of fuel annually. Ethanol can offset part
of this demand.
Carbon  reduction: Ethanol’s biogenic origin
reduces lifecycle greenhouse gas emissions.
Industrial  resilience: For sectors dependent on
continuous power — such as telecom, healthcare,
and data centres — ethanol-based gensets
provide a low-carbon backup alternative.

Rural  linkages: Using ethanol in agricultural
pumps or small engines directly connects local
energy needs with local agricultural output.
Technical Feasibility: What Studies Show
Research and pilot trials over the past decade
demonstrate ethanol’s compatibility with station-
ary engines:
Gasoline  gensets:  E100 (100 per cent Ethanol) in
spark ignition gensets have shown better efficien-
cy and lower emissions under controlled testing.
Diesel  gensets: Direct use is more complex due
to ethanol’s low cetane rating. However, ethanol-
diesel emulsions with additives have shown
promising results. In addition, co-firing ethanol
with diesel in stationary engines and boilers has
demonstrated potential to lower overall emis-
sions.
Captive  industrial  use: Distilleries already lever-
age ethanol by-products (spent wash, biogas) for
captive power, proving the circularity potential

of this sector.
The  bottom  line: ethanol is technical-
ly feasible for gensets and static
engines, but commercial scale-up
requires systematic interventions.

Key Challenges for Adoption
1.  Engine  Compatibility
a) Most gensets in India are diesel-based. Running
them on ethanol requires either conversion to
spark ignition, dual-fuel technology, or stable
emulsions.
b) Material compatibility is critical, as rubber and
other non-metal components must be suitable
for the ethanol blends being used.
2.  Fuel  Logistics  &  Storage
a) Ethanol’s classification in the Class A catego-
ry means dedicated storage and handling
systems are needed.
b) Supply chain reliability outside transport
blending must be assured.
3.  Economics
a) Delivered cost of ethanol vs diesel is a decid-
ing factor. Incentives, carbon credits, or lower GST
may be required to make ethanol competitive.

Lessons from EBP
The success of EBP highlights replicable elements:
Demand  signals: Just as OMC procurement
anchored blending, institutional buyers (e.g.,
telecom operators, large hospitals, data centres)
can anchor ethanol demand for gensets.
Standards  &  testing: BIS standards for ethanol
fuels and certification of ethanol-ready gensets
will boost market confidence.
Feedstock  diversification: Ensures stable supply
and protects against raw material price volatil-
ity.

Policy  incentives: Similar to OMC assured
pricing, industrial users need predictable econom-
ics to switch.
To unlock ethanol’s potential in gensets and static
engines, the following steps are crucial:

1.  Pilot  Projects
a)Roll out ethanol-based gensets in telecom
towers, hospitals, cold chain facilities, and data
centres where power reliability is critical.
b)Demonstration at scale will address perception
barriers.
2.  Flex-FFuel  Engine  Development
a) Collaborate with genset OEMs to launch
E100-ready spark ignition gensets and dual-fuel
diesel-ethanol models.
b) Standardise retrofit kits for small engines in
agriculture.
3.  Additive  Innovation
a) Support R&D for ethanol-diesel blends with
cetane improvers, stabilisers, and cold-start
enhancers.
b) This could enable wider use in compression
ignition engines.
4.  Cluster-BBased  Deployment
a) Prioritise industrial hubs near ethanol produc-
tion zones for captive ethanol-powered energy
solutions, lowering logistics costs.
5.  Policy  &  Incentives
a)Reduced GST on ethanol gensets, accelerated
depreciation benefits, and priority lending will
accelerate adoption.
b)Public procurement mandates (e.g., govern-
ment hospitals, rural electrification projects) can
provide the initial demand pull.
In the 3-7 year horizon, ethanol can realistically
power:
a) Backup gensets in commercial and institution-
al facilities.
b) Agricultural pumps in rural areas, linking
farmers directly to local ethanol supply.
a) Captive industrial energy in sectors such as
sugar, food processing, and chemicals, where
ethanol production and use can be integrated.

The EBP programme has demonstrated that
ethanol adoption is possible at national scale with
the right ecosystem. The next phase requires col-
laboration between distilleries, engine manufac-
turers, additive companies, and industrial buyers
to create a parallel success story in gensets and
static engines.
India has proven with EBP that ethanol can be
mainstreamed into national energy strategy. The
immediate opportunity now lies in extending
ethanol’s role beyond transportation. With tar-
geted pilots, supportive policies, and industry col-
laboration, ethanol can become a competitive
alternative to diesel in gensets and static engines.

For stakeholders, the message is clear: the
ethanol economy is not just about mobility
anymore - it is about building an integrated, multi-
sector energy ecosystem. Those who move
early will capture value in this emerging space.
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Each time GDP numbers are announced, the
country is asked to cheer. News anchors
beam, markets rise, and the political class pro-
claims that the nation is advancing. Growth
has been turned into a secular god: the
symbol of collective hope, the proof that
tomorrow will be better than today.

Yet beyond the statistics lies a harsher truth.
The air has grown poisonous, rivers undrink-
able, and inequality unbearable. The pyramid
of wealth has not only risen but sharpened,
its peak gleaming while its base sinks deeper
into deprivation. Since liberalisation, India’s
GDP has expanded, but so has inequality, to
the point that the country is now more
unequal than in the early decades after
Independence. Growth has become some-
thing of a pyramid scheme: dazzling for a few,
hollow for the many.

The idol of GDP
GDP alone cannot be a measure of develop-
ment. It is an aggregate of 150 crore lives, and
as an aggregate, it disguises more than it dis-
closes. At subsistence levels, income growth
does improve welfare: food, medicine, and
education matter. But beyond a modest
threshold, the curve flattens. A tenth car or
third villa adds little to well-being. What it
does add is an enormous ecological burden
that the poor, not the rich, are forced to bear.

The disparity is global. The top 1 per cent
emit nearly a quarter of all greenhouse
gases. The top 10 per cent contribute more
than half. The bottom 50 per cent, billions of
people, contribute barely 6-7 per cent. Yet it
is this half that suffers the most: from failed
monsoons, withering crops, and heatwaves
that kill in the fields. When we clap for GDP
gains, we are often applauding the consump-
tion of the few and the suffering of the many.

Borrowed images of prosperity
Say the word “development,” and an image
flashes instantly: the American lifestyle.
Endless highways, soaring skyscrapers, over-
flowing malls, multiplying cars. But this
dream is sustained not by imagination but by
arithmetic, and the arithmetic is ruthless.

The Earth can allow no more than eight to
ten tonnes of material use per person per

The fetish of growth and the mirage of development
What we parade as growth is, in truth, liquidation. Like a company selling its last assets to dress up quarterly profits, we are liquidating the only deep asset we possess:

the planet. Forests, aquifers, soil, and biodiversity: all depleted, none accounted for. Balance sheets never record what is lost; they only record the illusion of gain
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