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A Targeting in the Name of Demography

Context

Declining fertility rates have brought the country close to replacement-level fertility, shifting future
concerns from managing a youthful population to addressing the challenges of an ageing population.
However, recent policy discussions have increasingly focused on illegal immigration, border security,
and demographic changes among religious communities.
This shift has sparked debate over whether India’s demographic policies are being guided by evidence-based
concerns or by broader political objectives.

The Real Demographic Challenge: Population Ageing

Declining Fertility and Its Implications

India’s fertility rates have fallen steadily over the past few decades.
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As a result, the country is moving towards a stage where population ageing, rather than population
growth, will become the primary demographic concern.
This transition will require greater investment in healthcare, social security, pensions, and elderly care.

Policy Priorities and Demographic Realities

Despite these emerging challenges, demographic discussions have focused heavily on
undocumented migration and religious population trends.
Such concerns risk diverting attention from pressing issues related to long-term demographic
sustainability and economic development.

Concerns Regarding the Demographic Change Committee

Absence of Demographic Expertise

The composition of the High-Level Committee on Demographic Change has attracted criticism
because it lacks professional demographers.
Instead, the committee consists primarily of retired administrators and officials.

Implications for Policy Formulation

Demographic policymaking requires specialised knowledge and rigorous analysis.
The absence of demographic experts raises concerns that administrative and security perspectives
may overshadow scientific evidence, potentially affecting the quality and credibility of policy
recommendations.

The Debate Over Illegal Immigration

Claims of Large-Scale Migration

The issue of Bangladeshi migration has become a central feature of political discourse, particularly
in border states such as Assam and West Bengal.
Concerns have been raised that undocumented migrants are altering local demographics and
influencing electoral outcomes.

Evaluating the Evidence

Population growth in border regions can result from various factors, including domestic migration,
urbanisation, and differences in fertility patterns.
Population increases alone do not constitute conclusive evidence of large-scale infiltration.
Reliable demographic analysis requires a broader examination of migration trends and socioeconomic
factors.

Economic Realities and Migration Patterns
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Bangladesh’s Economic Transformation

Over the last two decades, Bangladesh has experienced remarkable economic growth, achieving
levels of per capita income and human development comparable to India.
Improvements in education, healthcare, and employment opportunities have significantly transformed
its economy.

Challenging Migration Narratives

These developments weaken the argument that Bangladesh remains a major source of distress-driven
migration.
While cross-border migration continues to exist, available evidence does not support claims of
migration on a scale capable of dramatically altering India’s demographic balance.

Fertility Trends and Religious Demographics

The Myth of Religious Determinism

A persistent concern in public discourse is that higher Muslim fertility will eventually lead to significant
demographic shifts.
However, demographic data show that fertility rates among Muslims have declined substantially over
time.

The Role of Socioeconomic Factors

Research consistently demonstrates that poverty, women’s education, healthcare access, and
economic opportunities influence fertility far more than religion.
For example, Muslim women in Kerala, Tamil Nadu, and Jammu and Kashmir often exhibit lower
fertility rates than Hindu women in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh.

Converging Fertility Patterns

The gap between Hindu and Muslim fertility rates has narrowed considerably and continues to decline.
These trends suggest that socioeconomic development, rather than religious identity, is the primary
determinant of reproductive behaviour.

Social and Political Implications

Risks of Communal Polarisation

An excessive focus on religious demographics may reinforce stereotypes, deepen polarisation, and
contribute to the othering of minority communities.
Such narratives can weaken social cohesion and undermine trust between different groups.
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Human Rights and Democratic Values

Policies centred on identification, detention, and deportation of suspected undocumented migrants
raise broader concerns regarding civil liberties, human rights, and the protection of vulnerable
populations.
Democratic societies must balance security concerns with principles of equality and justice.

Conclusion

India’s demographic future will be shaped primarily by population ageing, declining fertility, and
socioeconomic development rather than by fears of demographic takeover.
Effective policymaking requires evidence-based policy, reliable demographic data, and expert analysis.
Addressing challenges related to healthcare, education, employment, and social security will be far more
important than focusing on narratives surrounding immigration and religious demographic change.
A balanced, inclusive, and fact-driven approach remains essential for ensuring both social stability and long-
term national development.

A Targeting in the Name of Demography 

Q1. What is India’s major demographic challenge today?
Ans. India’s major demographic challenge is the transition towards an ageing population due to declining fertility
rates.

Q2. Why has the Demographic Change Committee been criticised?
Ans. The committee has been criticised because it does not include any professional demographers.

Q3. How has Bangladesh’s economy changed in recent decades?
Ans. Bangladesh has experienced rapid economic growth and achieved development levels comparable to India.

Q4. What factors influence fertility rates more than religion?
Ans. Poverty, women’s education, healthcare access, and economic conditions influence fertility rates more than
religion.

Q5. Why can demographic debates become socially sensitive?
Ans. Demographic debates can become socially sensitive because they may encourage stereotypes, polarisation,
and social divisions.

Source: The Hindu

Cotton Productivity Mission – Can India Reclaim Its Lost Cotton
Revolution?

Context
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The Union Cabinet approved the Mission for Cotton Productivity with an outlay of ₹5,659 crore for 2026–31.
The mission aims to raise cotton lint productivity from 441 kg/hectare (ha) (in triennium ending (TE) 2025-26)
to 755 kg/ha by 2031.
There is a need to evaluate whether this target is achievable amid declining productivity, technological
stagnation, and policy constraints.

India’s Bt Cotton Success Story

A major turning point came in 2002, when the government approved the commercial cultivation of Bt cotton
as cleared by the Genetic Engineering Appraisal Committee (GEAC), marking India’s entry into the
biotechnology revolution in agriculture.

Impact of Bt cotton (2002–2014):

Introduction of Bollgard (Cry1Ac gene) and later Bollgard II (stacked genes) helped control bollworm
infestation.
Cotton production increased from 13.6 million bales (2002-03) to 39.8 million bales (2013-14).
Cotton acreage expanded by 56%, from 7.6 million ha to 11.9 million ha. Productivity rose by 88%,
from 302 kg/ha to 566 kg/ha.
India emerged as the world’s largest cotton producer and the 2nd-largest

This period demonstrated how technological innovation can transform agricultural productivity and farmer
incomes.

Policy Reversal and Innovation Slowdown

After Bollgard II, newer technologies such as Bollgard II with roundup ready flex (RRF) and Bollgard III (three
stacked genes with herbicide tolerance), were developed (by MMB (Mahyco-Monsanto Biotech) India) but
never commercialised in India.

Role of price controls:

A series of government interventions reduced returns on innovation.
For example,

2006: Andhra Pradesh capped seed prices at ₹750 per packet, significantly below market
prices. Maharashtra and Gujarat adopted similar measures.
2015: Cotton Seed Price Control Order reduced trait fees by 74%.
2018: National seed price further reduced.
2020: Trait fees were eliminated entirely.

As a result, private biotechnology firms withdrew advanced cotton technologies from regulatory
consideration, making further innovation commercially unattractive.

Global Competitors Moved Ahead
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While India halted technological progress, other cotton-producing countries continued adopting advanced
biotechnology and precision agriculture.
Cotton productivity (TE 2025-26 – lint yield (kg/ha)): Australia (2,340); China (2,311); Brazil (1,943); US
(976); and India (441) [reported by the International Cotton Advisory Committee].
The productivity gap reflects differences in technology adoption, R&D investment, regulatory support, and
seed innovation ecosystems.
Brazil, for instance, has leveraged advanced seed technologies and efficient agronomic practices despite
having predominantly rainfed cotton cultivation.

Emerging Cotton Crisis

India’s cotton sector has entered a phase of stagnation and decline.
Key trends:

Cotton production has been declining by around 2% annually since 2014-15.
If the earlier growth trajectory had continued, output could have reached 65.3 million bales by 2026.
Actual production in 2025-26 stands at only 29 million bales.
India has shifted from being a net exporter to importing approximately 4 million bales of cotton.

This reversal raises concerns about the competitiveness of India’s textile value chain and long-term cotton
self-sufficiency.

Evaluating the Cotton Productivity Mission

The mission’s objective of increasing productivity to 755 kg/ha by 2031 is ambitious and welcome.
However, significant concerns remain:

Lack of access to cutting-edge biotechnology available globally.
Absence of next-generation genetically modified cotton varieties.
Weak incentives for private-sector innovation.
Long and uncertain regulatory approval processes.
Inadequate public-sector agricultural R&D funding.

Even if the target is achieved, India’s productivity would remain well below current levels in Brazil, China, and
Australia.

The Policy Dilemma

The cotton productivity cannot be sustainably improved without addressing the innovation ecosystem.
Two possible pathways:

Revive private innovation: Reconsider the Cotton Seed Price Control Order. Strengthen intellectual
property protection. Ensure innovators can recover R&D investments.
Expand public sector R&D: 

Substantially increase government funding for biotechnology research.
Develop indigenous seed technologies and advanced cotton traits.
Strengthen agricultural research institutions and extension services.
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Conclusion

The Mission for Cotton Productivity acknowledges the seriousness of India’s cotton crisis, but productivity
gains alone may be difficult without technological renewal.
The long-term revival of the cotton sector requires a balanced framework that promotes innovation,
biotechnology adoption, robust R&D investment, and farmer access to advanced seed technologies.
Without addressing these structural issues, the mission risks treating the symptoms rather than the
underlying causes of declining cotton competitiveness.

Cotton Productivity Mission FAQs

Q1. How did Bt cotton transform India’s cotton sector during 2002–2014?

Ans. It significantly increased productivity, expanded cultivated area, and raised cotton production.

Q2. What role did the Cotton Seed Price Control Order play in India’s cotton innovation ecosystem?

Ans. It weakened incentives for private biotechnology firms to invest in developing and commercialising advanced
cotton seed technologies.

Q3. Why does India lag behind countries like Australia, China, and Brazil in cotton productivity?

Ans. India’s lower productivity is primarily due to slower technology adoption, inadequate R&D investment,
regulatory constraints, etc.

Q4. What are the key challenges facing the Mission for Cotton Productivity (2026–31)?

Ans. Such as outdated seed technology, weak private-sector participation, lengthy regulatory processes, etc.

Q5. What policy reforms are necessary to revive India’s cotton sector competitiveness?

Ans. India needs to strengthen innovation incentives through better intellectual property protection, rational seed
pricing policies, etc.

Source: IE

From Borderland to India’s Strategic Resource Frontier

Context

The Ministry of Mines has recently described several northeastern states in strikingly similar terms —
Manipur as a “quiet mineral frontier”, Arunachal Pradesh as a “resource-rich frontier”, with Meghalaya and
Mizoram framed through comparable narratives of hidden wealth.
Individually, such descriptions may seem routine. Together, they signal a meaningful shift in how the Indian
state is beginning to imagine its northeast — no longer just as a security buffer, but as a strategic resource
base.
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This article highlights the growing strategic importance of Northeast India in India’s critical mineral ambitions
and examines how the region is being reimagined from a security frontier into a resource frontier.

The Critical Mineral Push

Critical minerals — lithium, cobalt, graphite, nickel, and rare earth elements — have moved from geological
niche to geopolitical priority.
They are the building blocks of batteries, semiconductors, renewable energy systems, and defence
technologies.
Nations are now repositioning themselves around access to these resources, and India is no exception.
India remains import-dependent for several critical minerals. To address this, the Geological Survey of
India undertook 43 critical mineral exploration projects across northeastern states during the three field
seasons from 2022-23 to 2024-25.
The minerals targeted include graphite, vanadium, lithium, rare earth elements, nickel, and cobalt. States
covered include Arunachal Pradesh, Meghalaya, Assam, Nagaland, and Manipur.
In Manipur specifically, nickel, cobalt, and chromium exploration has recently begun.
The geological potential was always known. What is new is the strategic urgency behind it.

A Shift in the Language of the Northeast

From Security to Resources

For decades, the northeast entered national strategy primarily through the language of borders and
security — insurgencies, territorial management, connectivity as a tool of strategic access.
Development was often justified not on its own terms but as an instrument of territorial control.
Now, a new vocabulary is entering that space. Critical minerals are being discussed alongside trade
corridors and geopolitical competition.
The northeast is transitioning — in official imagination — from a zone to be secured to a landscape to
be extracted from.

The Word “Frontier” Is Not Neutral

The article draws attention to the repeated use of the word frontier in official communications.
Frontiers are not innocent geographical descriptions.
Historically, they have implied spaces awaiting discovery, integration, or development — spaces that
appear empty, available, waiting to be put to use.
But the northeast is not empty. It contains dense, living social worlds — communities with customary
land systems, local institutions, and deep relationships with their territory.
Land in this region is not merely an economic asset. It is tied to authority, identity, and memory.

The Tension Between National Priority and Local Reality
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India’s desire to secure critical minerals is understandable — global supply chains are increasingly uncertain,
and strategic competition is intensifying.
The northeast itself needs infrastructure, employment, and economic opportunities that have remained
uneven for decades.
But the history of development in the northeast offers a cautionary lesson. Connectivity projects have often
arrived without the economic ecosystems needed to make them meaningful to local communities.
Strategic considerations have repeatedly overshadowed questions of participation and representation.
Resource extraction risks repeating this pattern — if mining begins moving faster than the institutions
capable of managing its social consequences.

In Manipur, where years of violence and displacement have already sharpened tensions around land
and territory, these risks are acute.
Across the northeast, questions of ecological vulnerability, local ownership, and political inclusion have
surfaced repeatedly wherever development projects have touched land.

Projects involving land in this region carry meanings that go far beyond economics. Communities interpret
them through the lens of trust, representation, and political inclusion.

The Central Question

The northeast has been reimagined by the Indian state in successive waves — first as a border to be secured,
then as a corridor to be connected, and now as a landscape of strategic resources.
Each reimagination has brought its own set of priorities and promises. What has often been missing is the
question of whether local communities are shaping these transitions or merely living with their
consequences.
The author’s argument is precise: how quickly extraction unfolds and who gets to shape it may matter as
much as the minerals themselves.
A new strategic frontier that ignores the people who already inhabit it is not development — it is merely
assigning another purpose to land.

Conclusion

The northeast’s minerals matter — but so do its people. India’s resource ambitions will only be legitimate if
the communities that sit above these deposits are treated as partners in the process, not as obstacles to it.

From Borderland to India’s Strategic Resource Frontier FAQs

Q1. Why has Northeast India gained strategic importance in recent years?

Ans. Northeast India has gained strategic importance due to its potential reserves of critical minerals essential for
batteries, semiconductors, renewable energy technologies, and defence manufacturing.

Q2. What are critical minerals and why are they important?

Ans. Critical minerals such as lithium, cobalt, nickel, graphite, and rare earth elements are vital inputs for clean
energy technologies, electronics, defence systems, and advanced manufacturing.
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Q3. How is the Indian state’s perception of the Northeast changing?

Ans. The Northeast is increasingly being viewed not only as a security buffer and connectivity corridor but also as a
strategic resource base for critical minerals.

Q4. What concerns are associated with mineral extraction in the Northeast?

Ans. Major concerns include ecological degradation, displacement, land rights issues, inadequate local
participation, and the risk of development projects overlooking community interests.

Q5. What is the central argument of the article?

Ans. The article argues that successful resource development depends not only on mineral extraction but also on
ensuring that local communities actively shape and benefit from the process.

Source: TH
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