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Does India have what it takes to be-
come a great power on the world
stage?

University of Chicago political sci-
entist Paul Post wrote in World Poli-
tics Review that he is skeptical.

While India’s population and econ-
omy are growing and the country ap-
pears ready to invest more to make its
military top class, the massive coun-
try – the world’s largest democracy –
still faces major issues, from poverty
to ethnic rivalries and violence among
its many different cultures, languages
and ethnic communities, Post argued.

“It is not yet a great power, let alone
a superpower,” he explained. “For
now, it remains a sleeping giant, and
there’s no guarantee it will ever awak-
en.”

India boosters like Martin Wolf of
the Financial Times might disagree.
Martin recently argued that India will
rise to the top of the geopolitical hier-
archy for no other reason than its pop-
ulation is now the largest in the world
and growing.

India, noted Martin, is on track to
hit 1.67 billion people in 2050, while
1.32 billion people will live in China
and the US population will be 380 mil-
lion.

Post was also raising questions
about a “great power partnership” be-
tween India and the US, as outlined in
an Atlantic Council article by Free &
Open Indo-Pacific Forum President
and Atlantic Council non-resident
senior fellow Kaush Arha and Samir
Saran, the president of the Observer
Research Foundation, India. 

Among India’s greatest challenges
to achieving its full potential arguably
is caste, or “the most important fault
line in Indian society,” noted the
Economist. As the BBC explained, the
caste system is a 3,000-year-old form
of social stratification that divides so-
ciety into rigid hierarchical groups
based on economic class, profession,
family history, and so forth.
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Not our pick
Tens of thousands of people took

to the streets of French cities over
the weekend to protest President
Emmanuel Macron’s decision to
appoint a conservative prime minis-
ter – despite left-leaning parties
winning most seats in the July par-
liamentary elections, the Wall Street
Journal reported.

Around 110,000 people, including
students and opposition politicians,
marched across the country, claim-
ing that Macron “stole” the elections
and demanding his resignation.

Among their chief grievances was
the appointment of Michel Barnier, a
conservative from the Les Républi-
cains party and the European
Union’s former chief negotiator for
Brexit.

His appointment came weeks
after Macron’s ruling centrist coali-
tion lost its majority in the lower
house of parliament in the July 7
election.

The result was a hung parliament
that consisted of the left-wing New
Popular Front (NFP) coalition secur-
ing the most votes and the far-right
National Rally coming in third place
as the single largest party.

The NFP – made up of socialists,
greens, communists, and far-left
parties – expected their candidate,
Lucie Castets, to be named prime
minister. But Macron rejected her,
saying Castets did not have enough
support in the lower house to sur-
vive a confidence vote.

Observers told France 24 that the
president had to seek assurances
from other parties, particularly the
National Rally, over the pick for
prime minister – potentially casting
the far-right group as a kingmaker.

Barnier’s appointment drew ire
from NFP leaders who accused Ma-
cron of ignoring the will of the
French voters and empowering the
far-right.

In his first interview, Barnier
vowed to focus on reducing immi-
gration, addressing France’s deficit,
and raising low wages. He said he
was open to discussing Macron’s
contested pension reforms but main-
tained the changes would not be
repealed.

Barnier also expressed openness
to work with other political parties,
but the NFP has refused to join the
new government.

Leader of the far-right National
Rally party Marine Le Pen said she
would wait to see Barnier’s policy
proposals before deciding on wheth-
er to support him.

DISCOVERIES

Star struck
Archeologists recently uncovered

what is believed to be ancient
Egypt’s first known astronomical
observatory, which they hailed as
the “first and largest” of its kind.

Discovered in the ancient city of
Buto, in the northern Kafr El-Sheikh
governorate, the site dates back to
the sixth century BCE and was ini-
tially mistaken for a temple because
of its peculiar layout.

It had an L-shaped structure with
a traditional east-facing pylon en-
trance that measured more than
9,100 square feet.

But the presence of key artifacts –
most notably a large sundial – con-
firmed the site’s true purpose as an
observatory.

“Everything we found shattered
our expectations,” said Hossam Gho-
nim, head of the Egyptian archeolog-
ical mission, in an interview with
Live Science.

Ghonim and his team explained
that the ancient building faced east
and was aligned with the sunrise
where a sky observer, known as a
“smn pe,” would have stood to mon-
itor celestial movements.

They added that the observatory
has a carving of the “smn pe” facing
the rising Sun, which symbolizes the
ancient civilization’s close relation-
ship with the cosmos.

But what stood out was a slanted
stone sundial, which used the Sun’s
shadows to track time, from sunrise
to sunset. 

The researchers also found a
“merkhet,” a timekeeping tool the
Egyptians used to organize their
solar calendar and schedule religious
and agricultural events.

The findings provide some in-
sights into how Egyptians used as-
tronomy to determine the solar cal-
endar, religious ceremonies, and the
agricultural year. Statues of gods
found around the observatory, such
as Horus and Wadjet – the latter
being a serpent goddess protective
of the king – emphasized the spiritu-
al and scientific roles of the site.

LONDON – A surge in sales of hybrid
cars as electric vehicle take-up slows is
set to provide an unexpected boost to
demand for platinum group metals in
the coming years, similar to the extend-
ed lifespan now predicted for coal.

PGMs – principally platinum and
palladium - face a long-term structural
decline in demand as their main use has
been to clean auto exhausts, a process
that is not needed in pure EVs. 

A few years ago, the prospects for
PGMs, and producers such as Anglo
Platinum, Impala Platinum and Sibanye
Stillwater, appeared grim as EV sales
soared, and the drop-off in demand was
expected to be steep.

But a tapering in growth of EV sales,
and a surge in demand for hybrid cars
that need catalytic converters to curb
pollution, have given PGMs a new lease
of life that could put a floor under prices
and keep some mines open for longer.

“You’re still facing an outright de-
mand decline, but there’s not an imme-
diate collapse, which could have been
the projection in some (previous) sce-
narios,” said Marcus Garvey, head of
commodities strategy at Macquarie
Bank in Singapore.

The increase in sales of pure EVs
globally in the first half of 2024 slowed
to 11% year-on-year, while plug-in hy-
brid sales jumped 44%, according to
consultancy Rho Motion.

For EVs, the figures are a big fall-off
from two years ago when sales rocketed
77%.

Popular PHEVs include BYD’s Song
and the BMW 3 Series.

Garvey said the PGM situation had
some parallels to coal, which is being
phased out as governments slash car-
bon emissions, but will still be needed
for years until more renewable energy is
rolled out.

Weak PGM prices are currently curb-
ing investment in production and if
miners decide to shut operations due to
low profitability, prices could become
volatile.

“The scope for the market to get
tighter than currently projected seems
very, very high if we start to see some
producer response,” Garvey said.

Hybrid strength

The rise of hybrids could last until
2030 or longer, extending the period
when PGMs are needed, analysts said.

“The shift to hybridization could be
quite meaningful for the longer-term
sustainability of the PGM industry,” said
Wilma Swarts, director of PGMs at con-
sultancy Metals Focus.

The weakness in EV sales means that
combined sales of petrol and hybrid
cars, which was expected to be flat last
year, climbed by 9%, according to cata-
lyst maker and PGM specialist Johnson
Matthey.

“This alone added 600,000 ounces to
our automotive PGM demand esti-
mates,” it said in a report, adding that
total auto PGM demand rose 8% last
year to 13.1 million ounces, the second
highest total ever.

Surge in plug-in hybrids

The biggest growth area has been in
PHEVs in China, which saw sales surge
by 70% in the first half.

Consultancy Alix Partners has more
than doubled its forecast for the global
share of PHEVs to 12% by 2030 from 5%
two years ago.

“We have marked it up quite signifi-
cantly because of the developments in
the last couple of years,” said Gerrit
Reepmeyer at Alix.

A survey by Alix this year showed
that in the world’s two biggest car mar-
kets, the United States and China, more
than 80% of consumers who were likely
to buy an EV were veering towards a
PHEV rather than a pure EV.

That could boost PGM demand as
about 10-15% more platinum metals are
needed in PHEVs than petrol vehicles
because engine pollution is higher when
starting a cold engine, Swarts said. Pet-
rol engines in hybrids, especially
PHEVs, are infrequently used and so of-
ten start cold.

Shifting resources

Analysts say the trend toward hy-
brids is expected to persist until EVs can
compete on price with gas cars world-
wide, batteries offer longer driving
ranges, and more charging stations are
rolled out.

Many carmakers are happy shifting
resources to hybrids, which have higher
margins than EVs.

Last week, Toyota was reported to
have slashed its EV production plans for
2026 by a third, while Sweden’s Volvo
scrapped its target of going all electric
by 2030.

Ford, Toyota and Stellantis have bur-
nished their hybrid plans in recent
months.

“Automakers are trying to find that
sweet spot in terms of profitability, con-
sumer acceptance and compliance with
regulations,” Swarts said.

New U.S. auto emission regulations
also bolster the outlook for hybrids by
allowing automakers to comply with an
EV mandate by producing more gas-
electric hybrids.

The U.S. and Canada have seen the
biggest gains in conventional hybrid
sales, up 33% in the first half of 2024.

Each additional million cars that
need catalysts will add about 150,000
ounces of PGM demand, Swarts said.

In China, where EVs are already simi-
lar in price to gas cars, many consumers
are opting for extended range plug-in
hybrids. In such vehicles the petrol en-
gine is solely used for charging the bat-
tery, providing longer driving distances.

No help for nickel, cobalt

The shift to hybrids is expected to
curb demand for key battery materials
such as cobalt and nickel, since hybrid
batteries are smaller than those in EVs.

The weighted average battery size for
PHEVs for the first half of this year was
23.3 kilowatt-hours, versus 64.5 kWh
for pure battery EVs, according to con-
sultancy CRU.

“The shift towards PHEVs and the
pullback of BEV targets is likely to be an
overall negative to battery material de-
mand growth over the next few years,”
said Sam Adham, head of battery ma-
terials at CRU.

Hybrid cars throw lifeline to platinum metals
Plug-in demand surges
as take-up of EVs slows
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A man wipes the floor near the Toyota Prius Prime and Toyota BZ4X on July 18
during the Indonesia International Auto Show in Tangerang, Indonesia. AJENG
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