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F
or the first time in nearly five years, the
Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) of the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) pivoted on in-

terest rates, unanimously deciding to cut the
benchmark repo rate from 6.50% to 6.25%. This
move, while maintaining a neutral stance, marks
a significant departure from the previous bi-
monthly review, where the committee had opted
for the status quo with a 4:2 vote. At the time, the
MPC was contending with inflation at a 15-month
high of 6.2% in October and a sluggish second-
quarter GDP growth of 5.4%. Now, with inflation
moderating to 5.2% in December, still above the
RBI’s 4% target, and growth projections for 2024-
25 slipping to a four-year low of 6.4%, the central
bank appears to be prioritising economic expan-
sion over inflation control. RBI Governor Sanjay
Malhotra, in his first policy review, highlighted
the challenges posed by global economic uncer-
tainties, including stalled disinflation, diminish-
ing prospects of rate cuts in the U.S., and a stron-
ger dollar pressuring emerging markets and their
currencies, including the rupee. These factors
have complicated policy trade-offs for India,
making the case for supporting growth even
stronger. The MPC justified its decision to look
past current inflationary concerns, citing expec-
tations that price pressures will ease further, with
inflation projected to average 4.2% in 2025-26
from 4.8% this year. This outlook hinges on as-
sumptions of a favourable food inflation trajecto-
ry, a normal monsoon, and a bumper harvest of
key vegetables such as tomato, onion, and pota-
to, which are, historically, major contributors to
price spikes. While inflation remains a concern,
the panel has signalled that weak economic
growth is more pressing, especially given the se-
cond-quarter slump and limited signs of recovery
since then. The RBI’s post-Budget policy stance
also suggests closer alignment with fiscal policy,
apparently heeding the government’s call for mo-
netary and fiscal measures to work in tandem
rather than at cross-purposes. Whether the Bud-
get’s stimulus measures, combined with the rate
cut, will revive consumption, attract private in-
vestment, and boost growth remains uncertain. 

Interestingly, had the MPC met a week later, it
might have had additional justification for the
rate cut, given expectations that inflation in Janu-
ary could have cooled to around 4.5%. With a
new Governor at the helm and an upcoming ap-
pointment for the Deputy Governor overseeing
monetary policy, the RBI could consider adjust-
ing the MPC’s review schedule to incorporate the
latest inflation data. A slight shift in the timing of
its bi-monthly meetings could make monetary
policy more responsive and data-driven, enhanc-
ing the committee’s ability to justify its stance
with real-time economic indicators.

Growth over inflation 
The interest rate cut signals a shift
in the RBI’s immediate priorities 

T
he Prime Minister’s parliamentary inter-
ventions are always keenly watched, as
they are expected to provide the clearest

insights into the government’s priorities and its
responses to pressing concerns and criticisms,
particularly from the Opposition. This week,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi spoke extensively
in both Houses. However, his speeches largely
sidestepped critical national issues. Key develop-
ments such as the inhumane way in which Indian
deportees were flown back by the United States,
the stampede at the Maha Kumbh in Prayagraj,
and the transformative advancements in Artifi-
cial Intelligence, each with significant implica-
tions for India’s future, received little to no sub-
stantive acknowledgment. Instead, Mr. Modi’s
speeches relied heavily on campaign slogans, mi-
nimal engagement with the Opposition, and re-
peated attacks on past governments, particularly
the Congress. He even took a dig at the fact that
Sonia Gandhi and her children, Rahul and Pri-
yanka, have become Members of Parliament si-
multaneously. His speech also made mention of
Ms. Gandhi’s poorly chosen words when she re-
ferred to President of India Droupadi Murmu as a
“poor thing”, as well as Leader of the Opposi-
tion’s Rahul Gandhi’s controversial remark about
his political fight being against the Indian state.
While Mr. Modi undoubtedly scored political
points, his addresses fell short of providing the
country with the reassurance and clarity needed
on key domestic and global challenges. In an in-
creasingly uncertain world, foreign policy must
remain above partisan bickering, and the govern-
ment must do more to build consensus on India’s
development trajectory, particularly in the face
of rapid technological disruption. Rahul Gandhi’s
argument for India to develop its own AI model
and indigenous production ecosystem resonates
with a broad segment of the population, and the
government would do well to engage with such
ideas rather than dismiss them outright.

Mr. Modi can rightfully claim credit for some
of the better governance initiatives that have
shaped India’s trajectory since 2014. However,
slogans alone cannot resolve mounting challeng-
es. The government’s legislative agenda, rhetoric,
and refusal to be accountable on crucial issues in-
dicate a lack of effort in forging a cohesive nation-
al vision. While it may argue that its stance is
merely a response to an adversarial Opposition, it
ultimately remains the government’s responsibil-
ity to lead, govern, and deliver. At a time when
political hostility is at its peak, what India needs
most is a shift toward constructive engagement
and consensus-building, something only the go-
vernment can initiate.

Prime time  
The government must engage with

the Opposition constructively  

I
n November 2024, a postgraduate student
in Michigan, United States, had a
disturbing interaction while discussing
elderly care solutions with Google’s

Artificial Intelligence (AI) chatbot, Gemini. After
some hours of discussing problems of old age, the
chatbot suddenly snapped, issuing a blunt and
alarming message: “This is for you, human....You
are a waste of time and resources....You are a
stain on the universe. Please die.”

Did anyone realise AI could behave like that?
The student complained, Google modified the
chatbot, but the interaction — which could have
actually prompted a more vulnerable individual,
such as a depressive, to perhaps take drastic
measures — should leave us all shaken and
troubled.

There are hundreds of such anecdotes about
AI whose implications we in India will need to
grasp. How do we protect ourselves through
sensible regulation without stifling the growth of
this exciting new invention? AI is reshaping
industries, economies, and geopolitics,
transcending national borders with data,
algorithms, and innovations flowing seamlessly
across regions. In this interconnected landscape,
effective governance and safety mechanisms
require a unified international approach. For
India, participating in global standard-setting on
AI safety is not just an opportunity but an
imperative. But, India has not even established a
national AI safety institute.

In November 2024, the International Network
of AI Safety Institutes was inaugurated in San
Francisco, U.S., marking a pivotal moment in
global efforts to regulate and secure the
development of AI. Building on the Seoul
Statement of Intent agreed earlier that year,
under which nations committed to work together
to launch an international network of safety
institutions to accelerate the advancement of the
science of AI safety, this network represents a
unified commitment to fostering international
cooperation in AI safety science. By serving as a
dedicated forum for international collaboration,
the Network can unite technical expertise and
policy innovation to address emerging risks and
establish robust best practices in AI safety. The
Network will go beyond fostering dialogue to play
a pivotal role in developing and harmonising
global standards. India, so far, is sadly absent
from this vital forum.

The borderless nature of AI
AI transcends national borders, operating
through the seamless flow of data, algorithms,
and innovations across regions. Its global sweep
means none of us is immune from its impact.
Collective action is indispensable to address
shared challenges, from ethical concerns to
security risks. At the same time, effective
governance of this transformative technology
requires a collaborative approach to establish

unified standards that promote safety,
accountability, and innovation.

India’s participation in such global discussions
is not just desirable but essential. As one of the
world’s fastest adopters of AI, with an adoption
rate of 30%, significantly higher than the global
average of 26%, according to a recent Boston
Consulting Group (BCG) report, India stands at
the forefront of leveraging AI for transformative
change across sectors such as health care,
finance, agriculture, and logistics. India holds a
significant portion of ChatGPT users — estimates
place India as having the second largest user base
behind the U.S., with around 10% of global
ChatGPT users from India. A recent survey
ranked India first among the percentage of
consumers using ChatGPT. Clearly, we are major
adopters of AI.

In this context, joining the discourse on
international AI safety standards — indeed,
helping lead it — would offer India a dual
advantage. First, we must ensure that India’s AI
ecosystem remains secure, ethical, and globally
competitive. Second, it is in our national interest
to position India as a responsible technology
leader on the world stage, committed to
safeguarding individual rights and advancing AI
responsibly. Collaborative efforts with other
nations on a multilateral level will enable India to
anticipate emerging threats, adapt to regulatory
shifts, and maintain its competitive edge in the
global AI race. To do this, India needs to create a
national institution urgently, and pitch it into the
fray.

The intersection of politics and technology
The intersection of AI and geopolitics is becoming
ever more pronounced, as seen in recent
proposals by the U.S. to impose export controls
on advanced AI software. Such measures, while
rooted in American national security concerns
about China, have the potential to reshape the
global technology landscape, disrupting
international scientific collaborations and altering
the dynamics of innovation. India is the
“non-China” for now, but there is no guarantee it
will be exempt from such controls indefinitely.
Countries like India could face the collateral
impact of policies targeting China, and we too
could find our access to cutting-edge AI tools, and
technologies essential for advancing our own AI
ecosystem, restricted.

It is clear we cannot afford to remain a passive
observer in this shifting landscape. These
developments further underscore the urgency of
participating in international platforms such as
the International Network of AI Safety Institutes —
to advocate balanced frameworks that protect
legitimate security interests while preserving the
spirit of collaboration.

AI’s strategic importance spans economic
development, military applications, and
cyber-security, all areas of national priority in

which we must ensure our interests are
protected. For India, the path to maximising AI’s
potential lies in creating opportunities for its
startups to access global markets and drive AI-led
growth. By fostering innovation-friendly policies
and aligning with international standards, India
can position its AI ecosystem as a hub for
cutting-edge solutions in all these sectors.

Proactive engagement in global AI safety
initiatives will further enhance India’s ability to
shape equitable frameworks that support global
collaboration and transparency. These efforts will
not only promote India’s technological leadership
but also attract investments and partnerships,
empowering Indian startups to thrive on the
global stage while contributing meaningfully to
the evolving AI landscape. Its engagement is
particularly vital in a world where AI and
geopolitics intersect, with nations enacting
protective policies to secure technological
advantages.

Leveraging India’s strengths
India’s vibrant AI ecosystem, fuelled by its robust
IT sector and talent pool, makes it a critical
player in the global AI dialogue. Moreover, India’s
experience in navigating the complexities of
Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI) initiatives such
as Aadhaar and the Unified Payments Interface
have demonstrated how inclusive, interoperable,
and scalable systems can transform lives,
enabling economic growth and social inclusion at
unprecedented levels. 

These successes of our “Tech Stack” highlight
India’s ability to navigate the complexities of
large-scale technological implementation while
ensuring accessibility and equity. Just as India’s
DPI has established global benchmarks for digital
innovation and inclusivity, its proactive
engagement in AI safety initiatives can position
the nation as a thought leader in shaping
equitable and scalable frameworks for
responsible AI development.

In a world where AI is increasingly at the
centre of economic and geopolitical strategies,
India must take an active role in shaping its
future. As the adage goes, in global politics, you
are either at the table, or on the menu.
Participation in global AI safety platforms is not
just about securing a seat at the table; it is about
ensuring that global standards reflect India’s
priorities, aspirations, and values. By engaging
proactively, India can protect its interests, foster
cross-border innovation, and position itself as a
global leader in AI governance.

The stakes are high, and the time to act is now.
For India, embracing this responsibility is
essential to navigating the opportunities and
challenges of the AI revolution while ensuring a
secure, inclusive, and prosperous future for all.
(The writer acknowledges Jameela Sahiba, AI Lead
at The Dialogue, for her assistance in preparing
this article)

India’s voice must resonate in global AI conversations 
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is the fourth-term
Member of
Parliament (Lok
Sabha), Congress
party, for
Thiruvananthapuram,
and the Chairman of
the Parliamentary
Standing Committee
on External Affairs. He
has previously
chaired the
Committee on
Information
Technology. He is an
award-winning author
of 26 books, his most
recent being ‘A
Wonderland of Words’

In a world
where AI is
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economic and
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strategies, India
must take an
active role 
in shaping 
its future

I
n India, the 1990s and the early 2000s were
a time of education activities on a mass scale.
But results from the nationwide Annual

Status of Education Report (ASER) surveys of that
period indicated that while enrolment and
infrastructure indicators showed a rush to
schools, learning indicators pointed to no change.
At the same time, computers, mobile phones,
and digital technology were making waves. It was
a time of many possibilities and promises with
digital solutions and businesses. However, it was
when the COVID-19 pandemic struck that the
digital revolution hit the ground in rural India.
This is reflected very well in ASER data.

Smartphone use and rural households
In 2018, nearly 90% of rural households had
simple mobile phones and 36% had
smartphones. In 2022, the proportion of
households with smartphones had risen to over
74% and, according to ASER 2024, it has grown
further to 84% this year. While the percentage of
children who have access to a smartphone at
home is nearing saturation, the proportion of
children aged between 14 and 16 years who own a
smartphone has risen from 19% to about 31%
within a year. 

It is not clear from the ASER data whether
mothers of young children have their own
phones. This ownership of smartphones is
important when it comes to use in supporting
young children’s learning and their own learning.

The main use of smartphones during the
pandemic period was that of a carrier of texts,
worksheets, and videos, which were a substitute
for textbooks. Virtual training sessions had
become common too. As the pandemic faded
away, the digital skills learned during the period
sustained, although some of the practices became
less important and a new excitement began to
build around artificial intelligence (AI).

The best promise of the digital revolution was,

to this writer, in the open and continuing
education domain for the underprivileged. The
need and the possibilities in India are
tremendous. For example, at this time, over 40%
mothers of schoolchildren are not schooled or
have completed school less than class five. Nearly
another 40% are schooled between class six and
class 10, and the remaining have completed class
10. Educating mothers so that they can help
children is an investment India should make to
accelerate and strengthen the education of
children.

Over the past 30 years, we have lived through
the computer, the Internet, and mobile
revolutions, and we are now looking at AI. With
every new wave of technology, there is new hope
and talk of revolutionising education. By the time
the technology becomes affordable, something
new and exciting for the privileged shows up on
the horizon, but technology has not delivered on
its promise where the education of the
underprivileged is concerned. One of the biggest
constraints is the availability of devices.

But, as ASER 2024 data show, availability of
individually owned smartphones is going to be
less and less of a constraint. Most rural
households already have a smartphone. Getting a
second phone may be easier for many families in
times to come.

No language barrier
Hardware, without a doubt, is becoming easily
available. Language used to be a major
impediment. It is not so any more. Writing or
dictation in local languages is now possible.
Translation from one language to another is easy.
All the tools needed for learning are accessible, if
you know what to access, where, and how. But
what if there was one place in a village — let us
call it school — where questions of what, where,
and how were answered by an intelligent device?

Access to schools is complete. But school

attendance is still a problem. In a village or a
community, some children go to a private school,
some to a government school, others to private
classes and some do not go to school at all. This is
somewhat of a chaotic situation at the level of the
village and also at the larger community level,
which reflects in the quality of learning in
schools.

During the pandemic, in many villages of
Maharashtra, a learning programme was
broadcast from a vantage point. It should be
possible to work out a curriculum and broadcast
schedule in villages so that group learning can be
organised. Organising new schools in this manner
should be possible, although, initially, there may
not be many takers.

Every civilisation has created its own schooling
system over the last 5,000 years. Teachers and
methods in one education system did not work in
another, the curriculum in one country was not a
good fit in another. That was because civilisations
were separated by time, space, culture, and
technology. The age of empires and colonialism
started integrating civilisations. Although
separated by national boundaries, countries
today are integrated by science and technology.
Education too is an integrating factor. But so is
profit. Every technological innovation, barring
those promoted by philanthropists as public
goods, has to look for a ‘for-profit market’. Where
profits cannot be made, innovations find limited
use.

The prediction that hardware and devices
would become inexpensive has come true but the
need for a higher order and bigger hardware is
growing with the innovations of AI. Will
philanthropic investments be enough to help
universalise the innovations that could
revolutionise education? As a country, India
needs to come up with a road map that allows the
promise of technology to be harnessed for the
benefit of those who need it the most.

Technology and the challenge of equitable education 

Madhav Chavan 
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India lacks a
road map in the
field of
education that
allows the
promise of
technology to
be harnessed
for those who
need it the most

The Tamil Nadu Governor

The rift between the Chief
Minister of Tamil Nadu and
the State Governor has
been going on for quite
some time. It is high time
the incumbent Governor is
recalled. (“What was ‘gross’
about the 12 Bills kept
pending for 3 years: SC to
T.N. Governor”, February 7).

Parthasarathy N.,
Chennai

I fill it in, I get a response
that a candidate has to fill
this only when he has
appeared for the mains. If I
do not fill this part, i.e., ‘Add
details of
Examination/Recruitment’,
the page does not move.

Jai Vijay,
New Delhi

New website and errors

Hours after The Hindu

mentioned glitches in the
website for the civil services
examination (February 7),
there is one more major
glitch to report. In Part I of
the UPSC examination
information, the site asks
for ‘Add details of
Examination/Recruitment’
though I have not qualified
for the prelims as yet. When

in the process, has become
fragmented and, even
worse, bereft of a
competent captain. This is a
simple truth which nurtures
the BJP to gigantic
proportions. A total revamp
of the Opposition strategy is
needed which also needs a
thundering orator of the
likes of V.K. Krishna Menon.

C.K..Prem Kumar,
Kalvakulam, Palakkad, Kerala

that his every action taken
against the State has the
backing of the party ruling
at the Centre.
N. Visveswaran,

Chennai

Opposition unity

“United we win, divided we
perish”, is the well- known
saying. The INDIA bloc was
formed to dislodge
Bharatiya Janata Party but,

The arrogant stance of the
Governor has lowered the
dignity of the constitutional
post that he holds and the
respect that it accords. 
That the Supreme Court of
India has had to question
the Governor for his
prolonged inaction is an
even more unpleasant
situation and a disgrace
that he has brought upon
himself. It is very apparent
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O
n a sunny day in January, A. Prakash,
40, sits on a boat in Kovalam, off the
East Coast Road (ECR) in Chengalpat-
tu district of Tamil Nadu. He has just

returned from a fishing trip where he saw 10
Olive Ridley sea turtle carcasses floating in the
sea. “We (fisherfolk) have been seeing many such
carcasses every day since the beginning of the
year,” he says, perturbed.

Prakash points to an elderly woman nearby,
who comes to pick up a basket of tiger prawns
from the boat, and says her son helps the Forest
Department bury the carcasses. Placing the bas-
ket deftly on her head, Rani, 65, says, “My son
just buried six and came home tired and hungry.”

In the Chennai and Chengalpattu districts, lo-
cated along the 1,076 kilometre-long coastline of
Tamil Nadu, many people recall seeing dead
Olive Ridley sea turtles washed ashore this year.
C. Gnanasekar, 44, a fisherman from Uthandi, off
ECR, spotted four of them in the first week of Ja-
nuary. Rajiv Rai, 69, from Injambakkam in Chen-
nai, says he has seen about 80 since the first week
of the year. Maria, a nature enthusiast, says she
saw 24 at Nemmeli Kuppam in Chengalpattu.

Olive Ridley turtles, which are found in warm-
er waters, such as the southern Atlantic, Pacific,
and Indian Oceans, haul themselves up on to In-
dia’s eastern shore every year by the tens of

thousands and lay eggs in an event known as arri-
bada (arrival by sea in Spanish). While Odisha is a
mass nesting site for Olive Ridley turtles in India,
thousands of these small wild animals also come
sporadically to nest between December and April
along the Tamil Nadu coastline, a lifeline for mil-
lions who depend on fishing for their livelihood.
The biodiverse and eco-sensitive Gulf of Mannar,
located off the districts of Thoothukudi and Rama-
nathapuram in the south, is an essential feeding
site for these turtles. The creatures then migrate to
Odisha, West Bengal, and beyond.

Along the 34-km-long coast from the Marina
Beach in Chennai to Kovalam in Chengalpattu,
seeing dead sea turtles on the shore during mat-
ing season is not unusual — every year, an average
of 350 dead turtles can be found, says Shravan
Krishnan, a volunteer with the Students Sea Tur-
tle Conservation Network (SSTCN). However, this
year, until January 31, conservationists had
counted 1,200 dead sea turtles, more than three
times the normal figure. The Tamil Nadu Forest
Department provided a more conservative esti-
mate (706 turtles until January 23). The depart-
ment has refused to provide numbers since then.

To make matters worse, the number of sea tur-
tle nests along the shores has been unusually low.
“Most turtles that were to nest have died. All the
dead female turtles we bury have eggs in their
bodies,” says Gnanasekar, who has been working
with the TREE Foundation, a marine conserva-
tion organisation, for two decades.

Guests from the sea

Olive Ridleys are the smallest of the seven sea tur-
tle species. They weigh up to 45 kilogrammes

and reach only about 2 feet in shell length. Their
name comes from their olive-coloured carapaces
(hard upper shells). Though their numbers have
remained stable in recent years, Olive Ridleys re-
main a key species in global conservation efforts
and are classified ‘vulnerable’ by the Internation-
al Union for Conservation of Nature Red List.

Sea turtles play a crucial role in the marine
ecosystem. By feeding on crustaceans that live
on the seabed, they help release the oxygen that
is trapped there. They maintain healthy seagrass
levels by nibbling on seagrass and algae. They
provide shelter for commercially important fish
species and control jellyfish populations that
could otherwise harm fish larvae.

In Tamil Nadu, conservationists and fisherfolk
refer to Olive Ridley turtles as “guests” and even
“god”. For fishermen such as A. Palayam, 62,
from Urur Kuppam in Besant Nagar in Chennai,
sea turtles have a cultural and spiritual signifi-
cance. “Our kutti amma (little mother) is impor-
tant for us,” he says. In addition to the creature’s
cultural significance, fisherfolk view sea turtles
as a symbol of a healthy ecosystem.

Every year, Olive Ridleys pore out of the sea,
crowd the shore, give birth, and then wait to be
swept into the sea again. Referring to this, R. San-
kari, 37, a resident of Nemmeli, says, “The turtles
are like the daughters of our village. They come
back to their home to have children.” Sankari
says she has been seeing an unusually high num-
ber of dead turtles this nesting season.

In Chennai, one of the few metropolitan cities
in India where these sea turtles come to nest, it is
not just fisherfolk who speak passionately about
turtles; conservationists and students sport T-
shirts urging people to save turtles and set off at
midnight during the nesting season to scour dark

sands for eggs.
Abhishaek, 24, a volunteer with SSTCN, and

his peers patrol two stretches of the coast bet-
ween the Cooum estuary and Neelankarai every
night in the nesting season. As they walk, they
search for tracks left by the turtles and follow
them. When they come across a distinctive clear-
ing, they use a ‘probe’, a long hollow rod, to
check for nests. If they find eggs, they carefully
collect them and measure the nest’s dimensions
to recreate the conditions in hatcheries, before
continuing their walk. “Working with a commun-
ity that cares so much about sea turtles has
shaped my interest in wildlife conservation. Sea
turtles are a huge part of my life,” he says.

Abhishaek, who has spent four years with
SSTCN, says the team hardly found nests in the
first three weeks of January. “Typically, we find
about 30 nests. But this year, we could find only
two,” he says.

Nets of destruction

By the end of January, conservationists and auth-
orities in Andhra Pradesh also began to notice
that the number of dead turtles was higher than
normal. C. Selvam, Conservator of Forests in the
Tirupati Circle of the Andhra Pradesh Forest De-
partment, says the problem is not confined to Ta-
mil Nadu. Supraja Dharini, founder of the TREE
Foundation who also works with the Andhra Pra-
desh Forest Department, says at least 2,032 tur-
tles had died until January 26 in the State.

Dharini says one of the primary threats to sea
turtles is bottom trawling and the widespread use
of fishing gear, such as gill nets. The Tamil Nadu
Marine Fishing Regulation Act, 1983, stipulates
that trawl boats should operate beyond 5 nautical
miles (approximately 9.26 km) from the shore.
This zone is reserved for artisanal fishermen us-
ing smaller boats. “However, despite regulations,
many commercial fishermen continue to violate
these rules,” Dharini says. “When trawl boats of-
ten encroach into restricted areas, it increases
the risk of turtle entanglement and death.”

R. Suresh Kumar, a wildlife biologist at the Wil-
dlife Institute of India, explains that turtles don’t
just visit nesting beaches but congregate in spec-
ific areas before nesting. “Destructive fishing
practices such as trawling and gill netting in these
aggregation zones could be a significant factor in
the rise in deaths,” he says.

Acknowledging the harmful effects of traw-
ling, K. Bharathi, president of the South Indian
Fishermen Welfare Association, says those who
violate the law should be penalised. However, the
government has failed to provide any viable alter-
natives to commercial fishing, he adds.

After news reports of the high number of turtle

deaths emerged, the Tamil Nadu government
formed a task force headed by the Principal Chief
Conservator of Forests and Chief Wildlife War-
den, Rakesh Kumar Dogra. On January 27, the
task force decided to strengthen regulations on
trawl fishing, enforce the use of Turtle Excluder
Devices (TEDs), and restrict the horsepower of
boat engines.

TEDs are metal grids designed to allow turtles
to escape from trawl nets. But fisherfolk have ex-
pressed concerns that these devices could reduce
their catch. A fisherman working on a mechan-
ised boat in Kasimedu explains that with dwin-
dling resources in the ocean, even a small fall in
the catch can have a significant impact on his
profits. “There have been no efforts from the
Fisheries Department to introduce improved
TED models or compensate fishermen for the
months they are required to use them,” he says.

Kumar refutes this. He says TEDs do not result
in significant catch loss. He explains that larger
fish typically do not travel in schools and are not
often caught in trawl nets.

The government has also increased joint pa-
trols involving the Fisheries Department, Forest
Department, Indian Coast Guard, and Marine
Police. According to Dogra, long-term studies and
monitoring, including telemetry research, will al-
so begin soon. Plans have also been put in place
to involve police authorities in monitoring and
addressing trawler violations.

Meanwhile, the Southern Bench of the Nation-
al Green Tribunal took suo motu notice of the is-
sue on January 18 and criticised the Tamil Nadu
government for failing to regulate trawlers and
enforce the use of TEDs despite previous orders.

The surge in turtle deaths also coincided with
an unusually rough monsoon season. Fishermen
report that the seas have been particularly turbu-
lent as the north-east monsoon of 2024 persisted
well beyond its usual last date of December 31, as
per the India Metereological Department.

Palayam argues that it’s not fair to place the
blame solely on fishermen. He has been tracking
currents and wind patterns every day since 2018
and notes that this season has been unusual.
“During the onset of the Tamil Thai month, the
sea is typically calm. But that hasn’t been the
case this year. The olini (easterly) current could
push objects back to the shore, which could ex-
plain how dead carcasses from Andhra Pradesh
could be washing ashore in Chennai,” he says.

A collaborative effort

Kartik Shanker, an ecologist and author of From
Soup to Superstar: The Story of Sea Turtle Conser-
vation Along the Indian Coast, believes that many
of the regulations that are necessary to protect
turtles are already covered by fisheries laws; the
challenge lies in improving compliance with the
engagement of all stakeholders, especially tradi-
tional fishermen.

Shanker also points out that a specific focus on
turtle conservation can sometimes be counter-
productive, leading to conflicts between sectors.
“Sea turtle populations are increasing in many
parts of the world, including on the east coast,
but we need to make fishing regulations effective
for the integrity of coastal ecosystems because
bottom trawling is a destructive practice. Traw-
ling tends to tear up the seafloor, causing damage
to the entire habitat, not just turtles,” he says.

Kumar says protecting critical turtle habitats
can also benefit local fishermen. “When we se-
cure areas for turtles, it’s not just good for conser-
vation, but also supports the livelihoods of artisa-
nal fishermen, who do not go venture deep into
the sea,” he says.

This is not an easy task, he adds. “The Tamil
Nadu Forest Department must collaborate close-
ly with fishermen, while the Fisheries Depart-
ment needs to take a more serious approach to
understanding where and what type of fishing is
occurring,” he says.

The pressure on the marine industry is im-
mense, with demands for both local consump-
tion and exports. “We need to conduct tracking
studies specific to this coast. We can’t just repli-
cate what works in other regions,” Kumar insists.

Selvam calls for a more unified approach that
includes identifying key mating and congregation
areas in the sea. This strategy should involve the
Fisheries Department and local communities
more closely, he says. However, the department
has limited resources and manpower, which
makes it difficult to enforce regulations effective-
ly. Monitoring such vast ocean areas is also a lo-
gistical challenge. “Collaboration between fisher-
men, conservation groups, and the use of
technological tools like apps to track turtle activ-
ity will be crucial,” he says.

Fishermen point out that in addition to traw-
lers, gill nets, and squid nets, the sea turtles face
significant threats from the plastic waste that
floods the ocean. “Why can’t the government
build a structure to prevent plastics from enter-
ing the sea,” asks Gnanasekar.

Palayam also raises concerns about the grow-
ing number of hard structures, such as groynes,
being built along Tamil Nadu’s sandy beaches,
which damage the nesting habitats.

“Over the years, we have noticed that when
the turtles come to nest, they find the sand pol-
luted and return without nesting,” says
Abhishaek.

Saving the turtles is about safeguarding the fu-
ture of both the sea and the people who rely on it.
Sankari says, “I remember my father offering
prayers if a sea turtle accidentally got caught in
his net. He wouldn’t go out to sea for a day. If the
turtles are in trouble, how will we survive?”
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Fisherfolk and people from the Tamil Nadu Forest Department bury a dead Olive Ridley turtle that was washed ashore. B. JOTHI RAMALINGAM 

A surge of dead sea
turtles in the sand 
Hundreds of Olive Ridley sea turtle carcasses have been found since the first week of January in the Chennai

and Chengalpattu districts. Conservationists say the number of deaths is three times the usual number during

the mating season and have sounded alarm bells about bottom trawling, the widespread use of fishing gear, and

plastic pollution. Geetha Srimathi reports on the tragedy along the coastline 

The turtles
are like the
daughters of
our village.
They come
back to their
home to
have
children.

R. SANKARI
Resident of
Nemmeli

When trawl boats often encroach into
restricted areas, it increases the risk of turtle
entanglement and death.

SUPRAJA DHARINI
Founder, TREE Foundation

Along the 34-kilometre-long coast from the Marina Beach in Chennai to Kovalam in Chengalpattu, seeing dead sea turtles on the shore

during mating season is not an unusual phenomenon, but the numbers this year have been unprecedented. B. JOTHI RAMALINGAM 
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