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Right Call, RBI

Banks shouldn’t be growing bottom line by misguiding customers. New directive will
hopefully stop it.

TOI Editorials

Why does walking into a bank so often feel faintly unsettling? In the pre-digital age, queues were
deterrent enough. This century made things worse. Instead of clerks behind ledgers, you now face staff
tethered to screens — and to sales targets — urging you to buy ULIPs and insurance policies you neither
need nor fully understand.

The damage has been real. According to a 2023 S&P survey, only 27% of Indian adults are financially
literate. That leaves millions vulnerable to products ill-suited to their age, income or risk appetite.
Thousands of crores have flowed into such schemes. Banks, meanwhile, have prospered. In 2023-24
alone, India’s top 15 banks earned X21,773 crore in commission from selling insurance and similar
products.

It has taken govt and RBI years to acknowledge a simple truth: what boosts bank profits may erode
customer welfare. RBI’s latest directive against mis-selling — effective July — is therefore overdue and
welcome. For the first time, it offers a clear definition. If a bank pushes a product unsuitable to a
customer’s profile — life insurance to an 80-year-old, for instance — it is guilty of mis-selling. A signed
consent form will not shield it. Where mis-selling is established, a full refund must follow.

This clarity is essential not just because financial literacy is low, but because the power imbalance is
stark. Banks routinely bundle life insurance with home loans. In rural areas, 62% of customers report
being “bullied” into buying add-on products when taking small loans. Yet the problem runs deeper than
overzealous branch staff. At its core lies institutional greed, expressed through punishing sales targets. In
a 2024 survey, 57% of bank relationship managers admitted they were under pressure to mis-sell.
Pressure aside, when 98% reportedly could not distinguish between nominal and real returns, they had
little business presenting themselves as financial advisers.

Sales pressure is not uniquely Indian. In 2016, Wells Fargo — one of America’s Big Four banks — was
fined $185mn for opening 1.5mn deposit accounts and 565,000 credit card accounts without customer
consent, then charging fees on them. Earlier, staff had reported targets of opening 20 accounts a day. The
scandal led to the dismissal of over 5,000 employees. That episode offers a cautionary note. In India, too,
relationship managers could easily become scapegoats when mis-selling surfaces. If RBI is serious about
reform, it must look beyond individual misconduct to incentive structures that breed it. Banks are
custodians of public trust and public money. They would do well to remember that — and focus on that
job.
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This Might Be Artful

Ireland will help artists by giving them a basic income. But state-studio relationship is
complicated.

TOI Editorials

It’s not only the stock market where the domestic investor has raised her game in recent years. The art world,
too, is witnessing a surge of conviction. Metros are buzzing with back-to-back exhibitions and auctions. Vibrant
art spaces are also flourishing in Ahmedabad, Jodhpur, Hyderabad, Pune, Jaipur and beyond.

What’s especially heartening is the demographic shift. Young people — even children — turn up for curatorial
walks. A new generation of collectors is injecting vitality into the contemporary segment. Perhaps the more the
world feels ablaze, the more we gravitate towards meaning, refuge and reimagination through creative acts. But
that instinct raises a pressing question: how do we protect creativity itself at a moment when Al is unsettling
long-standing artistic and market relationships? Ireland has offered one answer. Its Basic Income for the Arts
initiative — closely watched across the world — provides govt support to 2,000 randomly selected, eligible artists,
allowing them to spend “more time creating and less time trapped in unrelated jobs just to survive.” The
principle isn’t novel. The history of art — with a capital A — is inseparable from patronage. Without Akbar’s
imperial atelier, Mughal miniature painting may not have flourished. Without powerful patrons, Michelangelo
might never have painted the Sistine Chapel, nor da Vinci the Mona Lisa.

Govts today continue to shape cultural ecosystems — funding art universities, museums, public installations and
other institutions. Yet there is good reason to prefer an arm’s-length relationship between state and studio rather
than a suffocating embrace. Consider why the phrase “Trump Kennedy Center” jars. Remember that van Gogh
sold just one painting in his lifetime. Recall how elite patrons in Amrita Sher-Gil’s time dismissed her work.
That there is popular support for Ireland’s experiment suggests the public values art. That so many masters were
uncelebrated in their own time reminds us that artistic excellence rarely tracks immediate popularity. What
endures is not always what sells — but what questions, resists and redefines.
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Farmers’ pulse

Only structural reforms in agriculture sector can ensure food security
Editorial

India manages its prodigious demand for pulses using a
mix of import policy, price stabilisation and conditional
MSP procurement. Imports are the most sensitive because
a single central decision can immediately lower household
spending when supply is tight, at the expense of hurting
farmers, and knowing that markets cannot always absorb
‘extra’ supply. So, when the U.S. said that its trade deal
with India obligated India to purchase pulses from
American suppliers, it implied that the government had
agreed to committing imports against farmers’ interests —
a politically fraught stance in India since the 2020-21 farm
law protests and which might see a revival now. India’s
pulse output has hovered around 2.5 crore tonnes in recent
years while demand is estimated to be three crore tonnes;
imports fill the gap. Pulses account for roughly a quarter
of non-cereal protein intake and support five crore farmers
and their families. In the absence of a reliable MSP
regime as for rice and wheat, however, farmers face
organised neglect due to weak procurement mechanisms, the risks of rain-fed cultivation, and yields lower than
international competitors. In 2019-24, government procurement under the Price Support Scheme fluctuated
between 2.9% and 12.4% of production. Many States also have inadequate procurement centres, forcing farmers
to sell to private traders regardless of the official MSP. As a result, farmers are incentivised to underinvest in
pulses, leading to a vicious cycle.

India recently announced ambitious initiatives to solve this problem, an example being the October 2025 self-
sufficiency Mission, with a 311,440 crore outlay, targeting 310 lakh hectares of cultivation and 350 lakh tonnes
of production by 2030-31. But farmers remain sceptical since older promises have yet to materialise. All this is
why the initial apparent inclusion of pulses in the U.S. documents, describing what India would open to
American agri-imports, hit a raw nerve among India’s farmers. Opening the market to U.S. pulses would further
depress domestic prices and directly contradict the government’s new Mission. Breaking this cycle would
require more than removing objectionable words from an agreement, including addressing the procurement
infrastructure deficit, providing genuine MSP guarantees, investing in productivity improvements for rain-fed
areas where pulses are grown, and creating market systems that explicitly reward farmers who choose to
cultivate pulses. Until such structural reforms materialise, however, pulse farmers will continue to occupy a
precarious position in India’s agricultural economy and India will continue to depend on imports to meet its
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demand, perpetuating both food security vulnerabilities and political sensitivity around any trade agreement that
appears to favour foreign producers.
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Too fake to be good

Labelling of synthetically generated content on social media is a must
Editorial

The Information Technology (Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code) Amendment Rules,
2026, add a critical requirement for social media platforms: Al-generated imagery must now be labelled
prominently. Since the draft rules were released in October, there have been some improvements in this
mandate: it is no longer prescribing a set size for such a disclosure, nor is it applicable to any Al-generated
imagery that does not seek to pass off as the real thing. Al-generated imagery has flooded users’ feeds and they
have a right to know that this imagery is not real. The requirement that users declare synthetically generated
content as such is welcome. As India approaches the Al Impact Summit with a stated intent to regulate Al only
insofar as necessary, the requirement shows considerable restraint. Since the technology for creating synthetic
imagery is rapidly evolving, the government will, however, have to revisit parts of the Rules that impose
proactive detection of synthetic content by platforms — after all, while tech platforms are generally able to
detect synthetic media automatically, this capability is constantly challenged by the billions of dollars being
invested into ironing out the flaws that these detection mechanisms rely upon.

What is problematic is the government’s insertion — with absolutely no public forewarning — of reducing the
timelines for taking down content under the Rules to a mere two or three hours. Reducing such compliance
timelines creates one of two incentives for social media platforms: either have empowered representatives at all
times who can appropriately weigh the merits of a takedown notice and balance it against freedom of
expression; or implement a take-down-and-ask-questions-later approach. Any delay would implicate firms in
court by removing their safe harbour, an outcome they understandably wish to avoid. This shortening applies to
all platforms, adding a barrier of entry to a space that should be open to constant challengers in an open Internet.
This shorter timeline was not indicated in October, and since comments are not public, there is no way to
confirm if all interests were properly considered.. The lack of open consultation is a particularly pressing issue
when the main stakeholders are hyperscalers with hundreds of billions of dollars in planned investments over
the years ahead. Their views need to be open to scrutiny, as must the deliberations their inputs lead to. The IT
Rules remain contested in multiple court cases, and it is inappropriate to make sudden changes to social media
governance that may have ramifications for the freedom of expression without parliamentary debate.
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