
weakness stares us in the face. It was not
always so. In earlier centuries, India’s
exports of textiles and spices were so
prized that European powers competed
violently to control them. Traders trav-
elled across seas for what was produced
here. Today, the situation is inverted: our
exports are so easily substituted that
buyers can switch to Vietnam or
Bangladesh without hesitation. This
reversal should disturb us more than it
does.

We console ourselves that our services
sector proves our strength. But look
closer. It is dependence disguised as
pride. Dollars flow in not because we are
truly indispensable, but because we
are largely affordable. Take away the cost
advantage, and much of the so-called
strength weakens. A nation that leans
only on being cheap stands like a man
on borrowed crutches: upright only
until someone kicks them away.

Why the illusion persists
The illusion persists for one simple

reason: comfort feels safer than courage.
Parents still urge their children to secure

stable jobs, preferably abroad. Success
is measured not by what one builds, but
by the salary in dollars. 

Even religion, which at its heart is dis-
cipline and inner clarity, is too often
reduced to spectacle: noise without
depth, rituals performed for display, fes-
tivals turned into processions
of inconvenience.

The deeper problem is not
economic but inner. For gener-
ations, we have been trained
to depend on someone else: a
ruler, a saviour, a foreign economy. 

To stand alone feels risky, so we
clutch at authority the way a drowning
man clutches at a floating log: it keeps
him afloat for a moment, but never takes
him to the shore. 

Social media feeds the illusion further.
Clips circulate claiming that all modern
science was already present in our
scriptures, that the West merely bor-
rowed from us. Such tales offer comfort,
but they also excuse us from effort
today. If we already had everything, why
build anything new? 

If we were once the cradle of knowl-

edge, then today’s weakness must be
someone else’s fault. Such thinking is
convenient because it demands nothing,
but it also ensures we never rise.

The cost of performance
There was a time when Indians abroad

earned respect through
quiet contribution. They
studied, worked hard, and
built reputations patiently.
Today, a new generation
sometimes mistakes visi-

bility for value: assuming that identity
asserted loudly will command respect.
But true respect is never won by noise.

Religion, too, has suffered this shift.
What should be an inner clarity is often
projected as  outward spectacle.
Devotional music played at high volume,
celebratory rituals in airports, mass
processions that inconvenience others:
we call this culture and demand recog-
nition for it. 

But culture should inspire admiration
by its substance, not by insistence. The
moment one sprays it on people’s faces,
it stings instead of delighting.

This performative pride also has con-
sequences. Abroad, it can fuel resent-
ment. At home, it fosters an environment
where talent suffocates, seriousness is
mocked, and superstition is rewarded.
The same psychology drives both: a pref-
erence for appearance over substance.

Respect must be earned, not
declared

Real respect comes only when you add
value. Indians who have built companies,
advanced science, or taken leadership
roles abroad are honoured not because
they demanded respect, but because
they delivered it through their work. 

The same is true at home. Recognition
follows contribution, never the other
way around. We have not built enough
strong centres of knowledge: universi-
ties, research labs and institutions of
thought, yet we cover our insecurity with
slogans. We confuse volume for strength.
But strength does not need to shout to
make its presence felt; it stands on its
own. 

There is no shortcut here. If we want
our youth to stay, we must give them
reasons to stay: universities that reward
inquiry, industries that invite risk, and
a society that respects knowledge rather
than ridiculing it. Without this, the cycle
continues: our best leave, we cling to
their success, and one policy abroad
unsettles us all over again.

Beyond illusion
The visa fee is not the real problem.

Nor are the protests abroad. They are
reminders. The real problem lies within:
our addiction to borrowed pride, our
reluctance to  face  our  own
weakness.Borrowed respect is like bor-
rowed light: it shines only until the
lender withdraws it. Or like borrowed
coins: they may glitter in your hand, but
they never belong to you. The nations we
depend on today may change their
rules tomorrow, and once again we will
tremble. 

But the real trembling is not of policies,
it is of our own unsteady feet. Until we
learn to stand without leaning, there will
be no standing at all. 

True respect does not arrive from visas
or tariffs, nor from applause abroad. It
is born only when we stop looking
outward for validation, and begin to live
from inner strength. That alone is dignity.
Everything else is illusion.

DeepMind CEO and Nobel laureate Demis
Hassabis recently emphasised the importance
of STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and
Math) skills. He has hit the bulls eye with his
appeal. Building rock-solid STEM foundational
skills is crucial in this AI era. 

The STEM practice in India has witnessed a
peculiar paradox. Disappointing admissions to
STEM academics across state-level colleges
and universities has raised an uncomfortable
question - is a decline a reflection of growing
lack of confidence in STEM education?

On one hand, we witness a trend of STEM grad-
uates emerging in large numbers; on the other
hand, there are concerns around underemploy-
ment and misemployment in core engineering
and scientific domains. Recent data from the
India Skills Report (2024) notes that only about
50% of Indian graduates are considered employ-
able. A report from Aspiring Minds (now SHL)
found that 80% of Indian engineering graduates
are unemployable in the knowledge economy
owing to several challenges - lack of
practical exposure, poor communica-
tion skills, and outdated curricula.

It is widely believed that automa-
tion has made many traditional STEM
roles redundant, while others point to tech
layoffs even at elite firms. The recent experience
of an IT company's hiring of 450 jobs for coders
is a greater reflection that suggests why we need
to focus on core skills. 12,000 candidates
applied for 450 jobs. Unfortunately, not a single
candidate could be hired because most of them
relied on an AI tool for a code rather than to
apply their mind to solve a business problem.

Many students are tempted to quick fixes
which a solid foundation in STEM can resolve.
At its core, STEM is about understanding systems.
These could be biological, physical, information-
al, or even mechanical. For example, an under-
standing of STEM could empower a student to
investigate more about the algorithm that
powers ChatGPT than to just rely on it for ready-
made answers. Naturally, STEM is foundation-
al to real core innovation.

Take a look at Demis Hassabis. He holds a PhD
in cognitive neuroscience but it is his scientif-
ic understanding that enables him to utilise data
into the AlphaFold project. That project solved
the complex problem of protein-folding. This
was not only a feat for the AI  community but
that of the whole interdisciplinary science

combining biology, physics, and machine learn-
ing.

Even in India, ISRO's Chandrayaan-3 mission
was not the product of raw coding talent
alone. It required precision engineering, orbital
mechanics, materials science, and applied
mathematics. These are STEM domains in their
classical form.

The real issue with STEM skills is the teachings
can seem siloed - disconnected from application.
A good solution would be in reimagining STEM
education as systems education. One that
focuses on strong industry interface, modern lab
access, and inter-disciplinary projects.

Aligned with National Education Policy, the
idea of Active Learning cuts across technology,
human interaction, and even interdisciplinary
approaches to redefine classroom learning. 

The rise of AI has stoked fear about large-scale
job unemployment and redundancy. While
such a fear is not misplaced, it overlooks the full
picture.

A viable AI model may actually amplify value
to those who understand the science and the
art behind such systems. For instance,
Generative AI could write code, but can we get
it to validate complex simulations in aerospace
engineering without human supervision?
Probably not. Those are aspects that yet need
human involvement. Just like Demis Hassabis,
scientists such as Dr. Fei-Fei Li at Stanford or
many Indian AI researchers across reputed insti-

tutions continue to argue that a
STEM education is the basic epis-
temic framework necessary to
question AI outputs and for further
improvement. STEM education is

crucial in domains like climate modeling, space
research, biomedical sciences, and national
security where errors have real-world conse-
quences. AI is a multiplier, not a replacement.
The demand will shift away from rote coding and
toward algorithm design, mathematical mod-
eling, and systems integration. STEM or educa-
tion as a matter of fact has been perceived as
a job conduit. But a good fundamental base is
a country's defence against rising pseudo-
science, misinformation, and even ideological
extremism. If properly delivered, STEM can
create a culture of inquiry, falsifiability, and evi-
dence. These are non-negotiables in a society
trying to modernise without fracturing itself. In
India, initiatives like the Atal Innovation Mission
or the National Research Foundation have
great propensity to succeed, if the STEM pipeline
remains robust.  

The NITI Aayog's sobering report on India's
Composite Water Management Index warns that
21 Indian cities are on the verge of running out
of groundwater.  This national crisis is com-
pounded by a systemic failure in our clean-up
efforts. While ambitious government programs
and a clear vision to restore our rivers have led
to a consensus on the need for decentralised
sewage treatment plants (STPs), the grim reality
of polluted waterways and dry taps persists. The
flaw in the flow is not the lack of infrastructure,
but its fragmented, opaque management, a sys-
temic disconnect that has hobbled progress for
decades. 

Urban India generates over 72 billion litres of
sewage per day, yet less than a third of this is
treated. The rest, a torrent of untreated waste,
is discharged into rivers that once sustained com-
munities and now flow as little more than open
sewers. Our strategy of building decentralised
STPs, while conceptually sound, has failed at the
crucial stage of implementation. These plants
often become "islands of inefficiency," plagued
by poor maintenance, inconsistent perfor-
mance, and underutilisation. The reasons are a
litany of well-documented failures: inaccurate
design for local conditions, operational errors
by untrained staff, and the frequent breakdowns
that plague poorly monitored sites. These are not
merely technical glitches; they are fundamen-
tal failures that undermine the entire mission. 

The solution is not more of the same. It is a
new blueprint for management-a digital back-
bone powered by AI and e-governance to
connect and optimise every plant, transforming
them into a single, cohesive, and accountable
network. The first component of this backbone
is AI. Internet of Things (IoT) sensors, a type of
AI technology, can be deployed on every decen-
tralised plant, regardless of its size or location.
These sensors would provide real-time monitor-
ing of critical parameters like pH, Biochemical
Oxygen Demand (BOD), and Chemical Oxygen
Demand (COD). This hands-off approach elimi-
nates the potential for data manipulation inher-
ent in a human-reporting system, providing a ver-
ifiable source of truth on water quality.
Furthermore, AI can enable predictive mainte-
nance, analysing data patterns to forecast
equipment failure before it happens, thereby pre-
venting costly downtime and ensuring plants
operate at peak efficiency. This can also lead to

significant energy savings, a win for both the envi-
ronment and the municipal budget. 

The second, and equally vital, component is
a robust e-governance framework. We must
propose a centralised, publicly
accessible dashboard where
the data from every single
decentralised STP is automati-
cally relayed. This would be a
system of radical transparency.
The Central Pollution Control
Board (CPCB) is already imple-
menting a similar system for
large industries, known as Online Continuous
Effluent Monitoring Systems (OCEMS). This model
can and should be scaled and made mandato-
ry for all urban STPs. 

The CPCB's mandate carries legal teeth,
backed by powerful legislation like the
Environment (Protection) Act, 1986, which allows
it to issue directions, levy heavy financial penal-
ties, and even shut down non-compliant plants.
Yet, a system relying on intermittent, delayed,
or manipulated data is like a vigilant watchman
with no eyes. The live dashboard would display
water quality in real-time, instantly flagging non-
compliant plants and triggering automated
alerts to authorities. Beyond mere compliance,
this transparency would foster public trust and
engagement, empowering citizens to become
direct stakeholders in the health of their local
water bodies. 

The fiscal benefits of this approach would be
immediate and transformative. A structured,
tech-enabled system would not just generate
revenue from a new resource; it would also plug
several significant fiscal leaks in the public
budget. For instance, cities facing water stress
spend exorbitant amounts on water tankers. In
a major city like Bengaluru, the cost of a private
tanker can be as high as approximately `3,000
for a single 12,000-litre tanker. A reliable, decen-
tralised system would provide a local, consistent

source of non-potable water, drastically reduc-
ing the need for these expensive and inefficient
fleets. 

Similarly, by providing nutrient-rich treated
wastewater for irriga-
tion, we can contribute to
a more sustainable
budget by reducing the
reliance on government-
subsidised inputs like
agricultural electricity
(for groundwater pumps)
and chemical fertilisers.

As of 2025, the government's fertiliser subsidy
stands at a staggering `1.92 lakh crore. 

By making wastewater a viable alternative for
agriculture, we can chip away at this enormous
expenditure while simultaneously helping
recharge aquifers. These savings, combined with
the avoided healthcare costs from waterborne
diseases-a burden that the WHO estimates at
over $100 billion-make this approach a fiscally
responsible policy, not just a green initiative. 

The economic value of treated wastewater
extends to the construction sector as well, where
there is a growing demand for non-potable water
for concrete mixing and curing, which can be met
by a secure and transparent supply.  Ultimately,
a river is only as clean as the sum of its parts.  By
connecting every decentralised plant with a
digital nervous system, we can turn a silent tide
of waste into a flowing, transparent asset. This
is how we will heal our rivers, one data point at
a time. 

The missing link: How AI and e-governance
can unlock India’s water mission
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For decades, success in India has meant
distance. The farther one could go from
home, the more accomplished one
appeared. Families saved not so that their
children might build here, but so they
could leave for farther pastures. Coaching
centres, consultancies, migration agencies,
and an entire economy grew around this
one idea: respect lies in being elsewhere.
And now, a stroke of a pen in Washington,
a sudden hike of tens of thousands of
dollars in visa costs, and whole cities in
India panic. One order abroad, and our
dreams here collapse. Seventy years after
independence, should this be what
freedom amounts to: waiting anxiously for
another country to decide whether our
future may proceed?

Borrowed pride is not respect
What we call pride has often been bor-

rowed. Indians abroad were once praised
for their diligence and discipline. But let
us be honest: much of that behaviour was
driven not by inner transformation but by
caution. We knew that a misstep could
mean losing the only chance to escape
poverty, so we were careful. It was not
always dignity, but necessity.

Now, with larger numbers overseas
and social media encouraging loud asser-
tions of identity, that caution has faded.
At times, some of our less admirable
habits travel with us: a casual disregard for
order, civic lapses, behaviour that unset-
tles local communities. Unsurprisingly,
societies that once welcomed us unques-
tioningly are beginning to push back.
The contrast is striking: restraint once gave
Indians abroad a reputation for reliabili-
ty, but swagger without substance invites
resistance. Respect remains fragile when
it rests only on how long others will tol-
erate us.

The numbers don’t lie, but they
also don’t save

Seventeen per cent of the world’s
people, and barely four per cent of global
trade. That is our position. And yet we keep
boasting of past wisdom, while present
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