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Critically analyze the institutional and strategic challenges involved in India’s quest for full
IEA membership. Evaluate how the necessity of amending the founding charter and meeting
stringent oil reserve mandates impacts India’s pursuit of global energy leadership.”

Introduction

India, the world’s third-largest energy consumer and oil importer (BP Statistical Review 2024), accounts
for nearly 7% of global energy demand, making its bid for full membership in the International Energy
Agency strategically consequential.

Institutional Challenge: The OECD-Linked Legal Framework
Historical Origins and Structural Constraint

1. The International Energy Agency (IEA) was established in 1974 under the Agreement on an
International Energy Program (IEP) in response to the oil shock following the Yom Kippur War.

2. Membership was restricted to members of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), reflecting its identity as a club of advanced industrial economies.

3. India, though an Associate Member since 2017, is not an OECD member. Granting it full membership
requires a unanimous amendment of the IEA’s founding charter—a rare institutional step.

4. Such a reform raises normative questions: Should the IEA remain an OECD-centric “energy security
club,” or evolve into a universal governance body reflecting new consumption realities?

Governance Implications

1. IEA’s current 32 members (33 with Colombia’s induction) collectively represent declining shares
of global demand.
2. Without India and China, the IEA risks diminished legitimacy in shaping global energy norms.

However, altering its charter for India could set precedents for Brazil or South Africa, potentially
transforming its institutional identity.

3. Thus, India’s membership bid is not merely procedural; it is a structural redefinition of global
energy governance.

Strategic Challenge: The 90-Day Strategic Petroleum Reserve (SPR) Mandate

1. The Oil Security Threshold: A core IEA obligation mandates members to maintain oil stocks
equivalent to atleast 90 days of prior year’s net imports. India’s Strategic Petroleum Reserve capacity—
developed at Vishakhapatnam, Mangaluru and Padur—covers roughly 9-10 days of imports. Even
including commercial inventories, India falls significantly short. Bridging this gap would require billions of
dollars in capital expenditure, at a time when India is balancing fiscal priorities such as renewable
expansion, green hydrogen, and energy access.

2. Fiscal and Developmental Trade-Offs: India imports nearly 85% of its crude oil. Expanding SPR
infrastructure implies opportunity costs: resources diverted to stockpiling fossil fuels may constrain
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investments in renewables under India’s Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs). Moreover, the IEA
requires “demand restraint mechanisms” (7-10% reduction capacity during emergencies).
Implementing such measures in a rapidly industrialising economy presents political and economic challenges.

Strategic Gains: Why India Still Pursues Membership

1. From Rule-Taker to Rule-Maker: As an Associate Member, India participates in deliberations but
lacks voting rights. Full membership would allow India to influence collective stock releases, market
stabilization mechanisms (as seen during the 1991 Gulf War and the 2022 Ukraine crisis), and global energy
transition frameworks.

2. Energy Transition Leadership: IEA has evolved beyond oil security into climate modelling, clean
energy pathways, and critical minerals governance. Its “Net Zero by 2050” roadmap shapes global investment
flows. India’s leadership in solar energy through the International Solar Alliance and its LiFE (Lifestyle for
Environment) initiative—whose mitigation potential (2 billion tonnes CO, by 2030) was highlighted by
IEA—positions it as a bridge between developed and developing worlds.

3. Voice of the Global South: India can advocate for “energy justice,” ensuring that transition finance
addresses developmental imperatives. Its membership would recalibrate IEA’s priorities toward affordability,
equity, and differentiated responsibilities under the Paris Agreement.

Implications for Global Energy Leadership

1. The necessity of amending the charter underscores India’s rising systemic importance. However,
compliance with reserve mandates tests its fiscal resilience and strategic autonomy.

2. India must negotiate a phased integration model—balancing stockpile expansion with renewable
acceleration (500 GW non-fossil target by 2030).

3. Ultimately, India’s quest reflects a broader geopolitical transition: energy governance shifting from
OECD dominance to multipolar inclusion.

Conclusion

As President Ram Nath Kovind observed at the International Solar Alliance Assembly, sustainable energy
must balance security with equity. India’s IEA bid must harmonize strategic oil security with climate-
conscious global leadership.

Analyze India’s transition from a ‘back office’ to a ‘global brain trust’ through Global
Capability Centres (GCCs). Critically examine the structural challenges of talent gaps, cyber
threats, and fiscal pressures in sustaining India’s leadership in the global knowledge
economy.”

Introduction
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By 2026, India hosts over 2,000 Global Capability Centres employing nearly two million professionals,
contributing substantially to the $350+ billion services exports (RBI, 2024), marking a decisive shift from
BPO-led outsourcing to innovation-led knowledge leadership.

From Labour Arbitrage to Intellectual Arbitrage: The GCC 4.0 Transformation
Evolution of the GCC Model

1. India’s journey from Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) to Knowledge Process Outsourcing
(KPO) has culminated in the GCC 4.0 era. Earlier “captive centres” focused on cost efficiency; today’s Global
Capability Centres manage end-to-end product lifecycles, global strategy leadership, and proprietary
Intellectual Property (IP) creation.

2. Cities such as Bengaluru, Hyderabad, Pune, and increasingly Coimbatore and Indore have become
global “Centres of Excellence” (CoEs) in quantum computing, semiconductor design, fintech, and Agentic
Al Nearly 58% of Indian GCCs are investing in enterprise-scale Al deployment, reflecting a shift from service
execution to strategic value creation.

Integration into Global Value Chains (GVCs)
1. Multinational corporations (MNCs) now rely on India not merely for support functions but for
innovation cycles under the “follow-the-sun” model. India provides nearly 20% of the world’s

semiconductor design talent, enhancing its cognitive capital. This shift aligns with the “smile curve” theory
of value chains—India is moving from low-value assembly to high-value R&D and design functions.

2. Thus, India’s soft power now extends into tech-diplomacy, digital public goods (like Aadhaar and
UPI architecture), and strategic sectors such as Al governance.

Structural Challenge I: The Talent Paradox

Employability and Skill Mismatch

1. Despite producing over one million engineering graduates annually (AISHE Report), the
employability rate in deep-tech domains remains limited. Niche skills such as VLSI design, Al ethics,

quantum-resistant cryptography, and cloud architecture face acute shortages.

2. The result is wage inflation and high attrition, eroding India’s traditional cost advantage. According to
NASSCOM, attrition in tech roles peaked above 20% in recent years, reflecting intense competition for
“super-specialists.”

Industry-Academia Disconnect
1. Higher education curricula often lag behind frontier technological demands.

2. Without stronger industry-academia partnerships and micro-credentialing ecosystems, India
risks a “middle-skill trap,” where volume outpaces quality.

Structural Challenge II: Cybersecurity and Data Sovereignty Risks
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1. Expanding Threat Surface: As GCCs handle sensitive financial, defence, and healthcare data, they
become prime targets for state-sponsored cyber-attacks. Reports indicate that India accounts for a
significant share of global cyber incidents targeting enterprise data hubs. The implementation of the Digital
Personal Data Protection Act (DPDPA), 2023 increases compliance burdens, requiring robust data
governance, encryption standards, and cross-border data flow safeguards.

2. Digital Sovereignty vs Global Integration: Western reshoring policies and digital protectionism
could constrain data localisation flexibility. Balancing data sovereignty with seamless global operations
represents a complex regulatory tightrope.

Structural Challenge III: Fiscal Pressures and Tax Uncertainty

1. Transfer Pricing and Safe Harbour Rules: Tax disputes related to “Permanent Establishment”
(PE) status and transfer pricing markups create litigation risks. India’s Safe Harbour rules (e.g., 24%
markup for software R&D) often become contentious. Additionally, the OECD’s Global Minimum Tax (Pillar
Two) sets a 15% tax floor, reducing traditional tax arbitrage benefits that attracted MNCs.

2. Infrastructure Bottlenecks: Urban congestion, water stress, and inadequate transport
infrastructure—especially in Bengaluru—pose competitiveness challenges. Competing hubs like Vietnam and
Poland actively market plug-and-play infrastructure to attract digital investments.

Policy Imperatives for Sustainable Leadership
To remain a “global brain trust,” India must:

Strengthen deep-tech skilling via National Education Policy-aligned reforms.
Develop robust cybersecurity architecture and sectoral CERT frameworks.
Offer fiscal predictability through rationalised transfer pricing norms.
Expand Tier-1I GCC clusters with infrastructure incentives.

BN

5. The proposed National GCC Policy Framework must transition the state from regulator to
facilitator, ensuring ease of doing business without fiscal erosion.

Conclusion

As former President Dr. A.P.]. Abdul Kalam envisioned in ‘India 2020,” knowledge capitalis true national power.
Sustaining GCC leadership demands innovation, institutional reform, and secure digital sovereignty for
enduring global influence.

Critically examine the implications of excluding Scheduled Tribes from the Hindu Succession
Act for tribal women'’s inheritance rights. Evaluate the necessity of a dedicated legislative
framework that harmonizes gender justice with the constitutional protection of indigenous
customary laws.

Introduction
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Scheduled Tribes constitute 8.6% of India’s population (Census 2011), yet Section 2(2) of the Hindu
Succession Act, 1956 excludes them from statutory inheritance rights, creating a persistent tension
between gender equality and cultural autonomy.

Legal Context: Statutory Exclusion and Judicial Position
Section 2(2) and Legislative Intent

1. Section 2(2) of the Hindu Succession Act (HSA), 1956 explicitly excludes Scheduled Tribes unless
the Central Government directs otherwise. The rationale was to preserve indigenous customary laws under
the protective umbrella of the Fifth and Sixth Schedules of the Constitution.

2. In Nawang v. Bahadur (2025), the Supreme Court reaffirmed that the HSA cannot be extended to
Scheduled Tribes by judicial interpretation, emphasizing that only Parliament can alter this position. This
restored clarity after earlier inconsistent decisions where courts had recognized inheritance claims of
‘Hinduised’ tribal women.

Constitutional Framework: The issue reflects a constitutional paradox:

1. Article 14 & 15 mandate equality and prohibit gender discrimination.

2. Article 29, and the Fifth and Sixth Schedules protect cultural identity and customary governance.

3. Article 13 subjects customary law to the test of fundamental rights, yet courts have historically
exercised restraint in tribal contexts. This creates a complex intersection of equality
jurisprudence and plural legal traditions.

Implications of Exclusion for Tribal Women

1. Economic Disempowerment: In many tribal communities, customary succession is patrilineal,
denying daughters absolute ownership of land. Given that land remains the primary economic asset in tribal
regions, exclusion translates into structural economic vulnerability. Studies by the National Commission
for Women and UN Women indicate that women’s land ownership significantly improves household
welfare and bargaining power. Without titles, tribal women lack access to institutional credit, collateral, and
state welfare schemes linked to landholding.

2. Social and Political Marginalization: Property ownership is closely tied to social agency. Exclusion
from inheritance often diminishes women’s participation in community decision-making structures,
including traditional councils. The earlier practice of requiring ‘Hinduisation’ to access HSA protections
forced women into a false binary—choose cultural identity or gender justice—undermining
constitutional multiculturalism.

3. Legal Uncertainty: The absence of a uniform statutory framework means that disputes rely on
uncodified customs, often interpreted by male-dominated institutions. Litigation becomes prolonged and
costly, increasing dependency on male relatives.

The Customary Law Argument: Preservation vs Reform
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1. Protection of Indigenous Identity: Tribal leaders argue that patrilineal inheritance prevents land
alienation to non-tribals through marriage, safeguarding collective landholding systems. In regions governed
by the Sixth Schedule (e.g., Meghalaya, Mizoram), customary autonomy is constitutionally entrenched. The
Supreme Court in Madhu Kishwar v. State of Bihar (1996) upheld aspects of tribal customary succession,
recognizing the importance of protecting community land from fragmentation.

2. Limits of Cultural Relativism: However, constitutional morality, as emphasized in cases like Navtej
Singh Johar (2018) and Joseph Shine (2018), suggests that tradition cannot override fundamental rights
indefinitely. The persistence of discriminatory customs under the shield of cultural protection risks
entrenching patriarchal hierarchies rather than preserving authentic tribal identity.

Necessity of a Dedicated Legislative Framework

1. A Culturally Sensitive “Middle Path”: Instead of extending the HSA wholesale, Parliament could enact a
Tribal Succession Act, balancing: Gender parity in ownership rights. Safeguards against land alienation
to non-tribals. Recognition of clan-based systems through mechanisms like usufructuary rights or life
interests. The Mizoram model of codifying customary laws demonstrates how reform can occur without
eroding identity.

2. Participatory Codification: Given the diversity of over 700 recognized Scheduled Tribes, a federal
and consultative approach is essential. Anthropological expertise and gram sabha participation (as
mandated under PESA, 1996) can ensure legitimacy.

3. Advancing Substantive Equality: Such legislation would move beyond formal equality to substantive
equality—empowering tribal women as economic stakeholders rather than dependents.

Conclusion

As President Droupadi Murmu observed, development must empower the last person without erasing
identity. A just inheritance framework must uphold tribal culture while ensuring daughters’ dignity and
constitutional equality.

Critically examine the institutional and socio-cultural barriers to addressing adolescent
mental health in India. Evaluate how the integration of mental healthcare into schools and
the expansion of digital platforms like Tele-MANAS can secure the wellbeing of the nation’s
demographic dividend.

Introduction

India’s demographic dividend faces a silent crisis: the National Mental Health Survey and subsequent
studies estimate 7-10% adolescents suffer diagnosable disorders, yet treatment gaps exceed 70%,
undermining productivity, resilience and inclusive growth.

Institutional Barriers: Structural Deficits in Mental Healthcare Delivery

1. Human Resource Scarcity and Skewed Infrastructure: India has fewerthan 10,000 psychiatrists for 1.4
billion people, with a negligible proportion trained in child and adolescent psychiatry. Clinical psychologists
and psychiatric social workers remain concentrated in urban tertiary centres such as NIMHANS, leaving
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rural districts underserved. This supply-side deficit violates the spirit of the Mental Healthcare Act, which
guarantees a “Right to Access Mental Healthcare,” but lacks robust district-level implementation.

2. Fragmented Policy Implementation: Although the National Mental Health Programme and Ayushman
Bharat’s Health and Wellness Centres provide frameworks, mental health screening remains peripheral.
Referral pathways between schools, PHCs, and tertiary hospitals are weak, resulting in delayed diagnosis
and crisis-based intervention. Further, child mental health lacks earmarked fiscal allocation, reflecting low
prioritisation in public health expenditure (India spends ~2% of GDP on health).

3. Digital Governance Gaps: The explosion of smartphone usage (800+ million users) and Al-driven social
media has intensified cyberbullying, digital addiction, and “algorithmic dysmorphia.” While the Economic
Survey of India acknowledged youth mental stress linked to digital overexposure, regulatory responses remain
nascent and uneven across States.

Socio-Cultural Barriers: Norms, Stigma and Performance Pressures

1. The Culture of Silence and Stigma: Mental illness is often perceived as moral weakness or familial
dishonour, particularly in rural India. Help-seeking is delayed due to fears of labelling and social exclusion.
This stigma perpetuates the “quiet crisis.”

2. Hyper-Competitive Academic Ecosystem: The “coaching factory” culture surrounding examinations like
JEE and NEET creates chronic stress. Academic performance dominates school identity, marginalising
emotional wellbeing. The tragic Ghaziabad case illustrates how unaddressed stress can escalate into
irreversible outcomes.

3. Parenting Patterns and Emotional Literacy Deficit: Authoritarian or performance-driven parenting often
suppresses emotional dialogue. Trauma-informed parenting practices remain limited outside urban elite
contexts, weakening the adolescent’s first psychological buffer — the family.

Integrating Mental Healthcare into Schools: A Preventive Paradigm

1. Schools as Early Detection Nodes: Institutionalising routine mental health screening within school
health programmes can enable early diagnosis of ADHD, anxiety, and depressive disorders. Delhi’s
“Happiness Curriculum” and Tamil Nadu’s MaNaM initiative demonstrate that socio-emotional learning
enhances resilience and academic outcomes. Training teachers as “gatekeepers” aligns with WHO's school-
based mental health models, shifting intervention from reactive to preventive.

2. Peer-Support and Community-Based Models: The 2025 “I Support My Friends” module
institutionalises peer gatekeeping. Evidence suggests peer networks reduce isolation and promote help-
seeking, decentralising care beyond clinics.

Digital Platforms and Tele-MANAS: Bridging Access Gaps

1. The Tele-MANAS has reportedly handled over 3 million calls, expanding discreet access to youth
hesitant to seekin-person care. Video consultations (2025 expansion) enhance continuity of care, especially
in Tier-Il and rural areas.
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2. Digital platforms reduce stigma by ensuring anonymity, expand reach amid workforce shortages, and align
with India’s Digital Public Infrastructure model. However, equitable internet access and data privacy
safeguards remain essential.

Conclusion

As President A. P. J. Abdul Kalam emphasised in “Ignited Minds,” India’s future lies in nurturing young
minds. Securing the demographic dividend demands institutional reform, stigma dismantling, and preventive,
technology-enabled mental healthcare ecosystems.

Critically examine the shift in India’s Middle East policy from ideological slogans to a
pragmatism-led ‘diplomacy of interests’. Evaluate how this realism-based approach balances
the strategic partnership with Israel against global criticism and regional geopolitical
complexities.”

Introduction

With West Asia supplying nearly 60% of India’s crude oil and hosting over nine million Indian expatriates,
India’s regional engagement has shifted from ideological posturing to interest-driven multi-alignment
amid shifting geopolitics.

From Ideological Posture to Strategic De-hyphenation

1. The Legacy of Ideological Diplomacy: In the Cold War era, India’s West Asia policy was shaped by
Non-Alignment and vocal Palestinian solidarity. Though India recognised Israel in 1950, full diplomatic
relations were established only in 1992 under P. V. Narasimha Rao. Engagement remained cautious,
reflecting domestic political sensitivities and Global South leadership aspirations.

2. De-hyphenation and Strategic Autonomy 2.0: The watershed came with PM’s 2017 standalone visit
to Israel, symbolising the de-hyphenation of Israel-Palestine relations. India simultaneously reaffirmed
support for a two-state solution while upgrading defence and technology ties with Israel. This reflects
“Strategic Autonomy 2.0”, engaging multiple poles without formal alliances, consistent with India’s multi-
alignment doctrine.

Drivers of Pragmatic Realism

1. Defence and Technological Synergy: Israel has emerged among India’s top defence suppliers,
providing UAVs, missile systems (e.g., Barak-8), and surveillance technologies critical for border
security. Counter-terrorism cooperation deepened after the 26/11 Mumbai attacks. Beyond security,
Israel’s expertise in water desalination, agri-tech, and semiconductors aligns with India’s food and climate
resilience goals. Innovation-driven cooperation replaces earlier ideological hesitation.

2.  Energy Security and Diaspora Imperatives: India’s stakes transcend Israel alone. The Gulf region
supplies the bulk of India’s hydrocarbons and remittances exceeding $100 billion annually. Partnerships
with United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia have expanded into defence, fintech, and infrastructure. This
diversification ensures that strengthening Israel ties does not undermine Arab partnerships, a hallmark
of calibrated realism.
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3. New Geopolitical Architecture: The Abraham Accords reshaped regional alignments, normalising
Israel’srelations with several Arab states. India’s participation in the I2U2 and the proposed India-Middle
East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC) demonstrates comfort within emerging minilateral frameworks.
Such platforms expand India’s connectivity and supply-chain ambitions without formal military
entanglements.

Balancing Global Criticism and Regional Volatility

1. Managing Normative Pressures: Israel’s military actions in Gaza and tensions with Iran have attracted
global scrutiny. India has adopted calibrated diplomacy, abstaining on certain UN resolutions while calling
for humanitarian pauses and a two-state solution. This approach avoids overt moral signalling while
safeguarding bilateral defence and technology cooperation.

2. Navigating Regional Rivalries: The Middle East remains volatile, US-Iran tensions, Israel-Iran
rivalry, and emerging Sunni coalitions pose risks. India maintains engagement with Iran for connectivity (e.g.,
Chabahar Port) while deepening ties with Israel and Gulf monarchies, reflecting hedging strategy in
complex balance-of-power politics.

3. Risks of Over-Realism: Critics argue excessive proximity to Israel may dilute India’s traditional Global
South credentials or alienate domestic constituencies. Energy disruptions from regional escalation remain a
structural vulnerability. Hence, realism must be accompanied by diplomatic agility and crisis preparedness.

Evaluation: A Mature Diplomacy of Interests

1. India’s West Asia policy now rests on functional pillars; energy security, diaspora protection,
counter-terrorism, defence technology, and connectivity. The earlier “hyphenated” binary has given way
to issue-based alignment.

2.  Rather than ideological alignment, India practices “issue-based coalitions”, cooperating with Israel on
defence, with Gulf states on energy, and with Iran on connectivity, exemplifying pragmatic pluralism.

Conclusion
Foreign policy must blend moral vision with national interest. India’s West Asia realism reflects this synthesis,

principled yet pragmatic, autonomous yet adaptive.

“Analyze the strategic role of Free Trade Agreements and trade reforms in India’s foreign
policy within a multipolar world. Evaluate their potential to propel export-led growth and
enhance India’s global standing amidst shifting geopolitical and economic alliances.”

Introduction

With exports reaching $825 billion in 2025 and a target of $2 trillion by 2030 under the 2023 Foreign
Trade Policy, India’s trade strategy reflects calibrated integration in an increasingly multipolar global
economy.

Trade as Statecraft in a Multipolar Order
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1. The post-WTO “hyper-globalisation” era has given way to strategic trade realism, where commerce
is intertwined with geopolitics. Supply-chain resilience, friend-shoring, and techno-economic security
now define global trade.

2. India’s withdrawal from Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) in 2019 marked a
shift from passive multilateralism to selective, interest-driven bilateralism. Today, trade agreements are
instruments of strategic autonomy — enabling diversification without overdependence.

The External Pillar: New-Generation FTAs

1. Deep Integration with Advanced Economies: India’s recent agreements reflect a pivot toward developed
markets:

The India-UAE CEPA with United Arab Emirates (2022) boosted bilateral trade past $85 billion.
The Economic Cooperation and Trade Agreement with Australia opened mineral and education
linkages.

e The landmark 2026 FTA with the European Union reduces tariffs on over 90% of traded goods,
benefiting textiles, pharmaceuticals, and marine exports.

e Negotiationstoward a Bilateral Trade Agreement with the United States focus on semiconductors
and critical minerals.

e Unlike earlier tariff-centric FTAs, these include chapters on digital trade, sustainability,
intellectual property, and labour standards, aligning India with emerging global trade norms.

2. Integration into Global Value Chains (GVCs): Modern FTAs facilitate seamless movement of
intermediate goods, enhancing India’s participation in electronics, pharmaceuticals, and automotive
supply chains. According to the World Bank, deeper GVC integration can raise productivity by up to 1%
annually. Strategically, such agreements operationalise friend-shoring — reducing dependency on
adversarial geographies while strengthening partnerships within Quad and 12U2 frameworks.

The Internal Pillar: Trade Reforms and Competitivenes

1. Logistics and Infrastructure Modernisation: Under PM Gati Shakti, logistics costs — historically 13-
14% of GDP — are targeted to fall below 9%, enhancing export competitiveness. Port digitisation and
multimodal connectivity improve turnaround times.

2. Production-Linked Incentive (PLI) Schemes: PLI 2.0 incentivises high-value manufacturing in
electronics, solar modules, and semiconductors. India has emerged as a major mobile phone exporter,
signalling movement up the value chain.

3. Regulatory and Green Compliance: With the EU’s Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM),
decarbonised manufacturing is critical. India’s push toward green hydrogen and renewable energy safeguards
export competitiveness while aligning with ESG norms.

Evaluating Challenges

1. Risk of the Middle-Income Trap: If FTAs merely expand imports without domestic value addition,
India risks becoming an assembly hub. Export sophistication must rise through innovation and R&D.
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2. Non-Tariff Barriers (NTBs): Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) standards and Technical Barriers to
Trade (TBT) remain obstacles. Mutual Recognition Agreements (MRAs) and standards harmonisation are
essential.

3. Geopolitical Balancing: India must balance trade with Western economies while sustaining energy ties
with Russia and West Asia. A “Goldilocks strategy”, neither protectionist nor excessively dependent, defines
its calibrated multi-alignment.

Strategic Payoffs

1. FTAs enhance India’s diplomatic leverage, integrate MSMEs into global markets, and project India
as a rule-shaper rather than rule-taker. Trade agreements now serve as vehicles for economic diplomacy,
reinforcing India’s claim to leadership in the Global South.

2. Export-led growth, supported by structural reforms, could help India sustain 7-8% GDP growth and
transition toward a $7 trillion economy.

Conclusion

As President A. P. J. Abdul Kalam envisioned in India 2020, economic strength underpins strategic
autonomy. India’s trade realism fuses Atmanirbharta with outward integration, securing prosperity amid
geopolitical flux.

Analyze the public health and environmental implications of bottled water consumption in
India. Critically examine the regulatory gaps in addressing microplastic contamination and
plastic waste, evaluating the need for an integrated policy framework to ensure safe and
sustainable water access.

Introduction

Economic Survey 2025-26 flags rising plastic intensity of consumption; Budget 2026-27 stresses circular
economy transitions. Yet India’s booming bottled water market reflects declining trust in public supply, raising
health and ecological concerns.

Evolution of Bottled Water Consumption in India

1. Trust Deficit in Municipal Supply: Despite the Jal Jeevan Mission and AMRUT 2.0, intermittent
supply and contamination fears push urban consumers toward packaged water.

2. Urbanisation & Informal Markets: Rapid urban growth and tourism have expanded thousands of
small bottling units, often sourcing groundwater in water-stressed blocks.

3. Commodification of a Public Good: Article 21 (Right to Life) jurisprudence recognises safe water
as a fundamental right, yet market substitution is normalised. For Example- Subhash Kumar case.

Public Health Implications

1. Microplastics and Nanoplastics Exposure: Nanoplastics evade detection thresholds also no Indian
standards mandate testing. Potential risks such as endocrine disruption, oxidative stress, and
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bioaccumulation. For example- Studies in Nagpur, Mumbai, and coastal Andhra Pradesh detected 72-212
microplastic particles per litre in bottled water.

2. Chemical Leaching under Indian Conditions: Additives such as antimony, phthalates, and BPA
may leach when bottles are exposed to heat and UV radiation, common in Indian logistics chains. Existing FSSAI
norms assess substances individually, ignoring cumulative exposure effects.

3. Regulatory Blind Spots: The Food Safety and Standards Authority (FSSAI) of India focuses on
microbiological parameters. The Bureau of Indian Standards sets quality norms but lacks microplastic
thresholds. Absence of precautionary regulation contradicts global shifts under WHO advisories. For Example-
BPA found in baby feeding bottles (not banned in India).

Environmental Implications

1. Plastic Waste Externalities: As per UNDP India generates 15 million tonnes of plastic waste every
year but only 1/4 of this is recycled system; single-use PET bottles are a major fraction. Poor enforcement of
Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) leads to low collection rates. Also, open burning releases dioxins and
furans, exacerbating air pollution.

2. Water Footprint and Groundwater Depletion: Approximately 3 litres of water are required to
produce 1 litre of bottled water. Extraction in over-exploited blocks regulated by the Central Ground Water
Authority (CGWA) often lacks strict monitoring. For Example- NITI Aayog’s Composite Water Management
Index highlights India as water-stressed.

3. Circular Contamination Loop: Plastic degrades into microplastics in landfills and rivers, re-entering
ecosystems and drinking water sources creating a cyclical contamination chain.

Regulatory Gaps and Fragmentation and Enforcement Deficit

The precautionary principle and polluter pays principle, embedded in NGT jurisprudence remain under-
implemented.

Issue Gap Identified

Institutional Fragmentation Overlapping roles of FSSAI, BIS, CGWA cause siloed governance.

Scientific Standards No mandatory microplastic/nanoplastic testing protocols.
Informal Sector Oversight Thousands of small bottlers operate with weak compliance.
EPR Enforcement Weak monitoring of collection-to-recycling ratios.
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Consumer Information No labeling on storage-related leaching risks.

Need for an Integrated Policy Framework

1. Decoupling Safety from Plastic: Invest in digital Water ATMs and universalised tap water under
JJM-Urban. Public disclosure dashboards for water quality (trust-building mechanism).

2. Microplastic Regulation: Introduce BIS standards for micro- and nanoplastics with mandatory third-
party audits. Fund ICMR-led longitudinal health studies.

3. Strengthened EPR & Circular Economy: QR-based bottle tracking, deposit-refund schemes (returnable
glass models in hospitality sector). Incentivise biodegradable polymers under green tax reforms.

4. Groundwater Governance: Integrate bottled water extraction data with CGWA digital monitoring.
Mandate water neutrality certification for bottling plants.

5. Constitutional & Ethical Dimension: Recognise water as a commons, not merely a tradable
commodity—aligned with SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation).

Conclusion

Treat water as a Public Good, not a Packaged Commodity. A transition toward robust public supply and
stringent nanoplastic regulation is essential to protect both the citizen’s gut and the nation’s groundwater.

Evaluate India’s nationwide HPV vaccination drive in the context of rising global vaccine
hesitancy. Analyze the importance of robust Adverse Event monitoring systems in ensuring
public trust and long-term healthcare outcomes.

Introduction

As of early 2026, the inclusion of the Human Papillomavirus (HPV) vaccine into the Universal
Immunization Programme (UIP) for girls aged 9-14 marks a decisive victory against cervical cancer, the
second most common cancer among Indian women. This science-first move is a bold counter-narrative to the
anti-vax trends seen in Western geographies.

Addressing a Silent Epidemic

1. Disease Burden: India accounts for nearly 1.27 lakh new cervical cancer cases and ~80,000 deaths
annually, contributing over 65% of WHO-SEARO’s burden. Persistent infection with HPV types 16 and
18 causes over 80% of cases.

2. Screening Coverage: Among women (30-49 years) remains below 2%, indicating prevention through
vaccination is critical. The nationwide campaign targeting 14-year-old girls institutionalises a
preventive approach against the second most common cancer among Indian women.

HPV Drive in the Era of Global Vaccine Hesitancy
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Countering Anti-Vaccination Narratives: Measles resurgence across parts of the U.S. and Europe
reflects declining immunisation trust. India’s programme signals a science-first governance model,
backed by the WHO'’s single-dose recommendation.

Institutional Anchors: Recommended by the National Technical Advisory Group on Immunisation.
Implemented through designated public facilities under the UIP ecosystem. Digitally tracked via the U-
WIN platform, successor to Co-WIN.

Global and Economic Dimensions: Backed by Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, ensuring supply resilience.
Preventive vaccination is fiscally rational: treatment of advanced cervical cancer imposes high out-of-
pocket expenditure, contradicting Ayushman Bharat’s financial protection goals. Aligns with SDG 3
and WHO’s 90-70-90 cervical cancer elimination targets.

Historical Sensitivities and the AEFI Imperative

India’s HPV trials (2009-10) in Andhra Pradesh and Gujarat witnessed deaths later deemed unrelated to the
vaccine butraised ethical and surveillance concerns. This history underscores why Adverse Events Following
Immunisation (AEFI) monitoring is central.

Why AEFI Systems Matter:

1. Scientific Credibility: Distinguishes coincidental illnesses from causal vaccine reactions and prevents
misinformation spirals amplified via social media.

2. Constitutional Obligation: Article 21 (Right to Life) mandates safe medical intervention.
Transparency fulfils principles of informed consent and accountability.

3. Institutional Trust-Building: Rapid Response Teams and 48-hour post-jab observation protocols
enhance credibility. Digitised AEFI reporting via U-WIN improves traceability.

4. Long-Term Healthcare Outcomes: Sustained immunisation coverage depends on community

confidence. Weak surveillance could jeopardise future drives (e.g., adolescent boosters, new vaccines).
Economic Survey 2025-26 underscores preventive healthcare as fiscal prudence, while Budget 2026-
27 expands immunisation outlays.

Governance and Implementation Challenges

NITI Aayog’s health reforms emphasise preventive, promotive care, but implementation gaps persist at

district levels.

Aspect Key Issue

Socio-Cultural HPV linked to sexual transmission; parental stigma possible.
Federal Coordination Success depends on State Health Departments and NHM synergy.
Cold-Chain Integrity Heatwaves (2024-25) exposed infrastructure vulnerabilities.
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Voluntary Nature Requires Behaviour Change Communication (BCC).

Way Forward

1. Institutionalising Transparent AEFI Surveillance: Independent pharmacovigilance audits and public
dashboards on adverse events (aggregated, anonymised data).

2. Behavioural Communication Strategy: Engage school teachers, ASHAs, and community leaders to frame
vaccination as cancer prevention, not sexual health intervention.

3. Integrating Screening and Treatment: Expand VIA/HPV DNA testing under Ayushman Arogya Mandirs
and ensure referral linkages for detected lesions.

4. Indigenous Vaccine Ecosystem: Fast-track WHO prequalification for India-made vaccines to enhance
vaccine sovereignty.

5. Global Leadership Role: Position India as a template for the Global South, leveraging its polio eradication
and COVID-19 vaccination experience.

Conclusion

India’s HPV program is more than a medical intervention; it is an assertion of scientific sovereignty. By
prioritizing adolescent health and rigorous safety monitoring, India is ensuring that the demographic
dividend of 2047 is not just young, but healthy and cancer-free.

The independence of the judiciary is a ‘basic feature’ of the Indian Constitution, yet the
absence of a transparent and robust institutional mechanism to address allegations of
judicial corruption remains a significant challenge to the rule of law. Critically examine.

Introduction

The Office of the ChiefJustice of India (C]I) received 8,630 complaints against sitting Supreme Court and High
Court judges between 2016 and 2025. Economic Survey 2025-26 underscores institutional credibility as vital
for investment and growth. Yet, concerns over judicial accountability continue to test India’s rule-of-law
framework.

Constitutional Foundation and Historical Perspective

1. The doctrine of basic structure, evolved in Kesavananda Bharati v. State of Kerala, affirmed judicial
independence as integral to constitutional supremacy.

2. Articles 124 & 217: Security of tenure for Supreme Court and High Court judges.

3. Articles 50 & 121: Separation of judiciary from executive; restriction on parliamentary discussion of
judicial conduct.

4. Power ofjudicial review (Articles 32 & 226).
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5. InSupreme Court Advocates-on-Record Association v. Union of India, the Supreme Court struck down
the NJAC Act, reiterating judicial primacy in appointments as essential to independence. The rationale
provided as an independent judiciary safeguards fundamental rights, maintains checks and balances, and
protects minorities from majoritarian excess.

Causes of Judicial Corruption

1. Ineffective Impeachment Process: Removal under Article 124(4) requires special majority in Parliament.
Political dependency makes the process illusory. For Example- Only one impeachment motion (Justice V.
Ramaswami, 1993) reached voting stage and failed.

2. Opaque In-House Mechanism: Established in 1997 by Supreme Court resolution but no statutory backing.
In-house mechanism is largely opaque and CJI-centric; impeachment remains political (zero convictions since
1950). As per recent parliamentary replies, thousands of complaints were received, but only a handful led to
formalinquiries. For Example- 8,630 complaints (2016-25),1,170in 2024 alone; only handful reached inquiry
committees.

3. Exclusion from External Oversight: Judges are outside the purview of Lokpal under the Lokpal and
Lokayuktas Act. Protection under Judges (Protection) Act provides immunity for judicial acts, limiting
scrutiny. For Example- Contempt of Courts Act, 1971 chills criticism and no whistle-blower protection or asset
verification.

4. Manifestations of Judicial Corruption:

e Adjudicatory: Bribery or influence in judgments.
e Administrative: Nepotism, Uncle Judge Syndrome.
e Post-retirementincentives: Appointments to tribunals raise quid-pro-quo concerns.

Law Commission’s 230th Report (2009) acknowledged systemic risks like familial favouritism in High Courts.
Consequences for Rule of Law and Governance

1. Erosion of Public Trust: Transparency International surveys historically reflected high perception of
judicial corruption. Public legitimacy is weakened when accountability is opaque. For Example- Uncle Judge
and delays deny justice to marginalised; 54+ million pending cases (Dec 2025) fuel inequality.

2. Economic and Investment Impact: Predictable dispute resolution is central to Ease of Doing Business.
Corruption in commercial litigation deters FDI and increases transaction costs. NITI Aayog emphasises ODR
and contract enforcement for $5-trillion goal; corruption deters FDI. For Example- Economic Survey 2025-26
notes NCLT pendency at ~10 years for 30,600 cases, eroding IBC recovery (30-32%).

3. Democratic and Geopolitical Implications: Democratically, eroded trust undermines checks-and-
balances. Weak accountability may invite executive interference. Undermines India’s image as a rule-of-law
democracy in global governance forums.

Comparative Perspectives

e United Kingdom: Judicial Appointments Commission ensures transparent, merit-based selection.
e United States: Judicial Councils investigate misconduct complaints.
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e Australia (NSW): Independent Judicial Commission handles grievances.
e Bangalore Principles of Judicial Conduct (2002): Global ethical benchmarks.

India lacks a comparable independent statutory oversight body for higher judiciary.
Way Forward

1. Statutory Judicial Oversight Commission: Independent, multi-member body with judicial primacy but
external representation and time-bound inquiry procedures.

2. Reforming Appointments Mechanism: Transparent collegium proceedings with published criteria. Hybrid
NJAC with judicial majority + external oversight for transparent appointments.

3. Mandatory Asset Disclosure: Mandatory annual asset disclosure with independent audit.
4. Regulating Post-Retirement Appointments: Two-year cooling-off period to prevent conflict of interest.

5. Strengthening Digital Transparency: Scale Al-driven case management under e-Courts Phase III; revive
AlJS for lower judiciary.

6. Contempt Law Reform: Narrow definition of scandalising the court to protect bona-fide criticism..
Critical Balance Needed

Judicial independence cannot become judicial insulation. Accountability mechanisms must not permit
executive overreach. The challenge lies in designing institutional checks that preserve autonomy while
ensuring integrity.

Conclusion

As President Droupadi Murmu affirmed, judiciary remains “conscience-keeper of Constitution”. Echoing
Granville Austin’s “Working a Democratic Constitution” and Law Commission 230th Report, robust
accountability alone will fortify independence and rule of law.

Critically examine the Urban Challenge Fund as a paradigm shift in reshaping India’s urban
landscape. Evaluate how a reform-driven, market-linked framework addresses the socio-
geographic challenges of sustainable and inclusive urbanization.

Introduction

With X1 lakh crore outlay (Budget 2026-27), the Urban Challenge Fund catalyses ¥4 lakh crore via 50% market
financing. This has replaced traditional top-down budgetary allocations with a Competitive Federalism
model. Essential for India’s goal of housing 600 million urban dwellers by 2030.

Urbanization at a Turning Point

1. India’s urban population is projected to exceed 600 million by 2036 (NITI Aayog estimates). Yet cities
face:
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Infrastructure deficits in water, mobility, and waste management.
Climate risks such as flooding, heatwaves, coastal erosion.

Fiscal stress and weak municipal revenue bases.

Spatial inequality between Tier-I and smaller towns.

2. Earlier missions, INNURM, AMRUT, Smart Cities focused on asset creation through grants. The Urban
Challenge Fund (UCF) marks a structural shift from grant-based urbanisation to market-linked, reform-
contingent financing.

Transition to a Reform-Driven Framework

1. From Grant Dependency to Market Discipline: Central assistance capped at 25% of project cost. Minimum
50% financing through market instruments (municipal bonds, PPPs, bank loans). Target: Mobilise ¥4 lakh crore
through X1 lakh crore central support. For Example- This repositions Urban Local Bodies (ULBs) as bankable
entities, deepening municipal bond markets.

2. Reform-Linked Funding: Access to funds conditional upon creditworthiness reforms, asset registers and
revenue enhancement, digitised governance and service delivery and integrated land use-mobility planning.
For Example- Economic Survey 2025-26 notes ULBs generate <0.6% of GDP in own revenue, underscoring the
need to shift urbanisation from fiscal burden to investment opportunity.

3. Strategic Verticals and Socio-Geographic Targeting
Three verticals address India’s diverse challenges:

e (ities as Growth Hubs: Integrates economic corridors, industrial/tourism clusters and transit
planning to harness agglomeration economies in Tier-11/IlI cities.

e C(Creative Redevelopment: Targets brownfield regeneration, transit-oriented development and
heritage revival in congested cores, unlocking land value.

e Water & Sanitation: Focuses on service saturation, wastewater reuse, flood mitigation and rurban
grids. The 5,000 crore Credit Repayment Guarantee Scheme de-risks first-time market borrowing for
ULBs. This integrates productivity with sustainability.

Socio-Geographic Inclusivity

1. Supporting Smaller and Vulnerable Cities: The Credit Repayment Guarantee Scheme (35,000
crore corpus) provides guarantees up to 70% for first-time loans to ULBs in North-East, hilly states, and towns
below 1 lakh population. It will corrects regional imbalances, enables Tier-1I/Ill cities to access capital markets
and reduces overconcentration in megacities.

2. Climate-Responsive Planning: For flood mitigation, legacy waste remediation, circular water
economy and reuse. Green and resilient infrastructure. It aligns with India’s NDC commitments and SDG 11
(Sustainable Cities).

3. Rurban Convergence: Linkages with Shyama Prasad Mukherji Rurban Mission promote peri-
urban infrastructure, reducing migration pressure.
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Economic and Governance Implications

1. Strengthening Urban Finance: Expands municipal bond market (currently limited to few large
cities). Improves credit ratings and investor confidence and encourages PPP-friendly project structuring. For
Example- Economic Survey 2025-26 highlights contract enforcement and urban infrastructure gaps as growth
bottlenecks, UCF addresses both.

2. Enhancing Competitive Federalism: Challenge-mode selection incentivises innovation and
encourages cooperative federalism between Centre, States, and ULBs.

3. Digital Monitoring and KPIs: Third-party verification and digital dashboards reduce leakages and
improve outcome measurement.

4. Constitutional and Democratic Imperative: Article 243W empowers municipalities; UCF
operationalises fiscal decentralisation by making ULBs financially autonomous actors. True urban
transformation requires democratic strengthening of city governments.

Critical Concerns and Limitations

1. Risk of Market Bias: Revenue-backed projects may prioritise commercially viable zones over slums.

2. Capacity Deficit: Many ULBs lack technical expertise for complex financial structuring.

3. Debt Sustainability Risks: Excessive borrowing without revenue reforms may stress weaker
municipalities.

4. Equity Concerns: Market logic may marginalise informal settlements.

Way Forward

Capacity Building: Dedicated urban finance cells at state level.

Inclusive KPIs: Mandate slum upgradation and affordable housing components.
Blended Finance Models: Combine viability gap funding with green bonds.
Metropolitan Governance Reform: Empower directly elected mayors for accountability.
Climate Risk Disclosure Norms: Integrate resilience audits into funding eligibility.

vl W=

Conclusion

The Urban Challenge Fund is the "Silicon-Valley-fication" of Indian urban governance. While it introduces
much-needed fiscal discipline and innovation, its ultimate success in 2026 depends on whether it can balance
the efficiency of the market with the equity of the state.

Public charitable trusts are pivotal in bridging the gap between state action and societal
needs. Comment on their potential to foster inclusive development by addressing critical
public issues in India.

Introduction

Charitable Trusts (PCTs) represent the Third Sector, operating between the State and the Market. As per
Hurun India Philanthropy List 2025, India has emerged as the 14th most charitable country in the world. Driven
by a 85% surge in donations over the past three years, 191 top philanthropists contributed 310,380 crore in
FY2025.
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Public Charitable Trusts as Bridges Between State and Society

1.

Post-Independence, PCTs emerged as instruments of Gandhian trusteeship and Nehruvian welfare.
From Tata Trusts (1892) to post-1970s growth after the 74th Amendment, they have scaled grassroots
innovation where state machinery lagged.

Recognised under the Indian Trusts Act, 1882, PCTs have gained renewed policy relevance as
Economic Survey 2025-26 and Union Budget 2026-27 emphasise philanthropy, State partnerships for
inclusive, last-mile service delivery.

Rooted in philanthropic traditions yet aligned with constitutional morality, they supplement state
capacity in achieving distributive justice.

Constitutional and Normative Foundations

Constitutional and Legal Foundations Rooted in Article 47 (public health/nutrition) and Article 48A
(environment), PCTs operate under the Indian Trusts Act, 1882, and state laws.

Registered with Charity Commissioners, they enjoy tax exemptions under Sections 11-13 of the Income
Tax Act, complementing Directive Principles while upholding fundamental rights under Articles 14, 15
and 21.

Sectoral Contributions to Inclusive Development

1.

Education and Human Capital Formation: Supports teacher training and rural school reform,
complementing Samagra Shiksha, For Example- Azim Premji Foundation. Shapes evidence-based
policy discourse and enhance foundational literacy and reduce intergenerational inequality. For
Example- Pratham Education Foundation’s ASER reports.

Healthcare Access and Equity: Supports cancer-care networks and mobile medical units aligned with
Ayushman Bharat. For Example- Tata Trusts. Strengthens primary healthcare delivery in aspirational
districts. Such efforts address regional disparities in health infrastructure. For Example- Piramal
Swasthya.

Livelihoods and Gender Empowerment: Enhances financial inclusion and micro-entrepreneurship
for informal women workers. By enabling access to credit and skills, trusts advance Articles 14 and 15
on equality. For Example- Self-Employed Women'’s Association.

Environmental Sustainability: Bombay Natural History Society contributes to biodiversity
conservation, aligning with India’s Paris Agreement commitments. Trust-led ecological initiatives
strengthen climate resilience at local levels.

Crisis Response and Humanitarian Relief: Goonj and SEEDS provide anticipatory resilience. For
Example- filling gaps in PM CARES and NDMA frameworks.

Economic and Governance Significance

1.

2.

Resource Mobilisation: India’s philanthropic capital, estimated in recent NITI Aayog. With private
philanthropy at ¥1.43 lakh crore (FY25), PCTs crowd-in CSR (330,000 crore) and household giving ($6
billion annually).

Innovation and Outcome Orientation: Trusts experiment with social impact bonds and Social Return

on Investment (SROI) frameworks, promoting evidence-based welfare. For Example- Zero Coupon Zero
Principal (ZCZP) bonds.
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3. Social Capital Formation: By fostering trust-based relationships, they reduce multidimensional poverty
by delivering last-mile services, enhancing human capital for Viksit Bharat’s $30-trillion goal. For Example-
supporting SDG localisation via NITI Aayog’s NGO Darpan (2.65 lakh+ NGOs).

Structural Challenges

1. Regulatory Fragmentation: Multiplicity of laws increases compliance burden. For Example- Trusts
Act, Societies Act, FCRA.

2. Urban Concentration: Limited penetration in remote tribal belts.

Transparency Deficits: Inadequate disclosure norms undermine credibility.

4. Impact Measurement Gaps: Absence of standardised evaluation metrics restricts scalability and
weak SROI measurement.

5. Political-Corporate Nexus Risks: Potential distortion of developmental priorities.

w

Way Forward

1. Streamlined Regulatory Architecture: Streamline registration and adopt Law Commission
recommendations for a unified national framework.

2. Standardised Impact Metrics: Adopt SROI and third-party social audits, integrated with NITI Aayog’s
NGO Darpan portal.

3. Blended Finance and Social Impact Bonds: Encourage outcome-based financing, scale blended finance
via social impact bonds and first-loss capital.

4. Capacity Building in Aspirational Districts: Build capacity of small PCTs through dedicated Project
Preparation Cells.

5. Collaborative Governance Model: Promote community-driven PRA models and convergence with
schemes like VB-GRAMG/AMRUT.

6. Improving Social Federalism: Improving Social Stock Exchange (SSE) from a conceptual pilot to a robust
financial ecosystem.

Conclusion
Public Charitable Trusts are the moral compass of the economy. In 2026, as India pursues a $7 trillion goal,
these trusts ensure that growth is not just a statistic but a lived reality for the marginalized.

Critically analyze the shifting geopolitical volatility toward the Indian Ocean Region amidst
US-Iran tensions and the Pakistan-Afghanistan conflict. Evaluate the implications for India’s
regional security and strategic autonomy.

Introduction

US-Iran nuclear talks collapsed February 2026 amid Trump’s build-up and threats of strikes; Pakistan declared
open war with airstrikes on Kabul/Kandahar (Feb 27). Economic Survey 2025-26 flags IOR SLOC risks; Budget
2026-27 hikes defence to X7.85 lakh crore (+15%); NITI Aayog Blue Economy report highlights vulnerabilities.
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The Geopolitical Pivot from Pacific to Indian Ocean

1. Historically focused on Taiwan/South China Sea, volatility has shifted to the IOR. Trump’s second-term
rhetoric prioritises Iran over Pacific flashpoints.

2. Joint Russia-Iran naval drills in Arabian Sea and US mobilisation around Hormuz (20% global oil)
signal a new centre of gravity.

3. Constitutionally, India’s Article 51 (international peace) and maritime doctrine (SAGAR 2015,
MAHASAGAR 2025) demand proactive engagement.

US-Iran Tensions and Choke-Point Crisis

1. Strait of Hormuz and Energy Vulnerability: Operation Midnight Hammer (2025) failed to end
enrichment at Natanz/Fordow. Trump insists on zero enrichment; failure risks Strait of Hormuz closure (one-
fifth of global oil transits); risks disruption of Sea Lines of Communication (SLOCs). For India: India imports
85% crude, 40-52% via Gulf. Around 9 million Indians diaspora in West Asia. Energy shocks directly translate
into inflationary pressures and current account stress.

2. Militarisation of the Western IOR: The Diego Garcia base, jointly operated by the US and UK has
regained prominence. Increased naval deployments risk converting the Arabian Sea into a contested maritime
theatre.

3. Strategic Projects at Risk: Threatens India’s Chabahar-INSTC access, IMEC and naval posture could
be jeopardised if sanctions or conflict intensify.

Pakistan-Afghanistan Conflict and Durand Line Implosion

1. Collapse of Strategic Depth Doctrine: Pakistan’s February 2026 airstrikes on Kabul/Kandahar
(targeting TTP/ISKP) followed Taliban cross-border attacks. The resurgence of TTP underscores
internal fragility.

2. Nuclear Overhang and Extremism: Nuclear-armed Pakistan amplifies regional insecurity.
Spillovers may strengthen extremist networks affecting Jammu & Kashmir and India’s western
frontier.

3. Strategic Resource Diversion: India may be compelled to rebalance military assets between
the western border and the Line of Actual Control (LAC) with China, complicating force posture
planning.

Implications for India’s Regional Security

1. Energy and Economic Security: Disruptions in SLOCs undermine trade flows. The Indian Ocean carries
90% of India’s trade by volume and 80% by value. Insurance premiums, freight costs, and supply-chain
uncertainties would strain economic growth projections. For Example- IOR volatility threatens $30-trillion
Viksit Bharat goal (NITI Aayog).

2. Diaspora and Evacuation Challenges: Past evacuations (Operation Raahat, Operation Ganga) show
India’s logistical capability, but simultaneous multi-theatre crises could overstretch capacities.
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3. Maritime Doctrine and Naval Preparedness: India’s aspiration to be a Net Security Provider in the [OR
faces stress-testing. Enhanced deployments, anti-piracy patrols, and coordination under frameworks like the
Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) become critical.

4. Diplomatic Tightrope and Strategic Autonomy: India maintains a strategic partnership with the US
while sustaining civilisational ties with Iran and development engagement in Afghanistan. Navigating sanctions
regimes without alienating partners demands calibrated diplomacy—Strategic Autonomy 2.0. For Example-
US partnership (QUAD) with Iran (Chabahar) and Russia ties tests multi-alignment.

Way Forward for India

1. Maritime Capacity Enhancement: Accelerate naval capital acquisitions. For Example- P-75], aircraft
carriers under SAGAR doctrine.

2. Energy Diversification: Expand strategic petroleum reserves Fast-track Chabahar-INSTC and diversify
energy to lower gulf dependence. For Example- nuclear, renewables per Economic Survey.

3. Regional Multilateralism: Deepen IORA/Colombo Security Conclave for regional buffer.
4. De-hyphenation Strategy: Pursue de-hyphenated Iran policy with Track-II diplomacy.

5. Crisis Diplomacy and Mediation: Leverage India’s credibility with both Gulf monarchies and Iran to
promote de-escalation dialogues.

Conclusion

The Storm in the Indian Ocean in 2026 is a test of India's Strategic Autonomy. In a world of Open Wars and
Massive Build-ups, India’s success will depend on its ability to act as a Stabilizing Power, ensuring that the
Indian Ocean remains an Ocean of Peace rather than a theater of global proxy wars.
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