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Reform, Don’t Target

IIT student suicides are tragic. Answer isn’t villainising faculty, but recruiting more of them
TOI Editorial

The IIT system took decades to build. Since 1990s, global organisations who would otherwise stick only to
Princeton, Wharton, MIT, have recruited IIT graduates in growing numbers. The hype over astronomical
salaries of some lITians recruited on-campus is only a tiny part of the story. The real story lies in institutional
calibre. The minds that earn those salaries were shaped by institutional rigour, built slowly and painstakingly.
How was this achieved? Tough admission tests, the ability to attract talent, deep links with industry, a
committed faculty, a stated goal of maintaining a teacher-student ratio of 1:10, a focus on first principles of
engineering, maths and science, especially in the early decades...the list is long.

Heartbreakingly, four students have died by suicide within months in [IT Bombay, one of the original five, and
the second one to be instituted. In another of the top five, IIT Delhi, eight students have died by suicide since
2023. Academic pressure, exam failures, casteism, and depression, a variety of reasons have emerged as
concerns. Equally concerning is that, in some cases, faculty and management are being wholesale targeted for
a tragedy. A young person taking his/her life is a question any institution must face head-on. But villainising
professors and authorities, without waiting for results of an internal inquiry, does no one any good. Yes, lITs
are about gruelling academic standards — that’s what makes them special. Yes, students who struggle to cope
must receive attention, counselling, and advice, over and above what’s normally available for lITians. It’s also
true though maintaining high performance standards cannot be negotiable in these institutions.

What went wrong when a student took his/her life will depend on specific circumstances of a case. But one
general weakness of the IIT system is its inability to rigorously maintain the famed 1:10 teacher- student ratio.
Faculty recruitment hasn’t kept pace with student intake. Student numbers in IITs — there are 23 of them now
— have roughly doubled over a decade, from about 65,000 to 1.35L. But teacher vacancies are high. It's only
when there are enough quality faculty members that student anxieties can be properly addressed. IITs have
every SoP — committees, probes, and grievance redressal systems. But, processes are one thing, capacity for
meaningful implementation another. More than one senior faculty member and lITs’ powerful alumni network
have called for reforms. Listen to them.
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India Must Go Thorium

Given complex geopolitics, India must fast-track utilisation of the local nuclear fuel
TOI Editorial

Introduction of thorium into India’s nuclear reactors ought to be back on the table, after top nuclear scientist
and former chairman of Atomic Energy Commission, Anil Kakodkar, suggested fast-tracking the transition.
India’s decades-old three-stage nuclear power programme was aimed precisely at utilising its vast thorium
reserves. We’ve roughly 25% of world’s thorium deposits, but less than 2% of global uranium reserves — the
more common nuclear fuel.

So, why the thorium hold-up? Two reasons: tech limitations and uranium being an easier fuel as reactor feed.
Per India’s three-stage plan, first, Pressurised Heavy Water Reactors (PHWRs) were to use natural uranium to
produce electricity. In stage two, Fast Breeder Reactors were to use plutonium, and breed fissile uranium from
thorium. And it’s only in stage three that fissile uranium was to be combined with thorium, creating a self-
sustaining fuel cycle. India has mastered stage one with around 18 PHWRs in operation. But we have only just
entered stage two, with the indigenously built Prototype Fast Breeder Reactor at Kalpakkam attaining
criticality earlier this year. Stage three, which will actually help us exploit thorium, remains distant.

Kakodkar’s proposition is simple: with global uranium supply coming under strain, due to a pickup in nuclear
power production worldwide, India shouldn’t wait for its three-stage plan to mature. Instead, it should look at
ways to blend thorium into nuclear fuel for already operational PHWRs. An American company has already
successfully developed a mix of thorium and high-assay, low-enriched uranium, which can be used seamlessly
in existing PHWRs. So, Kakodkar’s suggestion of blending hits the trifecta: it ensures energy security through
thorium — much needed in today’s complicated geopolitics — compresses the transition to local nuclear fuel,
and bolsters electricity generation from clean nuclear power. India’s goal is to achieve 100GW of nuclear
power generation capacity by 2047. Only thorium, and greater participation of private players, as envisaged
under SHANTI Act, can get us there.

Tie Econovic Tives Date: 22-09-26

Don’t Allow US to Weaponise Space

ET Editorial

What was once just an idea in Ronald Reagan’s imagination — his proposed space-based missile defence
system, nicknamed ‘Star Wars’” — is now real. Last week, the US said it had placed weapons in space. No
details were given beyond this rare admission. But it has reignited fears of weaponising space. Moscow and
Beijing have called on Washington to stop. It will likely fall on deaf ears. Outer space is another of Trump’s
MAGA ideas. The creation of the US Space Force in 2019, to counter Chinese and Russian ‘sophisticated
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counterspace capabilities’ intended to ‘disrupt and degrade US space capabilities’, was part of that push. Air
Force secretary Troy Meink has made it clear there is no turning back.

Sputnik’s launch sparked the US-USSR space race, amid fears of the militarisation of space capabilities. The
1967 Outer Space Treaty put the brakes on this, forbidding the deployment of nuclear weapons and other
weapons of mass destruction in orbit. Conventional weapons, however, were another matter. The USSR is
history, but geopolitical rivalries are not. The arsenal has grown too, including lasers and microwave tech
capable of rendering ‘enemy’ satellites dysfunctional. Outer space is a far more crowded place than it was in
the 1960s or 1980s, with more than 18,000 operational satellites, most serving peaceful purposes. More
targets means more potential collateral damage.

With at least 120 conflicts underway on Earth, taking the fight into outer space is ill-advised. Beyond
disruption and damage, the required investment is staggering. And it will mean even less funding for
existential problems on Earth. The UN needs to step in, or the weaponisation of space could well become the
ultimate manifestation of M.A.D.
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Unsafe space

Deployment of weapons calls for multilateral governance in space
Editorial

Ithough the U.S. military doctrine was openly considering offensive and defen- sive space control by 2025, the
admission on September 14 by U.S. Air Force Secretary Troy Meink, and confirmed by Space Force chief Gen.
Douglas Schiess, that the country has deployed "on-orbit space control weapons" to "defend against hostile
adversary action" is cause for con- cern. Satellite systems increasingly underpin communications, energy, and
financial networks and many commercial systems serve civilian and military users. To that end, the U.S,,
Russia, Chi- na, and India, among others, have been develop- ing counter-space capabilities while contributing
to the technological and strategic environment rendering earth orbit the next major battlefield. The increasing
military use of commercial satel- lites can endanger the protections they enjoy un- der international
humanitarian law even as this law is underprepared for satellites being highly interconnected and often dual-
use. That said, the details that justify the need for orbital defence systems also make poorly specified weapons
a potential cause of instability. Mr. Meink de- scribed the weapon as defensive, but U.S. mili- tary doctrine
defines "space control" as encom- passing both offensive and defensive operations.

Compounding the consequences of confusion when two steerable satellites approach each oth- er without
understanding the other's intentions -including due to future autonomous satellites running artificial
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intelligence models onboard - is the lack of policy details. What constitutes "hostile action" and what the
weapon can do re- main unclear. While the Outer Space Treaty does not ban weapons in orbit per se, Article
IV prohi bits nuclear weapons or other weapons of mass destruction in orbit - a fluid line considering the
centrality of satellite-based networks for contem- porary society and the ability of conventional weapons to
render damage en masse; its Article Ill also requires space activities to comply with international law. But
when an autonomous, dual-use orbital asset operated by a commercial entity initiates an unwanted defensive
strike, the existing rules, including the Liability Convention, cannot be applied straightforwardly to deter mine
accountability. The rules have become too coarse for what contemporary technologies, and the declining
esteem for a rules-based world or der, warrant. The U.N. Open-Ended Working Group on the 'Prevention of an
Arms Race in Out- er Space' should offer governments an opportun- ity to address the disclosure. The U.S.
govern- ment should also reveal the particulars of the weapons it has deployed, and enter into a multi- lateral
governance arrangement that defines ex- act thresholds of action and escalation.
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