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Examine the socio-economic necessity of the 10-minute delivery model. Evaluate whether 

the recently implemented Labour Codes effectively bridge the social security gap for gig 

workers or if they fall short of addressing the 'algorithmic vulnerabilities' of the quick-

commerce industry. 

Introduction 

 

India’s quick-commerce sector, projected to reach nearly $10 billion by 2026 (RedSeer), epitomises platform 

capitalism—balancing urban convenience and job creation against rising concerns of worker precarity and 

algorithm-driven exploitation. 

Socio-Economic Necessity of the 10-Minute Delivery Model 

1.    Urban Convenience and Market Demand: The 10-minute delivery model has emerged from intense 

competition within India’s fast-growing digital consumer economy. Rising urbanisation, dual-income 

households and time scarcity have created demand for hyper-convenience. From ₹50,000 crore in 2025, quick 

commerce is expected to touch ₹1–1.5 lakh crore by 2027, growing at nearly 28–30% annually. 

2.    Employment Generation in a Job-Scarce Economy: With nearly 20 million youth entering the 

workforce annually and formal job creation lagging (PLFS), gig platforms absorb low-skill labour rapidly. NITI 

Aayog estimates 2.35 crore gig workers by 2029–30, making the sector a de facto employment buffer. 

3.    Productivity vs Artificial Urgency: However, the 10-minute promise is not a technological necessity 

but a market strategy. Speed is extracted from human labour rather than innovation, imposing a “time-tax” 

on safety. Empirical studies and worker testimonies reveal higher accident risks due to algorithmic penalties 

for delays, effectively externalising corporate risk onto riders. 

Labour Codes and the Promise of Social Security  

1.    Formal Recognition of Gig Work: The Code on Social Security, 2020 (implemented 2025–26) marks 

a historic shift by legally defining “gig” and “platform” workers, ending the ambiguity of independent contractor 

status. 

2.    Welfare Architecture: The Code mandates aggregator contributions (1–2% of turnover) to a social 

security fund and provides for accident insurance, maternity benefits and pensions. Aadhaar-linked UANs via 

the e-Shram portal ensure benefit portability across platforms. 

3.    Incremental Institutional Progress: This aligns with global trends such as the EU’s Platform Work 

Directive and reflects India’s first serious attempt to extend social protection beyond the standard employer-

employee model. 

Persistent Gaps and Algorithmic Vulnerabilities 

1.    Eligibility and Exclusion: Draft rules requiring 90–120 days of engagement exclude high-churn, 

migrant workers—the most vulnerable cohort—undermining universality. 

2.    Fragmented Labour Protection: Gig workers remain excluded from the Code on Wages and 

Occupational Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code. Consequently, minimum wages, regulated hours, 

paid leave and collective bargaining remain inaccessible. 
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3.    Algorithmic Opacity: The Labour Codes are silent on platform algorithms—the true locus of control. 

Ratings, task allocation, surge pricing and “de-activations” operate as opaque “black boxes,” producing 

income volatility, psychological stress and unilateral loss of livelihood without due process. 

4.    Weak Enforceability: Most welfare provisions remain enabling rather than justiciable rights, 

dependent on future notifications and funding, limiting immediate relief. 

Way Forward: From Extreme Convenience to Humane Productivity  

1.    Rationalising Delivery Expectations: Shifting industry standards to 20–30-minute windows can 

improve road safety without materially affecting consumer welfare.  

2.    Algorithmic Accountability: Mandating explainable AI, notice-and-appeal mechanisms for ID blocks, 

and independent audits can address power asymmetry. 

3.    Integrative Regulation: Best practices from Rajasthan and Karnataka Gig Worker Acts—accident 

insurance, grievance redressal boards—should be scaled nationally. 

4.    Broader Employment Strategy: Expanding labour-intensive manufacturing and agriculture, as 

emphasised by NITI Aayog, is essential to reduce over-dependence on precarious platform work. 

Conclusion 

 As Justice K.S. Puttaswamy reminds us, dignity constrains efficiency. Labour Codes are foundational, yet 

without algorithmic accountability, India’s digital economy risks privileging speed over justice, and 

convenience over constitutional morality.” 

Critically analyze the recent CDSCO guidelines on the compounding of drug-related offences. 

Evaluate the challenges in balancing 'ease of doing business' with public safety, and suggest 

institutional measures to prevent the regulatory framework from regressing into a 'pay and 

pass' scheme. 

Introduction 

 

India’s pharmaceutical sector supplies nearly 20% of global generics (WHO), making regulatory credibility 

critical; the CDSCO’s 2025 compounding guidelines under the Jan Vishwas Act seek efficiency, yet raise safety 

concerns. 

Context and Rationale of the CDSCO Compounding Guidelines 

1.    Legal and Policy Background: The Drugs and Cosmetics (Compounding of Offences) Rules, 2025 

operationalise amendments introduced through the Jan Vishwas (Amendment of Provisions) Act, expanding 

Section 32B of the Drugs and Cosmetics Act, 1940. The objective is to decriminalise minor, technical violations 

and reduce judicial backlog, aligning with the government’s broader “ease of doing business” agenda. 

2.    Regulatory Logic: Historically, minor record-keeping lapses or procedural errors triggered criminal 

prosecution, diverting regulatory capacity from serious offences such as spurious, adulterated or misbranded 

drugs. Compounding allows CDSCO to adopt risk-based regulation, focusing enforcement on high-harm 

violations. 
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Decriminalisation versus Deterrence: The Core Trade-off 

1.    Efficiency and Regulatory Focus (Merits): Compounding filters out “procedural noise”, reduces 

compliance costs for firms, and enables faster resolution. Comparable regimes exist in mature regulators like 

the US FDA, where warning letters precede criminal action, reflecting proportionality. 

2.    The ‘Pay and Pass’ Risk (Concerns): The broad drafting of compoundable offences—such as 

manufacturing drugs in breach of the Act but outside Section 27(a–c)—risks allowing substantive quality 

failures to be treated as technical lapses. If monetary penalties are low or inconsistently applied, fines may 

become a cost of doing business, eroding deterrence. 

Institutional Vulnerabilities and Public Safety Risks 

1.    Excessive Administrative Discretion: The Compounding Authority (Additional Director General of 

Health Services) enjoys wide discretion without a publicly notified offence-penalty matrix. This creates scope 

for regulatory capture, where influential firms may secure leniency. 

2.    Transparency Deficit: The absence of mandatory publication of compounding orders, case details or 

firm histories undermines public trust. In contrast, global best practices emphasise disclosure as a regulatory 

tool. 

3.    Lessons from Past Incidents: Tragedies such as the Gambia and Uzbekistan cough syrup deaths 

(2022–23) and domestic quality failures demonstrate that “minor” lapses often signal deeper systemic 

weaknesses. Compounding such issues without scrutiny risks reputational damage to India’s status as the 

“Pharmacy of the World”. 

4.    Weak Corrective Linkages: The guidelines do not sufficiently mandate Corrective and Preventive 

Actions (CAPA), follow-up inspections or recalls, limiting long-term risk reduction. 

Balancing Ease of Doing Business with Public Safety: Way Forward 

1.    Codified Offence Matrix: Introduce a transparent, graded classification of offences—procedural, 

substantive, and critical—with clearly differentiated penalties to ensure proportionality and consistency. 

2.    Mandatory Public Disclosure: All compounding orders, including violations and penalties, should be 

published (with redactions if necessary) on the SUGAM portal, enabling social audits and parliamentary 

oversight. 

3.    Conditional Compounding: Settlement should be contingent upon verified CAPA compliance and 

successful follow-up, risk-based inspections, ensuring compounding is corrective, not merely transactional. 

4.    Exclusion of Repeat Offenders: Strictly bar habitual violators from compounding for a defined period 

(e.g., five years), reinforcing deterrence. 

5.    Stakeholder Participation: Allow representations from consumer groups, whistle-blowers or 

pharmacovigilance bodies before granting immunity, strengthening participatory regulation. 

Conclusion 
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As Justice J.S. Verma cautioned, regulatory discretion needs sunlight. CDSCO reforms must ensure efficiency 

without moral hazard, for public health, as WHO notes, is “trust institutionalised through accountability.” 

Examine the impact of the ‘Sanctioning Russia Act’ and 50% US tariffs on India’s labor-

intensive export economy. Evaluate the challenges of sustaining a strategic partnership in 

the absence of a trade deal amidst a shift toward extreme transactionalism in bilateral 

relations. 

Introduction 

 

India’s exports to the US crossed $85 billion (2024), dominated by labour-intensive goods; however, the 

Sanctioning Russia Act and 50% US tariffs mark a sharp shift from partnership to coercive trade diplomacy. 

From Strategic Convergence to Tariff Weaponisation 

1.   Legislative Trigger: The proposed ‘Sanctioning Russia Act, 2025’, endorsed by President Trump, 

mandates 500% tariffs on countries “knowingly engaging” in Russian-origin petroleum and uranium trade, 

bypassing judicial scrutiny under IEEPA through Congressional sanction. 

2.   Existing Tariff Shock: India already faces 50% blanket tariffs on several goods, imposed under 

reciprocal tariff logic and Section 232 investigations, signalling a move towards extreme transactionalism  

in US trade policy. 

Impact on India’s Labour-Intensive Export Economy 

1.   De Facto Export Embargo: A 500% tariff functions as a prohibitive barrier, effectively eliminating 

price competitiveness. Trade experts note that such duties would shut India out of the US market, its largest 

export destination. 

2.   Sectoral Distress (High Employment Elasticity):  

·         Textiles & Apparel (Tiruppur, Surat): Thin margins; order cancellations nearing 60–70%. 

·         Footwear & Leather (Agra, Kanpur): MSME clusters face liquidity stress. 

·         Marine Exports: Highly price-sensitive, already losing ground to Vietnam and Bangladesh 

(FTA advantage). 

3.   Employment Fallout: Labour-intensive exports employ over 45 million workers (Periodic Labour 

Force Survey). Estimates suggest 2–3 lakh jobs are at immediate risk, undermining inclusive growth. 

The Russia-Oil Dilemma: Strategic Autonomy Under Pressure 

1.   Energy Security Imperative: India sources 35–40% of crude oil from Russia, enabling price 

stability and inflation control. Abrupt decoupling could raise the import bill by $9–11 billion, worsening 

current account deficit pressures. 
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2.   Secondary Sanctions and Extra-territoriality: The Act exemplifies secondary sanctions, 

challenging India’s doctrine of strategic autonomy and violating the spirit of WTO MFN principles. 

3.   Global Paradox: Ironically, India’s discounted oil purchases helped prevent global price spikes, 

indirectly benefiting US consumers—highlighting the asymmetry of burden-sharing. 

Strategic Partnership Without a Trade Deal: Structural Challenges 

1.   Absence of Institutional Shield: Unlike Japan or South Korea, India lacks a bilateral trade 

agreement with the US, leaving it exposed to unilateral tariffs. 

2.   Stalled Negotiations: Talks broke down over agriculture, dairy access, digital trade and IPR, with 

India defending food security and livelihood concerns. 

3.   Investment Uncertainty: A 2025 Bank of America report flags stalled FDI, FPI and debt inflows, 

forcing the RBI to sell $65 billion to stabilise the rupee, which depreciated nearly 7% YoY. 

4.   Comparative Disadvantage: China mitigates US tariffs through export diversification, dominance 

in critical minerals, and sunrise sectors, while India’s export basket remains less technology-intensive. 

Way Forward: Navigating Transactional Diplomacy 

1.   Export Diversification: Fast-track India-EU FTA, deepen ties with ASEAN, GCC, Africa, reducing 

over-dependence on the US. 

2.   Energy Rebalancing: Gradual diversification to West Asia, Guyana, Brazil, lowering Russian oil 

dependence without inflation shocks. 

3.   Multilateral Pushback: Coordinate with middle powers (Brazil, Indonesia) to challenge extreme 

tariffs at the WTO. 

4.   Domestic Competitiveness: 

 Move up the value chain via PLI schemes, logistics reforms, and skill upgrading to reduce tariff vulnerability. 

Conclusion 

 As Justice R.F. Nariman observed, economic coercion erodes trust. Echoing President Droupadi Murmu’s 

call for resilient growth, India must hedge partnerships while safeguarding autonomy in a fractured global 

order.” 

Analyze the significance of trust-based governance between the state and higher education 

institutions. Evaluate how far the current regulatory reforms, like the Viksit Bharat Shiksha 

Adhishthan Bill, 2025, can effectively align higher education with the requirements of 

leadership and work. 

Introduction 

 

With over 4.3 crore students and 1,100+ universities, India hosts the world’s largest higher education 
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system; yet AISHE 2023 flags employability and governance deficits, making trust-based regulatory reform 

imperative. 

Trust-Based Governance in Higher Education: Conceptual Significance 

1.   Trust as an Institutional Enabler: Trust-based governance shifts regulation from input-control to 

outcome-orientation, recognising universities as knowledge institutions, not mere service providers. OECD 

studies link institutional autonomy with higher research productivity and innovation. 

2.   Indian Context – The Trust Deficit: Historically, fragmented regulators (UGC, AICTE, NCTE) fostered 

compliance-driven behaviour, leading to “inspection raj” rather than academic excellence. Excessive 

micromanagement diluted academic freedom, a core principle recognised by the Supreme Court in T.M.A. 

Pai Foundation (2002). 

Regulatory Reforms and the VBSA Bill, 2025: A Structural Shift 

1.   Unified Regulatory Architecture: The Viksit Bharat Shiksha Adhishthan (VBSA) Bill, 2025 

proposes a single apex body with independent councils for regulation, accreditation and standards —

addressing mandate overlap and regulatory arbitrage. 

2.   From Control to “Trust-Based Disclosure”: Institutions will be evaluated on learning outcomes, 

research output, placements and governance quality , aligning with NEP 2020’s graded autonomy 

framework. 

3.   Public–Private Equilibrium: With nearly 78% colleges privately managed (AISHE), VBSA 

strengthens transparent accreditation and disclosure, essential to build public trust without stifling private 

initiative. 

Aligning Higher Education with Leadership and Work Requirements 

1.   Addressing the Employability-Skill Gap: Despite rising GER (28.4%), only ~51% graduates are 

industry-ready (India Skills Report 2025). Reforms promote multidisciplinarity, internships and 

apprenticeship-integrated degrees to improve human capital quality. 

2.   Leadership for the Fourth Industrial Revolution: Traditional rote pedagogy limits critical 

thinking, ethical reasoning and adaptability. Initiatives like four-year UG degrees, Honours with 

Research, and Professors of Practice foster leadership suited to AI, green tech and platform economies. 

3.   Research Ecosystem Institutionalisation: The Anusandhan National Research Foundation 

(ANRF) and ₹1-lakh-crore RDI Scheme signal a shift from teaching-heavy universities to research-led 

institutions, mirroring global best practices (US NSF, China’s state-backed universities). 

Global Competitiveness and Social Mobility 

1.   International Benchmarking: India now has 54 universities in QS Rankings 2026, up from 11 in 

2015—reflecting gains in research, faculty strength and global engagement. 
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2.   Managing Global Mobility Transitions: With 1.25 million Indian students abroad (MEA) and 

tightening visa regimes, reforms enabling foreign universities in India  (e.g., Deakin, Southampton) expand 

domestic high-quality capacity. 

3.   Equity and Inclusion: Trust-based regulation must ensure that autonomy does not deepen inequality. 

Capacity support for state and regional universities is essential to prevent a two-tier system. 

Limitations and Governance Challenges 

1.   Risk of Regulatory Centralisation: Excessive discretion within a unified regulator may reintroduce 

opacity unless accompanied by digital transparency, independent accreditation and grievance redressal. 

2.   Faculty and State Capacity Gaps: Autonomy without investment risks uneven outcomes, especially 

in state universities constrained by fiscal and staffing limitations. 

Conclusion 

As Justice J.S. Verma stressed, autonomy enables excellence. Echoing President Droupadi Murmu’s vision of 

education as nation-building, trust-based governance must blend freedom with accountability to shape India’s 

future leaders. 

Examine the 'grim pattern' of sexual misconduct in Indian sports and evaluate the adequacy 

of the National Sports Governance Act, 2025, in addressing power imbalances between 

coaches and athletes. To what extent can 'swift institutional action' alone ensure a safe 

sporting ecosystem? 

Introduction 

 

Repeated sexual misconduct allegations in Indian sports, from wrestling to shooting, reveal systemic power 

asymmetries; the NRAI’s swift response underlines evolving governance amid reforms like the National 

Sports Governance Act, 2025. 

The ‘Grim Pattern’ of Sexual Misconduct in Indian Sports  

1.   Asymmetric Power Relations: Indian sport is marked by a coach-centric ecosystem, where coaches 

control selection, funding, exposure, and career longevity. This creates what sociologists term “structural 

vulnerability”, discouraging athletes—often minors—from reporting abuse. 

2.   Closed and Isolated Training Environments: Residential academies, national camps, and foreign 

tours function as closed institutions with limited independent oversight. A 2020 investigative report on the 

Sports Authority of India (SAI) found accused officials continuing duties during prolonged inquiries, 

normalising impunity. 

3.   The ‘Champion’s Shield’ Phenomenon: High-performing coaches and administrators often enjoy 

informal immunity due to medals, political connections, or institutional prestige. The 2023 wrestlers’ protest 

against the then WFI president illustrated how success can override accountability. 

Swift Institutional Action: The NRAI Case as a Turning Point 
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1.   Zero-Tolerance Signalling: The NRAI’s immediate suspension of the accused coach, issuance of a 

show-cause notice, and activation of its Internal Complaints Committee (ICC) signal a shift from institutional 

inertia to precautionary governance. 

2.   Procedural Fairness and Due Process: The subsequent police clearance in January 2026 highlights 

the importance of balancing swiftness with natural justice, ensuring that safeguarding measures do not 

degenerate into “trial by media”. 

3.   Deterrence through Speed: Comparative governance studies (IOC Safe Sport Framework) show that 

certainty and speed of action, more than severity of punishment, deter misconduct—making NRAI’s response 

normatively significant. 

National Sports Governance Act, 2025: Addressing Power Imbalances 

1.   Statutory Internal Complaints Committees: The Act mandates independent ICCs with external 

members across all National Sports Federations (NSFs), aligning sports governance with the POSH Act, 2013. 

Non-compliance now attracts derecognition, strengthening enforceability. 

2.   National Sports Tribunal: By creating a specialised tribunal, the Act reduces the litigation spiral and 

ensures faster athlete-centric justice, echoing recommendations of the Justice Lodha Committee on 

institutional accountability. 

3.   Safe Sport Architecture: Following the Abhinav Bindra Panel (2025), the Act envisages permanent 

Safe Sport Officers, decoupled from coaching hierarchies—directly addressing conflicts of interest. 

Limits of ‘Swift Action’ as a Standalone Solution 

1.   Reactive, Not Preventive: Suspensions post-allegation are necessary but ex post measures. Without 

preventive safeguards—codes of conduct, psychological screening, and continuous monitoring—misconduct 

merely shifts locations. 

2.   Cultural and Awareness Deficits: Many young athletes lack rights literacy. Studies by UNICEF on 

child protection in sports highlight that awareness training reduces reporting latency and long-term trauma. 

3.   Gender and Representation Gaps: Despite guidelines, women coaches and chaperones remain 

underrepresented, weakening informal support systems for female athletes during camps and tours. 

Way Forward: From Crisis Response to Safe Sporting Ecosystems 

1.   Rights-Based Athlete Empowerment: Mandatory induction on consent, boundaries, and 

grievance mechanisms for all athletes. 

2.   Digital and External Reporting Channels: Integration with MYAS SHE-Box to bypass federation 

hierarchies and reduce fear of retaliation. 

3.   Professionalisation of Coaching: Licensing, periodic ethics audits, and debarment registers to treat 

coaching as a regulated profession, not a patronage-based role. 
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Conclusion 

 As Justice D.Y. Chandrachud notes, dignity is non-negotiable. Echoing President Droupadi Murmu’s call for 

athlete-centric governance, safety demands prevention, transparency, and accountability—beyond mere swift 

reactions.”  

Analyze entrepreneurship as a tool for completing the ‘unfinished’ 1991 reform agenda. 

Evaluate the impact of anti-wealth-creator ideologies on poverty alleviation and examine 

whether fostering a pro-enterprise ecosystem is a prerequisite for ensuring substantive 

social justice in 2026. 

Introduction 

 

Thirty-five years after the 1991 reforms, India stands at an inflection point where entrepreneurship—central 

to job creation and poverty reduction—remains constrained by incomplete factor-market reforms and 

lingering anti-wealth ideologies. 

Entrepreneurship and the ‘Unfinished’ 1991 Reform Agenda 

1.   From Survival to Scale: The 1991 liberalisation dismantled the Licence Raj in product markets, 

stabilised the balance of payments, and integrated India into the global economy. However, reforms in factor 

markets—land, labour, and capital—remained partial, constraining enterprise-led mass employment. As a 

result, despite GDP expansion, 45% of India’s workforce remains in low-productivity agriculture, 

reflecting incomplete structural transformation. 

2.   Job Creation Deficit: Economic Survey and World Bank data highlight that India must generate 10–

12 million non-farm jobs annually to absorb its demographic dividend. Only entrepreneurship—especially 

MSMEs and start-ups—can achieve this scale, as the state lacks fiscal and administrative capacity to be the 

primary employer. 

Entrepreneurship as a Tool of Substantive Social Justice  

1.   Multiplier Effect on Poverty Reduction: Unlike redistribution alone, entrepreneurship creates a 

virtuous cycle of income, skills, and local demand. Evidence from districts with clustered MSMEs (Tiruppur 

textiles, Morbi ceramics) shows deeper poverty reduction than DBT-only regions, validating Amartya Sen’s 

notion of capability expansion. 

2.   From Welfare to Dignity: Entrepreneurship converts citizens from “passive beneficiaries” to 

“active producers”, aligning with the constitutional promise of dignity under Article 21. The rise of first-

generation “Indi-Gen” entrepreneurs from tier-2 and tier-3 towns demonstrates democratisation of 

opportunity beyond elite dynasties. 

Impact of Anti-Wealth-Creator Ideologies 

1.   Zero-Sum Fallacy: As shown by economist Stefanie Stantcheva, zero-sum beliefs—where wealth 

creation is seen as predatory—drive excessive regulation and distrust. In India, this manifests as regulatory 

cholesterol, compliance overload, and criminalisation of economic offences, especially harming MSMEs. 
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2.   Policy and Rhetoric Costs: Populist narratives that pit “suited-booted entrepreneurs” against social 

justice ignore empirical reality: global GDP rose 1,600% after embracing enterprise , lifting billions out of 

poverty. India’s slower manufacturing absorption (11% workforce share) reflects ideological hesitation rather 

than lack of talent. 

3.   Lost Non-Farm Jobs: China’s experience—moving 400 million workers from farms to factories—

shows how pragmatic pro-enterprise policies outperform ideological purity. India’s failure to replicate this 

scale highlights how suspicion of private capital has delayed poverty exit for millions. 

Why a Pro-Enterprise Ecosystem is Non-Negotiable in 2026 

1.   Fiscal Sustainability: Expanding welfare (PM-GKAY, health insurance) requires a broader tax base, 

which only profitable enterprises can provide. Redistribution without wealth creation risks fiscal fragility. 

2.   Global Competitiveness: In AI, green energy, and deep-tech sectors, agile private entrepreneurs, 

not PSUs alone, drive innovation. Reports by McKinsey and NITI Aayog emphasise start-ups as key to India’s 

$30 trillion economy ambition by 2047. 

3.   Completing 1991: Reforms such as Jan Vishwas decriminalisation, digitisation, and regulatory 

simplification signal movement toward “mental liberalisation”—aligning policy mindset with market-led 

poverty alleviation. 

Way Forward: Enterprise with Ethics 

1.   Trust-Based Regulation: Shift from “inspector raj” to risk-based oversight. 

2.   Factor Market Reforms: Flexible labour laws, land titling, deeper credit markets. 

3.   Inclusive Entrepreneurship: Credit, skilling, and market access for women and marginalised groups 

to ensure growth is broad-based. 

Conclusion 

As Justice B.R. Ambedkar warned, political democracy needs social and economic democracy. Echoing Deng 

Xiaoping and PM Modi’s Viksit Bharat vision, entrepreneurship is India’s most ethical instrument of mas s 

upliftment. 

Analyze the environmental footprint of India’s burgeoning data centre industry. Evaluate the 

risks of ‘data dumping’ on resource sustainability and suggest policy interventions to align 

digital infrastructure growth with the national goal of achieving Net Zero emissions. 

Introduction 

 

With India’s data-centre capacity projected to cross 4.5 GW by 2030 (Colliers), data centres—digital economy’s 

‘refineries’—pose mounting environmental risks, testing India’s Net Zero 2070 and sustainable development 

commitments. 

Environmental Footprint of India’s Data Centre Boom  
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1.   Energy Intensity and Carbon Lock-in: Data centres are among the most electricity-intensive 

infrastructure, operating 24×7 with high base loads. Cooling alone consumes 35–40% of total power. With 

India’s grid still ~55% coal-based (CEA, 2024), rapid expansion risks carbon lock-in, undermining 

Panchamrit commitments. Globally, the IEA warns that AI-driven data demand could double data-centre 

electricity use by 2030, amplifying emissions unless decoupled from fossil fuels. 

2.   Water Stress and Resource Depletion: A typical 1 MW data centre consumes ~25–30 million 

litres of water annually, largely for evaporative cooling. In water-stressed regions like Noida, Chennai, and 

Hyderabad, this intensifies aquifer depletion. NITI Aayog’s Composite Water Management Index already flags 

600 million Indians under high water stress, making unregulated siting environmentally untenable. 

3.   Thermal and Local Ecological Impacts: Dense server clusters generate significant waste heat, 

contributing to urban heat-island effects and local micro-climate alteration. Backup diesel generators further 

add to local air pollution, raising public health concerns. 

Risk of ‘Data Dumping’ and Sustainability Challenges  

1.   Meaning of Data Dumping: ‘Data dumping’ refers to India becoming a low-cost storage destination 

for redundant, low-value or dark data, disproportionately bearing environmental costs for limited economic 

or employment gains. 

2.   Resource Misallocation: Data centres are capital-intensive but job-light. Without safeguards, 

scarce water and power may be diverted from households, MSMEs, and agriculture to store foreign low-utility 

data—echoing concerns raised in extractive-resource economics. 

3.   E-Waste and Lifecycle Emissions: Rapid server obsolescence accelerates e-waste generation, 

already 1.75 million tonnes in India (Global E-waste Monitor, 2024). Improper recycling adds toxic risks, 

compounding environmental externalities. 

4.   Governance Deficits: The CAG, NGT, and Supreme Court have repeatedly highlighted gaps in post-

clearance monitoring and environmental enforcement, increasing the probability that India absorbs the 

most resource-intensive, least locally beneficial facilities. 

Policy Interventions for Green and Just Digital Growth 

1.   Regulatory and Planning Measures: – Zoning data centres as heavy infrastructure, with buffer 

zones and mandatory environmental impact assessments. – Location-based incentives favouring cooler, 

water-surplus regions and Tier-2 cities to reduce cooling loads. 

2.   Efficiency and Technology Standards: – Mandatory disclosure and benchmarking of Power Usage 

Effectiveness (PUE) and Water Usage Effectiveness (WUE). 

 – Promotion of liquid immersion cooling, direct-to-chip cooling, and air-cooled designs, as adopted after 

judicial scrutiny in Chile’s Google Cerrillos case. 

3.   Clean Energy Integration: – Compulsory renewable PPAs for large facilities, aligned with Draft Data 

Centre Policy 2026. – Exploring small modular reactors (SMRs) and grid-scale storage for carbon-free 

baseload power. 
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4.   Data Governance Reforms: – Enforcing data minimisation and lifecycle management to curb ‘dark 

data’. – Public registries for audits, water budgets, and grid-upgrade cost-sharing to prevent cross-

subsidisation by households. 

Way Forward 

India need not ban data centres but must ensure early community engagement, transparency, and strict 

ESG accountability, converting digital infrastructure from an extractive burden into a sustainable growth 

enabler. 

Conclusion 

 As Justice P.N. Bhagwati stressed environmental trusteeship, and the Supreme Court affirmed 

intergenerational equity, India must ensure data centres serve Digital India without betraying Net Zero ethics 

or ecological justice. 

Analyze the significance of the first 3,000 days of life in shaping India’s human capital. 

Evaluate the necessity of a unified national mission on early childhood care and 

development to address current systemic fragmentations and secure future socio-economic 

growth. 

Introduction 

 

With 85% brain development completed before age six (WHO–UNICEF) and India hosting the world’s largest 

child population, the first 3,000 days constitute the most decisive investment window for human capital 

formation. 

Significance of the First 3,000 Days in Shaping Human Capital  

1.   Neurobiological Foundation of Capability: The first 3,000 days—from conception to eight years—

represent the peak phase of neuroplasticity, synaptic formation, and emotional regulation. Neuroscience 

evidence shows that deprivation during this window leads to irreversible cognitive and socio-emotional 

deficits. The Lancet (2023) estimates that childhood stunting alone reduces adult earnings by up to 22%, 

directly linking early deprivation with lifetime productivity losses. 

2.   From Survival to Capability Expansion: India’s public policy historically prioritised child 

survival—reducing IMR and U5MR through ICDS, NHM, and immunisation drives. However, Amartya Sen’s 

capability approach  underlines that development requires expanding human freedoms, not merely survival. 

Early childhood investments enhance learning ability, adaptability, and employability, transforming 

demographic numbers into a genuine demographic dividend. 

3.   High Economic Returns and Intergenerational Mobility: James Heckman’s longitudinal studies 

demonstrate that every $1 invested in quality ECCD yields returns up to $13–16, through higher wages, 

lower crime, and reduced welfare dependence. Countries like Finland and South Korea leveraged universal 

ECCD to achieve high skill density and social mobility, offering replicable lessons for India’s Viksit Bharat 

@2047 vision. 

Systemic Fragmentations in India’s ECCD Ecosystem 
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1.   Institutional Silos and Governance Gaps: ECCD responsibilities are fragmented across ministries—

MWCD (nutrition), Health (survival), Education (learning)—leading to discontinuity in care. Children often 

experience a sharp transition from Anganwadis to primary schools, violating the continuum-of-care principle  

endorsed by UNICEF. 

2.   The Missing First 1,000 Days Intervention: Despite POSHAN 2.0, structured interventions for pre-

conception, infancy stimulation, parental counselling, and mental health remain weak. NFHS-5 reveals 

35.5% stunting, reflecting cumulative early-life deficits rather than food scarcity alone. 

3.   Inequality Beyond Poverty: ECCD policies remain targeted, excluding middle-class households 

where children increasingly face screen addiction, obesity, and emotional stress. This contradicts the 

principle of universalism with progressive intensity, recommended by NITI Aayog. 

Necessity of a Unified National Mission on ECCD 

1.   Convergent Governance Architecture: A National ECCD Mission can integrate the six pillars of 

nurturing care—health, nutrition, safety, responsive caregiving, early learning, and parental support—under 

a single accountability framework, correcting policy compartmentalisation. 

2.   Professionalisation and Quality Assurance: Upgrading Anganwadi workers into trained Early 

Childhood Educators, with standardised curricula aligned to NEP 2020’s foundational literacy and 

numeracy, would improve service quality. Mandatory developmental audits, beyond growth monitoring, are 

essential. 

3.   Data-Driven and Preventive Approach: Leveraging platforms like Poshan Tracker with AI-enabled 

milestone monitoring can shift policy from reactive remediation to early detection and prevention, mirroring 

best practices in OECD nations. 

Way Forward: Investing in the ‘First Mile’ 

1.   Legal and Social Anchoring. 

2.   Making ECCD a statutory entitlement, possibly by expanding the RTE framework. 

3.   Embedding ECCD awareness into workplaces, schools, and Panchayats to create a citizen-led 

movement. 

4.   Strengthening CSR, philanthropy, and SHG-led community childcare hubs. 

Conclusion 

 

Echoing Justice V.R. Krishna Iyer’s social justice vision and UNICEF’s Life-Cycle Approach, India must secure its 

future by constitutionalising early childhood investment as the first and highest-return reform. 
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Analyze the environmental footprint of India’s rapid AI proliferation. Evaluate the 

importance of a standardized impact-measurement framework and the adoption of 'Green 

AI' practices in aligning technological leadership with the nation’s climate commitments and 

resource sustainability. 

Introduction 

 

As India accelerates AI adoption under the IndiaAI Mission, OECD and UNEP estimates show AI-driven ICT 

emissions nearing 3% of global GHGs, making environmental sustainability integral to technological 

leadership. 

Environmental Footprint of India’s Rapid AI Proliferation  

1.   Energy-Intensive Compute Economy: AI systems, especially Large Language Models (LLMs), are 

compute-hungry infrastructures. Studies estimate that training a single advanced AI model can emit 

300,000–600,000 kg of CO₂, comparable to the lifetime emissions of multiple automobiles. In India, where 

over 70% of electricity generation remains coal-based, this intensifies the carbon lock-in risk, potentially 

undermining India’s Net Zero 2070 pledge announced at COP26. 

2.   Water Stress and Thermal Externalities: AI depends on data centres requiring continuous cooling. 

UNEP (2024) projects global AI servers could consume 4.2–6.6 bcm of water by 2027. In India, hyperscale 

data centres clustered in Chennai, Noida, and Hyderabad draw water from already stressed aquifers, 

aggravating hydro-social stress and raising equity concerns, as recognised by the National Green Tribunal in 

multiple infrastructure cases. 

3.   E-Waste and Resource Extraction: Rapid obsolescence of GPUs, TPUs, and AI accelerators 

contributes to India’s 1.8 million tonnes of annual e-waste (Global E-waste Monitor).  The extraction of rare 

earths and lithium for AI hardware creates embedded environmental costs, often externalised to mining 

regions, contradicting principles of intergenerational equity. 

Need for a Standardized Environmental Impact Measurement Framework 

1.   What Gets Measured Gets Managed: Currently, AI’s environmental costs remain opaque and 

underreported. India lacks a statutory mechanism to quantify AI-related energy, carbon, and water 

footprints, leading to policy blind spots. 

2.   Expanding the EIA Paradigm: Just as the  EIA Notification, 2006 governs physical infrastructure, its 

scope can be extended to high-compute digital infrastructure, including AI model training and deployment. 

Metrics such as Power Usage Effectiveness (PUE), Carbon Usage Effectiveness (CUE), and Water Usage 

Effectiveness (WUE) should become mandatory disclosures. 

3.   Global Best Practices: The EU’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD)  and the U.S. 

Artificial Intelligence Environmental Impacts Act, 2024 illustrate how disclosure-driven governance aligns 

innovation with sustainability. India can localise these frameworks through SEBI’s ESG norms and MCA 

reporting standards. 

Adopting ‘Green AI’: From Compute Maximalism to Efficiency 



Mains Marathon Compilation [Second Week] January 2026 

 

Created with love ❤ by ForumIAS- the knowledge network for civi l services. 

Visit academy.forumias.com for our mentor based courses. 
 

 

1.   Green AI vs Red AI: Traditional Red AI prioritises marginal accuracy gains regardless of energy costs. 

In contrast, Green AI emphasises algorithmic efficiency, frugality, and lifecycle sustainability. 

2.   Technological Pathways: 

· Model Optimisation: Techniques such as pruning, quantisation, and knowledge distillation  

drastically reduce compute needs. 

·Pre-trained and Shared Models: Avoiding redundant training lowers cumulative emissions. 

·Renewable-Powered Data Centres: Mandating green PPAs aligns AI growth with Panchamrit 

commitments. 

· Edge AI: Decentralised computation reduces data transfer energy and latency. 

3.   AI for Sustainability: Paradoxically, AI itself can enable climate action—optimising smart grids, 

precision agriculture, and disaster prediction—provided its own footprint is governed. 

Way Forward: 

1.   Aligning AI Sovereignty with Planetary Boundaries 

2.   Institutional and Policy Integration. 

3.   Introduce AI-specific environmental audits under the Energy Conservation Act. 

4.   Create Energy-Star–like eco-labels for AI models. 

5.   Incentivise Frugal AI research through targeted grants and tax credits. 

 Foster multi-stakeholder standard-setting involving industry, academia, and civil society. 

Conclusion 

 Echoing Justice B.N. Kirpal’s environmental jurisprudence and UNEP’s lifecycle approach , India must 

ensure AI progress respects planetary limits, proving technological sovereignty and ecological stewardship can 

coexist. 

Analyze the systemic challenges of retrospective citizenship verification highlighted by the 

resistance to Special Intensive Revision (SIR) of electoral rolls. Evaluate the necessity of a 

prospective, inclusive mechanism to ensure that the burden of proof does not lead to the 

disenfranchisement of genuine citizens. 

Introduction 

 

In 2025–26, resistance to the Election Commission’s Special Intensive Revision (SIR)  exposed structural 

flaws in retrospective citizenship verification, threatening universal adult suffrage amid weak documentation, 

migratory realities, and constitutional limits of electoral governance. 

Retrospective Citizenship Verification: A Systemic Mismatch 
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1.   Documentation Deficit in a Low-Record Society: Retrospective citizenship verification assumes the 

availability of historical records. However, universal birth registration in India crossed 90% only after 

2015 (CRS Report, RGI). Large sections—informal workers, women, Dalits, Adivasis, migrants—lack legacy 

documents such as pre-1987 birth certificates or parental records. This converts citizenship from a status by 

birth and belonging into a paper-based privilege, violating substantive equality. 

2.   Burden of Proof and Structural Exclusion: Under the Foreigners Act, 1946, the burden of proof lies 

on the individual. When imported into electoral processes via SIR, this creates a procedural violence  

(Amartya Sen) where poverty and illiteracy become grounds for exclusion. showed that even ex-servicemen, 

widows, and flood-displaced citizens were excluded Assam’s NRC experience due to minor discrepancies—

illustrating how error-intolerant systems harm genuine citizens. 

3.   Administrative Overreach and Role Confusion: The Election Commission’s mandate under Article 

324 is limited to preparing electoral rolls, not determining citizenship—a power vested in the Union Executive 

under the Citizenship Act, 1955. RTI replies indicating absence of formal decision-making records for SIR 

raise concerns of institutional opacity and arbitrariness, undermining public trust in a constitutionally 

protected body. 

4.   Street-Level Bureaucracy Under Strain: House-to-house enumeration places quasi-judicial 

responsibilities on Booth Level Officers (often schoolteachers). Resignations and protests from officials, 

such as in West Bengal, reflect bureaucratic fatigue and ethical resistance to enforcing logically flawed 

procedures—echoing Lipsky’s theory of street-level bureaucrats facing moral dilemmas in policy 

implementation. 

Why Retrospective Verification Undermines Democracy 

1.   Disproportionate Costs for Marginal Gains: Estimates of illegal migrants range between 12–15 

million (≈1% of population), yet SIR risks disenfranchising millions of legitimate voters. From a public policy 

lens, this violates the principle of proportionality, recognised by the Supreme Court in Modern Dental 

College v. State of MP (2016). 

2.   Erosion of Universal Adult Suffrage: The Constitution treats voting as a core democratic right. As 

PUCL v. Union of India (2003) affirmed, electoral participation is integral to democratic choice. Mass 

exclusions due to documentation failures hollow out political equality, especially in migrant-heavy urban and 

border regions. 

The Case for a Prospective, Inclusive Citizenship Architecture  

1.   Prospective Civil Registration Integration: A shift towards systems-based governance is essential. 

Linking the Civil Registration System (CRS)  with electoral rolls can enable automatic, provisional voter 

inclusion, activated at 18—similar to population registries in Nordic democracies. 

2.   Presumption of Citizenship: For individuals already on electoral rolls across multiple election cycles, 

a presumption of regularity  should apply. Any challenge must place the burden on the State, aligning with 

principles of natural justice and reducing wrongful exclusions. 

3.   Residency-Based Naturalisation Window: A one-time prospective amendment to the Citizenship 

Act can grant citizenship through simplified naturalisation to long-term residents (2–3 years), unless declared 
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foreigners by due process. This mirrors jus domicilii principles and honours India’s civilisational tradition of 

assimilation. 

4.   Community Verification and Social Audits: Gram Sabha–based verification of residency provides 

contextual legitimacy, especially where paper trails fail. Such participatory governance aligns with Gandhian 

decentralisation and reduces bureaucratic arbitrariness. 

Conclusion 

 As Justice D.Y. Chandrachud noted, constitutional processes must remain humane; echoing Maneka Gandhi, 

India must choose inclusive, prospective citizenship systems to preserve democratic legitimacy and the moral 

core of universal suffrage. 

Analyze the 'Kashi-Tamil Sangamam' as a catalyst for reviving India’s civilizational 

continuum. Evaluate how such cultural confluences bridge regional divides and reinforce the 

vision of 'Ek Bharat Shreshtha Bharat' by integrating ancient heritage with modern 

academic and linguistic exchanges. 

Introduction 

 

Against narratives of cultural fragmentation, the Kashi–Tamil Sangamam exemplifies India’s living 

civilisational unity, aligning with UNESCO’s view of culture as a driver of social cohesion and India’s ‘Ek Bharat 

Shreshtha Bharat’ vision. 

Reviving India’s Civilizational Continuum 

1.   Civilisational Geography and Sacred Continuity: The Kashi–Tamil Sangamam (KTS) functions as a 

civilisational restoration project, not a contemporary invention. The spiritual axis connecting Kashi 

Vishwanath and Rameswaram represents India’s sacred geography, where pilgrimage historically enabled 

cultural integration. The founding of Tenkasi (Dakshin Kashi) by Pandyan rulers illustrates how spiritual 

decentralisation ensured inclusivity when physical mobility was limited. Such sacred linkages affirm historian 

Romila Thapar’s view of India as a civilisation bound by cultural flows rather than political uniformity. 

2.   Intellectual and Spiritual Exchange as Soft Power: Figures like Saint Kumaraguruparar, who 

institutionalised Tamil Shaivite traditions in Kashi, and Subramania Bharati, whose nationalism matured in 

Varanasi, embody India’s internal civilisational dialogue. KTS revives this tradition, aligning with India’s 

cultural soft power strategy, as recognised by the Ministry of External Affairs’ emphasis on heritage 

diplomacy. 

Bridging Regional Divides through Living Culture 

1.   Countering the North–South Binary: KTS offers a counter-narrative to the perceived North–South 

divide, often reinforced by linguistic and political discourse. By facilitating direct people-to-people contact—

students, farmers, artisans—it operationalises cultural federalism, where diversity strengthens unity. 

Sociological studies (CSDS surveys) show interpersonal cultural exposure reduces regional prejudi ce more 

effectively than top-down integration. 
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2.   People-to-People Diplomacy within the Nation: Special Sangamam trains and homestays in Kashi 

transformed abstract unity into lived experience. Such immersive exchanges resemble the Erasmus model 

within Europe, proving that emotional integration is as vital as constitutional unity for democratic resilience. 

Integrating Ancient Heritage with Modern Knowledge Systems 

1.   Linguistic Integration and NEP 2020: The 2025–26 theme ‘Tamil Karkalam’ operationalises the 

National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, which advocates multilingualism and Indian Knowledge Systems 

(IKS). Establishment of a Tamil Chair at BHU and Tamil instruction in Kashi schools institutionalises inter-

civilisational scholarship, preventing culture from remaining performative. 

2.   Academic and Knowledge Exchange: Translation of Tholkappiyam into multiple Indian and foreign 

languages globalises Tamil intellectual heritage, echoing India’s ancient tradition of knowledge circulation, 

from Nalanda to Kanchipuram. The Sage Agastya Vehicle Expedition symbolically retraced these routes while 

delivering social services, integrating culture with contemporary developmental outreach. 

3.   Cultural Economy and GI Synergies: Handloom collaborations between Kanjeevaram and 

Banarasi silk weavers demonstrate how cultural confluences can generate economic value. Such initiatives 

align with UNESCO’s Creative Economy framework, where heritage-based livelihoods promote inclusive 

growth while preserving intangible cultural assets. 

Strategic Significance for Ek Bharat Shreshtha Bharat 

From Symbolism to Structured Integration: Unlike episodic cultural festivals, KTS has evolved into a 

structured platform—academic chairs, curriculum integration, manuscript digitisation—ensuring 

sustainability. Replication through initiatives like Saurashtra–Tamil Sangamam embeds unity across 

multiple civilisational axes. 

Conclusion 

 As Justice Radhakrishnan observed, India’s unity is cultural before constitutional; echoing President 

Murmu’s call for heritage-led integration, Kashi–Tamil Sangamam proves civilisation, when institutionalised, 

becomes democracy’s strongest adhesive. 

Examine the structural reforms required to transition India’s financial ecosystem from 

quantity to quality. Analyze how rebuilding domestic savings and improving capital 

efficiency, alongside leveraging startups, act as mutually reinforcing pillars for achieving the 

‘Viksit Bharat @ 2047’ vision. 

Introduction 

 

India’s aspiration of becoming a developed economy by 2047, envisaged in Viksit Bharat @ 2047, demands not 

merely higher investment but a qualitative transformation of its financial ecosystem, as highlighted by the 

World Bank and RBI. 

From Quantity to Quality: Reimagining India’s Financial Architecture  

1.    India’s growth strategy has historically emphasised capital accumulation, reflected in high 

investment-to-GDP ratios. 
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2.    However, international experience (East Asia, OECD economies) shows that long-term growth hinges 

on capital productivity, stability of financing, and institutional depth. 

3.    With an Incremental Capital Output Ratio (ICOR) of around 4–5.5, India risks diminishing returns 

unless financial reforms focus on quality rather than volume. 

Rebuilding Domestic Savings: The Bedrock of Sustainable Growth 

1.    Domestic savings are the least volatile and most sovereign source of capital, insulating India from 

global financial shocks, as seen during the 2008 crisis and the 2013 taper tantrum. 

2.    Yet, RBI data shows net household financial savings fell to nearly 5.3% of GDP in FY23, while 

household debt crossed 40% of GDP, signalling consumption-led leverage rather than asset creation. 

Reform Pathways 

1. Financialisation of savings: Shifting household wealth from gold and real estate to financial assets 

through pensions, insurance, and capital markets. 

2. Strengthening long-term vehicles: Expanding the National Pension System (NPS) and deepening 

insurance penetration, aligned with OECD pension best practices. 

3. Digital enablers: Platforms like Unified Lending Interface (ULI) and JAM trinity can channel small 

savings into productive investments. Domestic savings thus form the first pillar, creating a stable pool 

for long-term capital formation. 

Market-Based Long-Term Financing: Correcting the ALM Mismatch 

1.    Limits of Bank-Centric Growth: Indian banks, despite improved balance sheets, face structural 

Asset-Liability Mismatch (ALM) due to short-term deposits funding long-gestation projects. Global evidence 

shows infrastructure and manufacturing are better financed through bond markets and institutional 

investors. 

2.    Deepening Capital Markets and Corporate bond market expansion: Currently shallow and skewed 

toward AAA issuers, unlike the US or South Korea. 

3. Institutional participation: Pension and insurance funds need credit enhancement mechanisms, 

such as those provided by NaBFID, to enter riskier construction phases. 

4. Regulatory predictability: Stable taxation and contract enforcement reduce risk premiums, 

improving capital allocation. This shift reduces systemic risk and complements domestic savings 

mobilisation. 

Improving Capital Efficiency: Doing More with Less 

ICOR as a Policy Lens: Lowering ICOR from ~4.5 to ~4 could significantly ease financing pressure. This 

requires: 

1. Execution reforms: Faster approvals, dispute resolution (as stressed by Justice D.Y. Chandrachud in 

infrastructure arbitration cases). 

2. Logistics and DPI: PM Gati Shakti and Digital Public Infrastructure reduce transaction costs, raising 

returns on investment. 
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3. Green efficiency: Integrating sustainability through initiatives like the Green Credit Programme, 

aligning growth with climate commitments. Capital efficiency ensures growth is non-inflationary and 

fiscally prudent. 

Leveraging Startups: Bending the Capital–Output Curve 

1.    Startups as Quality Multipliers: Startups, particularly in deep tech (semiconductors, space, AI, 

clean energy), generate high value-added output with lower capital intensity. India’s position as the world’s 

third-largest startup ecosystem illustrates this potential. 

2.    Macro-Economic Payoffs 

·         Productivity spillovers across logistics, healthcare, and manufacturing. 

·         Wealth democratisation, expanding the savings base beyond traditional industrial elites. 

·         Innovation-led growth, consistent with endogenous growth theory (Romer). 

A Virtuous Cycle of Reform 

Mutually Reinforcing Pillars 

1. Higher domestic savings feed market-based financing. 

2. Efficient capital markets channel funds to startups and infrastructure. 

3. Startups and DPI enhance capital efficiency economy-wide. 

4.    Together, they create a self-reinforcing growth ecosystem. 

Conclusion 

 Echoing Justice Radhakrishnan’s vision of economic democracy and President Droupadi Murmu’s call for 

inclusive growth, India’s shift to quality finance is essential for a resilient, innovative Viksit Bharat by 2047.  

Analyze the claim that the upward trajectory of India-US relations has stalled due to shifting 

geopolitical priorities. Evaluate whether India needs a new foreign policy paradigm to 

navigate a more transactional bilateral environment while maintaining its strategic 

autonomy. 

Introduction 

For nearly 25 years, India–US relations followed a bipartisan upward arc; however, the resurgence of 

transactional geopolitics, as noted by Brookings and CFR analyses, signals a plateau demanding strategic 

reassessment by New Delhi. 

A Plateau in a Once-Ascending Partnership and From Strategic Convergence to Transactional 

Uncertainty 

1.    Since the 2005 Civil Nuclear Agreement, India–US ties were framed as a strategic exception—

anchored in shared democratic values, defence interoperability, and Indo-Pacific convergence. 
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2.    Yet, by 2025–26, Washington’s inward-looking posture and ‘America First 2.0’ have diluted this 

exceptionalism. 

3.    Foreign policy is increasingly filtered through domestic political calculus, trade balances, and 

sanctions logic, rather than long-term strategic convergence. 

Evidence of the Stalled Trajectory 

1.    Economic and Trade Frictions: The imposition of steep tariffs on Indian exports and threats of 

secondary sanctions over Russian energy imports reflect a coercive trade diplomacy. Despite India being the 

US’s 10th-largest trading partner (bilateral trade ~$190 billion in 2023), market access is now weaponised, 

undermining trust built through mechanisms like the Trade Policy Forum. 

2.    Strategic Dilution of the Indo-Pacific Vision: Ambiguity in US commitments to Taiwan and a 

visible deprioritisation of the Quad weaken the foundational assumption that India is central to America’s 

Indo-Pacific strategy. This contradicts earlier doctrines such as the Free and Open Indo-Pacific, reducing 

predictability for Indian planners. 

3.    Rhetoric–Reality Gap: While US diplomatic rhetoric continues to emphasise partnership, unilateral 

actions—tightened H1-B norms,  selective climate disengagement, and diaspora-related anxieties—signal a 

retreat from multilateral leadership, as highlighted in OECD and UN reports on global governance erosion. 

  

Structural Drivers Behind the Shift 

1.    Relative Power Transition: The US faces a relative decline vis-à-vis China, leading to selective 

accommodation with Beijing, particularly over rare earths and supply chains. This creates a hierarchy of 

partners, where India’s strategic leverage is conditional rather than intrinsic. 

2.    Personalised and Populist Diplomacy: Foreign policy under strong executive personalities becomes 

volatile. As realist scholars like Stephen Walt argue, such systems privilege deal-making over institutions,  

increasing uncertainty for middle powers like India.  

Does India Need a New Foreign Policy Paradigm? 

1.    From Strategic Partnership to Strategic Hedging: India must recalibrate from alignment optimism 

to strategic hedging, avoiding overdependence on any single power. This involves deepening ties with the EU 

(FTA negotiations), ASEAN, Africa, and West Asia, consistent with multi-alignment doctrine. 

2.    Transactional Reciprocity: In a quid-pro-quo environment, India should explicitly link cooperation 

in defence, critical minerals, and technology to outcomes in trade access and mobility. This reflects a shift from 

normative to interest-based diplomacy. 

3.    Strengthening Regional Multilateralism: With uncertain US commitment, India must assume 

greater responsibility in BIMSTEC, IORA, and the Indian Ocean Region, aligning with Mahanian sea-power 

logic and SAGAR doctrine. 

Why the Partnership Still Has a ‘Geopolitical Floor’  
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1.    The China Constraint: Despite frictions, China’s rise ensures a minimum level of India–US 

cooperation in defence, intelligence sharing, and maritime security—preventing a complete rupture. 

2.    Technology and Diaspora Linkages: Initiatives like iCET, semiconductor collaboration, and a 4.5-

million-strong Indian diaspora act as institutional shock absorbers, sustaining long-term engagement 

beyond executive volatility. 

Reimagining Strategic Autonomy and Autonomy Through Capability, Not Distance 

1.    India’s response must centre on accelerating growth, technological self-reliance, and defence 

indigenisation (Atmanirbhar Bharat).  

2.    As Kautilya’s Arthashastra suggests, power determines choice, not vice versa. 

Conclusion 

Echoing Justice Radhabinod Pal’s realist internationalism and President Murmu’s call for confident 

engagement, India must practise strategic autonomy by managing differences pragmatically, not by retreat, in 

a transactional world. 

  

Analyze the strategic necessity of accelerating the India–EU Free Trade Agreement (FTA) 

amidst global geopolitical unpredictability. Evaluate how leveraging German leadership and 

European FDI in electronics and infrastructure can strengthen India’s strategic autonomy 

and economic resilience. 

Introduction 

Amid fragmented global trade, US–China rivalry and protectionism, accelerating the India–EU FTA has become 

a strategic imperative to secure diversified markets, technology access and resilient growth pathways for India. 

Global Geopolitical Unpredictability: Strategic Context 

1.    Trade Fragmentation: WTO (2024) highlights rising ‘weaponisation of trade’ through tariffs, 

CBAM-like measures and export controls, weakening multilateralism. 

2.    US–China Slowdown Risks: IMF (WEO 2025) warns of declining global demand due to US fiscal stress 

and China’s structural slowdown, limiting traditional export avenues for India. 

3.    Need for Regionalism: In such uncertainty, deep FTAs like India–EU act as ‘insurance mechanisms’ 

ensuring predictable, rules-based access to large markets. 

Strategic Necessity of India–EU FTA 

1.    Market Diversification Hedge: The EU, India’s 4th largest trading partner, offers a 450-million-

consumer market, reducing overdependence on the US and East Asia. 
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2.    Technology and Standards Power: EU FTAs shape global norms (data, environment, labour). Early 

alignment helps Indian firms avoid future non-tariff barriers. 

3.    Strategic Autonomy: As articulated by External Affairs Minister, FTAs with value-aligned partners 

enhance ‘strategic autonomy through interdependence’, not isolation. 

Germany as the Anchor of the India–EU Partnership 

1.    Industrial Leadership: Germany contributes nearly 25% of EU GDP and dominates high-end 

manufacturing, Industry 4.0, and green technologies. 

2.    Political Catalyst: Indo-German initiatives (Skilled Immigration Act, defence co-production, mobility 

partnerships) can unlock stalled EU-wide negotiations. 

3.    China+1 Reorientation: McKinsey (2023) identifies India as Germany’s top alternative 

manufacturing destination, strengthening India’s geo-economic relevance. 

Leveraging European FDI: Electronics and Infrastructure  

1.    FDI as Technology Carrier: OECD studies show FDI is the most durable channel of technology 

diffusion. EU’s cumulative FDI of ~$120 billion (2024) validates this. 

2.    Electronics Manufacturing: To achieve India’s $300 billion electronics target, European strengths 

in semiconductors (Netherlands), precision engineering (Germany), and design (France) are crucial. 

3.    Infrastructure and Green Transition: European ‘patient capital’ aligns with long-gestation projects 

like IMEC, renewable grids and green hydrogen—key for India’s energy security. 

4.    MSME Integration: Harmonising standards under the FTA enables Indian MSMEs to plug into EU-led 

global value chains. 

Addressing Key Friction Points 

1.    CBAM Challenge: India must negotiate transition periods and mutual recognition of carbon markets, 

consistent with the principle of Common but Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR).  

2.    Data and Digital Trade: Reconciling GDPR with India’s DPDP Act, 2023 is essential for services 

exports, which contribute over 50% to India’s GDP.  

3.    Labour and Sustainability Norms: A phased, capacity-building approach can convert perceived ‘non-

trade barriers’ into competitiveness drivers. 

Strategic Outcomes: Economic Resilience and Autonomy  

1.    Resilient Growth: Diversified trade and investment flows reduce vulnerability to external shocks. 

2.    Geo-economic Leverage: India gains bargaining power in global supply chains and climate 

negotiations. 



Mains Marathon Compilation [Second Week] January 2026 

 

Created with love ❤ by ForumIAS- the knowledge network for civi l services. 

Visit academy.forumias.com for our mentor based courses. 
 

 

3.    Developmental Multiplier: FTA-led FDI complements Make in India, PLI schemes and Viksit 

Bharat@2047 goals. 

Conclusion 

As constitutional democracy thrives on balance; similarly, a rule-based India–EU FTA can balance growth with 

values, ensuring resilient autonomy in turbulent times.  

 

 

 


