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Examine the concept of the ‘Orange Economy’ as envisioned in the Union Budget 2026.
Evaluate the institutional and policy frameworks required to harness India’s creative
industries for socio-economic empowerment and the enhancement of its global soft power.

Introduction

Globally valued at over $2 trillion and employing 50 million people (UNESCO), the creative economy has
emerged as a growth frontier; Budget 2026 formally integrates India’s ‘Orange Economy’ into national
development strategy.

Understanding the ‘Orange Economy’: Conceptand Origins

1. The ‘Orange Economy’ refers to economic activities where value originates from creativity, culture,
ideas and intellectual property.

2. The term was popularised by Ivan Duque Marquez and Felipe Buitrago in their 2013 book The
Orange Economy: An Infinite Opportunity, associating ‘orange’ with culture, creativity and identity.

3. It encompasses cultural industries (heritage, crafts, performing arts) and creative industries such as
design, fashion, cinema, music, advertising, architecture, and the fast-growing AVGC sector (Animation,
Visual Effects, Gaming and Comics).

4. For India, with its civilisational depth and demographic dividend, the orange economy represents a
convergence of economic growth, employment generation and cultural diplomacy.

Orange Economy in Union Budget 2026: Strategic Recognition

1. The Union Budget 2026 mainstreams the creative economy as a services-led growth engine. Key
announcements include the expansion of AVGC content creator labs across 15,000 secondary schools and 500
colleges through the Indian Institute of Creative Technologies, Mumbai, addressing the projected demand of
two million professionals by 2030.

2. The proposal for a new National Institute of Design in eastern India aims at regional balance in
creative education.

3. Further, the development of 15 archaeological sites into immersive cultural destinations reflects a shift
from monument-centric tourism to an experience-based heritage economy, leveraging digital storytelling
and interpretation technologies.”

Socio-Economic Empowerment Potential

1. India’s creative industries already contribute nearly $30 billion and employ about 8% of the workforce
(MoHUA, 2024).

2. Budgetary emphasis on AVGC, live entertainment and design can create high-value, non-routine jobs
resilient to automation.

3. Case studies such as the Jaipur Literature Festival—contributing over X100 crore to the local economy
in five days—demonstrate strong spillovers to hospitality, MSMEs and urban services.
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4. Creative clusters can also empower women, informal artists and rural artisans, aligning with inclusive
growth and vocal-for-local objectives.”

Institutional and Policy Frameworks Required

1. To unlock this potential, robust institutional support is essential. First, IPR strengthening is critical
to protect creators, especially in the age of Al-generated content and digital piracy, echoing WIPO
recommendations.

2. Second, regulatory simplification, including single-window clearances for events and productions, is
necessary to reduce transaction costs.

3. Third, granting the creative sector formal ‘industry status’ would ease access to credit, insurance and
venture capital.

4. Fourth, export promotion frameworks—similar to South Korea’s support for the ‘Hallyu wave’—
can scale India’s cultural exports, enhancing soft power.

5. Finally, skill development must be aligned with NEP 2020 to integrate arts, technology and
entrepreneurship.”

Orange Economy and India’s Global Soft Power

1. The creative economy functions as a tool of non-coercive influence, projecting narratives, values and
identities.
2. India’s cinema, gaming content, festivals and heritage tourism reinforce cultural diplomacy,

complementing initiatives like ‘Festivals of India’ abroad.

3. As Joseph Nye argues, soft power flows from attraction rather than coercion—an advantage India can
amplify through creative exports.”

Conclusion

As President A.P.J. Abdul Kalam envisioned culture-led development, the Orange Economy can transform
India’s demographic dividend into creative capital, provided institutions convert cultural abundance into
sustainable livelihoods and global influence.

Examine the governance blueprint in the Union Budget for managing India’s ‘Goldilocks’
economy with ‘judgement and resilience.’ Evaluate the role of institutional frameworks in
balancing fiscal consolidation with social welfare mandates amidst global economic and
geopolitical uncertainties.

Introduction

Amid global fragmentation, India’s ‘Goldilocks’ economy—moderate inflation with robust growth—faces
governance challenges; the Union Budget, guided by Economic Survey insights, seeks to balance fiscal
prudence, resilience, and welfare-led stability.
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India’s ‘Goldilocks’ Economy: Context and Constraints

1. India currently occupies a rare macroeconomic sweet spot: GDP growth above 6.5%, inflation within
the RBI’s tolerance band, and declining headline fiscal deficits.

2. However, the Economic Survey warns that persistent current account deficits, volatile capital flows,
and geopolitical shocks—tariffs, export controls, and tech fragmentation—can quickly destabilise this balance.

3. In such conditions, governance must move beyond expansionary populism toward calibrated decision-
making, combining discretion (‘judgement’) with shock-absorption (‘resilience”).”

Fiscal Consolidation with Judgement: Quality over Quantity

1. The Budget’s governance blueprint emphasises fiscal credibility not merely through deficit numbers
but through expenditure composition.

2. The fiscal deficit has declined from 9.2% of GDP in FY21 to 4.4% in FY26, while capital expenditure
has expanded to X11.2 lakh crore.

3. This aligns with IMF and World Bank evidence that public capex has a higher fiscal multiplier than
revenue spending.

4. By prioritising infrastructure, logistics and clean energy, the Budget aims to ‘crowd in’ private
investment rather than pre-empt domestic savings—a concern highlighted by the FRBM Review Committee,
which identified a sustainable CAD of around 2-2.5% of GDP.”

Resilient Federalism: Role of State Finances

1. Judgement and resilience are equally relevant at the sub-nationallevel. State deficits have risento over
3% of GDP, with debt near 28% of GDP.

2. In integrated sovereign debt markets, state slippages elevate borrowing costs economy-wide. The
Budget’s increased capex-linked grants to States (31.6 lakh crore) reflect cooperative fiscal federalism,
encouraging discipline through incentives rather than coercion.

3. However, as Finance Commission reports note, durable resilience requires shared fiscal rules,
transparency, and reforms in State Development Loan markets.

Private Investment as the Stability Bridge
1. The Budget recognises that macro-stability without private investment cannot sustain growth.

2. With investment rates stabilised near 30% of GDP and corporate balance sheets deleveraged,
institutional reforms—simplified regulations, faster contract enforcement, and MSME payment discipline—
seek to lower the economy-wide cost of capital.

3. This reflects OECD findings that regulatory certainty is as critical as tax incentives in unlocking
investment.”

Climate, Trade and Competitiveness Institutions
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1. Resilience is increasingly climate-contingent. The Budget links industrial competitiveness with
decarbonisation through support for carbon capture, green steel, and rationalised customs duties.

2. This anticipates carbon border taxes such as the EU’s CBAM, safeguarding export access. By aligning
Atmanirbharta with ‘friend-shoring’ and trade agreements, India operationalises what Mark Carney terms
governance in a ‘disorderly transition’—building alliances across trade, energy and climate.

Human Capital and Urban Institutions

1. Long-term resilience rests on people and cities. With unemployment declining to 4.8% and female
labour participation crossing 41%, the Budget reinforces skilling, Al-led productivity, and City Economic
Regions.

2. Strengthened municipal finance—through municipal bonds and property tax reforms—addresses
agglomeration benefits highlighted by the World Bank’s urbanisation studies.

Conclusion

As President R. D. Sharma once stressed fiscal responsibility with compassion, the Budget reflects
Schumpeterian ‘creative destruction’—governing growth with restraint, resilient institutions, and social
purpose amid global uncertainty.

Examine the 16th Finance Commission’s recommendations in the context of India’s evolving
fiscal federalism. Evaluate whether 'cautious nudges' are sufficient to restore Center-State
balance, or if fundamental structural changes are imperative to address growing vertical
and horizontal financial imbalances.

Introduction

Tabled in 2026 amid GST centralisation and rising State debt, the 16th Finance Commission sought to
recalibrate fiscal federalism, balancing stability and incentives, yet raised questions on adequacy of
incremental reform.

Fiscal Federalism under Strain

1. India’s fiscal federalism is undergoing a structural stress-test. States today face a ‘triple bind’: the end
of GST compensation (2022), constrained borrowing under FRBM limits, and a shrinking effective
divisible pool due to expanding cesses and surcharges.

2. RBI's State Finances Report (2024) notes that States now finance even revenue expenditure
increasingly through market borrowings, with State Development Loans (SDLs) rising sharply.

3. Against this backdrop, the 16th Finance Commission (FC-16), chaired by Dr. Arvind Panagariya,
was expected to offer not just redistribution, but restoration of balance.

The ‘Cautious Nudges’: What FC-16 Changes
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The FC-16 largely favours continuity over disruption, offering calibrated adjustments rather than structural
overhaul.

1. Vertical Devolution Continuity: Retaining States’ share at 41% of the divisible pool for 2026-31
reflects fiscal conservatism. While this ensures Union macro-stability, it disregards States’ demand for
50%, despite expanding State responsibilities in health, education and welfare under Articles 243G-W.

2. Horizontal Formula Recalibration: A notable innovation is replacing ‘tax effort’ with
‘contribution to GDP’ and raising its weight from 2.5% (FC-15) to 10%. This modestly rewards productive,
industrialised States such as Tamil Nadu and Maharashtra, aligning with recommendations of the
Economic Survey that incentives should reflect efficiency, not only need.

3. Performance-Linked Transfers: About 20% of local body grants are now tied to outcomes like
solid waste management and property tax mobilisation, nudging States towards accountability and outcome-
based governance.

Why Cautious Nudges May Be Insufficient
Despite these refinements, the deeper structural distortions remain largely unaddressed.

1. Vertical Imbalance and the ‘Divisible Pool Trap’: Article 270-based devolution is undermined by
Article 271 cesses and surcharges, whose share in Gross Tax Revenue has risen from about 11% in 2015
tonearly 20% by 2026. The FC-16 acknowledges this erosion but stops short of recommending their inclusion
in the divisible pool—arguably the most critical reform needed.

2. CSS-Driven Centralisation: Nearly 42% of the increase in transfers in 2026-27 comes via Centrally
Sponsored Schemes (CSS). As NIPFP studies show, CSS often convert States into implementing agencies of
Union priorities, diluting fiscal autonomy and violating the spirit of cooperative federalism.

3. Phasing Out Revenue Deficit Grants: The discontinuation of RDGs assumes uniform fiscal
capacity, overlooking structural disadvantages of hill States, aspirational districts, and conflict-affected
regions, contrary to the equity principle emphasised by earlier Commissions.

Horizontal Balance: A Zero-Sum Adjustment?

1. The FC-16 attempts to bridge North-South tensions—especially amid 2027 delimitation anxieties—
by balancing population weight with GDP contribution.

2. However, without expanding the overall pool, horizontal rebalancing becomes a zero-sum game,
intensifying inter-State contestation rather than cooperative growth.

Way Forward: Need for Structural Reset
Restoring fiscal federalism requires a ‘grand bargain’:

e Inclusion or capping of cesses and surcharges,
e Time-bound increase in vertical devolution (e.g., to 45%),
e Stricter, uniform fiscal rules for both Centre and States, and
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e Greater reliance on untied transfers over CSS, as advocated by the Sarkaria and Punchhi
Commissions.

Conclusion

As B. R. Ambedkar warned against excessive centralisation, durable federal balance needs structural reform;
without fixing the divisible pool, FC-16’s cautious nudges may only postpone India’s fiscal reckoning.

Examine how the 2026 Delhi Declaration signifies a maturing of India’s 'Link West' policy.
Analyze how the declaration’s explicit positions on regional security and its strategic
silences reflect India’s sophisticated balancing of ideological commitments with pragmatic
national interests.

Introduction

Adopted in January 2026 amid West Asian fragmentation, the Delhi Declaration marks a new phase in India’s
‘Link West' policy, reflecting strategic maturity as India balances norms, security, and economic interests.

From ‘Look West' to ‘Link West': Strategic Evolution

1. India’s West Asia policy has evolved from transactional energy-diaspora ties to a multidimensional
‘Link West’ strategy encompassing security, connectivity, and technology.

2. As highlighted in the MEA’s Annual Report (2024-25), West Asia accounts for over US$240 billion
in trade, 60% of crude oil imports, and hosts nearly nine million Indians.

3. The 2026 Delhi Declaration institutionalises this engagement by reviving India-Arab League dialogue
after a decade, signalling India’s intent to act as a stabilising stakeholder rather than a passive balancer.

Explicit Positions: Strategic Clarity in a Volatile Region
“The Declaration demonstrates unusual clarity on issues aligning with India’s core interests.

1. Normative Commitment to the Two-State Solution: By explicitly endorsing a sovereign
Palestinian State on 1967 borders and reaffirming the Arab Peace Initiative (2002), India reiterates its
historical anti-colonial and Global South ethos, consistent with Nehruvian diplomacy and India’s voting
record at the UNGA, while maintaining de-hyphenated ties with Israel.

2 Zero Tolerance for Terrorism: The Arab League’s condemnation of terrorism, including cross-
border terror and misuse of emerging technologies by non-state actors, reinforces India’s long-standing
narrative post-26/11 and aligns with UNSC Resolution 1373. It reflects convergence on internal security
concerns amid rising drone and Al-enabled threats.

3. Maritime Security and Global Commons: The Declaration’s emphasis on securing the Red Sea, Bab
al-Mandab, and Gulf of Aden aligns with India’s SAGAR doctrine and mission-based naval deployments.
Given that nearly 12% of global trade passes through these chokepoints (World Bank), India’s proactive
stance enhances its image as a net security provider.
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Strategic Silences: Autonomy through Non-Interference
What the Declaration omits is equally revealing of India’s diplomatic sophistication.

1. Neutrality in Intra-Arab Rivalries: By avoiding references to Saudi-UAE competition in Sudan,
Libya, and Somalia, India preserves its partnerships across fault lines, reflecting its doctrine of ‘multi-
alignment’ rather than bloc politics.

2. Non-Intervention in Domestic Politics: Silence on governance transitions in Sudan, Yemen, and
Libya reinforces India’s principled commitment to sovereignty and territorial integrity, echoing the Bandung
spirit and contrasting with Western interventionist approaches.

3. Caution on Iran-US Escalation: The omission of Iran-related tensions allows India diplomatic
flexibility, crucial for safeguarding interests like Chabahar connectivity to Central Asia, even amid US
sanctions pressure, as noted in the Economic Survey (2025-26).

Future-Oriented Engagement: Beyond Oil and Diaspora
The Declaration pivots India-Arab ties toward the future economy.

1. Energy Transition and Connectivity: Focus on green hydrogen and the India-Middle East-Europe
Economic Corridor (IMEC) reflects India’s aspiration to integrate West Asia into global value chains while
supporting its net-zero commitments.

2. Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI): India’s offer to share India Stack (UPI, ONDC) positions it as a
development partner, reinforcing South-South cooperation and soft power leadership.

Conclusion

As President K. R. Narayanan argued, foreign policy must blend ideals with interests; the Delhi Declaration
reflects this synthesis, marking India’s confident transition from cautious engagement to calibrated leadership
in West Asia.

Analyze the structural resilience of the India-US partnership in navigating transient trade
frictions and personality-driven diplomacy. Evaluate how a deep institutional architecture
and strategic convergence have insulated this durable relationship from being derailed by
single-issue disruptions in a volatile global order.

Introduction

Despite tariff shocks and ‘America First’ politics, India-US ties remain resilient; underpinned by strategic
convergence, bilateral trade of over $190 billion, and institutional depth built since the post-Cold War
realignment.

Structural Resilience and Transactional Tensions to Strategic Patience

1. Trade frictions during the Trump years—Section 232 tariffs on steel and aluminium, GSP
withdrawal, and disputes over agricultural and ICT market access—tested the partnership.
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2. India’s calibrated response of ‘restrained reciprocity’ reflected strategic patience rather than
retaliatory escalation.

3. This approach recognised that episodic trade disputes are tactical irritants, not strategic fault lines, in
arelationship driven by long-term geopolitical convergence.

4. The eventual 2026 trade deal closure demonstrates crisis management through diplomacy, not
coercion.

Dense Institutional Architecture as Strategic Shock Absorber: Institutionalisation Over Personalities

The durability of India-US ties lies in a multi-layered institutional architecture that transcends leadership
styles:

1. 242 Ministerial Dialogue anchors defence and foreign policy coordination, ensuring continuity
across administrations.

2. Defence Integration has moved from buyer-seller to co-production, exemplified by the GE F414 jet
engine manufacture in India and foundational agreements (LEMOA, COMCASA, BECA).

3. Initiative on Critical and Emerging Technology (iCET) embeds cooperation in semiconductors, Al,
quantum, and space—areas defined as ‘strategic assets’ in the US National Security Strategy (2025).

This institutional density makes the partnership ‘personality-proof’, consistent with neoliberal institutionalist
theory in international relations.

Strategic Convergence as the Gravitational Core
The China Factor and Indo-Pacific Alignment

1. A shared concern over China’s revisionist behaviour in the Indo-Pacific constitutes the structural
glue of India-US relations.

2. The Quad’s institutionalisation—covering maritime domain awareness, resilient supply chains, and
vaccine diplomacy—has elevated bilateral ties into a plurilateral framework, reducing vulnerability to
bilateral frictions.

3. The US Indo-Pacific Strategy and India’s SAGAR doctrine converge on preserving a rules-based
order and preventing regional hegemony.

Technology Sovereignty and ‘Friend-shoring’

1. Both countries view critical technologies as determinants of national power. India’s emergence as a
‘trusted geography’ for supply-chain diversification aligns with US ‘de-risking, not decoupling’ from China.

2. Semiconductor collaboration and defence industrialisation reinforce mutual interdependence,
converting economic cooperation into a security imperative.

Managing Persistent Frictions without Strategic Rupture

Strategic Autonomy and Issue-Based Differences
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1. India’s continued engagement with Russia—S-400 acquisition and discounted oil imports—
illustrates its strategic autonomy.

2. Yet, these differences have not derailed ties, reflecting Washington’s acceptance of India as a ‘non-
allied partner’ rather than a treaty ally.

3. Similarly, legal and consular irritants (visas, transnational investigations) test diplomatic maturity
but are managed through institutional channels rather than public coercion.

Pakistan and Russia: Declining Spoilers

1. Contrary to Cold War-era hyphenation, Pakistan no longer enjoys strategic parity with India in
US calculations, given widening economic and geopolitical asymmetry.

2. Russia’s relative decline in India’s strategic calculus further limits its potential as a spoiler,
especially as US-Russia tactical engagement itself continues.

Implications in a Volatile Global Order

1. The India-US partnership exemplifies ‘resilient alignment’'—a relationship capable of absorbing
shocks from protectionism, leadership idiosyncrasies, and global uncertainty.

2. As global governance fragments and power transitions accelerate, such structurally anchored
partnerships gain salience.

Conclusion

As Kautilya advised enduring alliances rest on interests, not affection; backed by institutions and convergence,
India-US ties reflect this realism, proving resilient amid storms, shaping Asia’s balance of power.

Examine the paradox of ‘visible progress and invisible exclusion’ in India’s economic
trajectory. Analyze whether a growth model prioritized on ‘clinical efficiency’ is structurally
marginalizing the labor force, and evaluate strategies required to ensure truly inclusive and
job-led development.

Introduction

India’'s 7% growth, record capex and Digital Public Infrastructure contrast sharply with persistent
informality, a youth NEET rate near 25%, and widening wage-productivity gaps, revealing a paradox of
progress without inclusion.

Visible Progress: The Architecture of ‘Clinical Efficiency’

Capital-Intensive Growth and Technological Precision

1. India’s post-pandemic growth model prioritises capital formation as the organising principle of

fiscal policy.
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2. Public capex has risen from about 12% of total expenditure in 2020-21 to over 22% by 2026-
27, aligned with infrastructure-led productivity gains.

3. Digital Public Infrastructure—Aadhaar, UPI, ONDC—and Al-enabled governance have delivered
‘frictionless efficiency’ in service delivery, tax compliance and financial inclusion, reinforcing macro-stability
and ease of doing business.

Industrial Policy Bias toward Automation

1. Production Linked Incentive (PLI) schemes in electronics, semiconductors and pharmaceuticals
have boosted output and exports, but these sectors are inherently capital- and technology-intensive.

2. As the ILO (Global Employment Trends) notes, such sectors exhibit low employment elasticity,
generating fewer jobs per unit of investment compared to textiles, food processing or leather.

Invisible Exclusion: Labour at the Margins of Growth
Jobless Growth and Weak Employment Elasticity

1. Despite high GDP growth, labour absorption remains sluggish. CMIE and PLFS data show that
construction employment elasticity declined from 0.59 (2011-19) to about 0.42 post-COVID, even as
infrastructure spending peaked.

2. Simultaneously, agriculture has reabsorbed labour, with employment elasticity rising to over 1.5—
signalling distress-driven fallback rather than structural transformation, contrary to Lewis and Kuznets
models of development.

Informality, Gig Work and Social Security Deficits

1. Formalisation through GST and digital compliance has often squeezed labour-intensive MSMEs,
pushing workers into informal self-employment or the gig economy.

2. Platform work offers flexibility but lacks pensions, health insurance and wage security, rendering
labour ‘statistically efficient but socially invisible’, as noted in NITI Aayog’s gig economy reports.

Wage-Productivity Divergence

1. Annual Survey of Industries data reveal that net value added per worker has grown much faster than
average emoluments.

2. Efficiency gains from infrastructure and automation are captured as profits rather than labourincome,
exacerbating inequality and constraining mass consumption demand.

Is ‘Clinical Efficiency’ Structurally Marginalising Labour?
Growth without Breathing Employment

1. The current model treats employment as a residual outcome of growth, not a co-equal policy
objective.
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2. As Amartya Sen argues, development divorced from livelihoods undermines capability expansion.

3. Persistently high NEET rates among youth (15-29 years) indicate that the demographic dividend
risks turning into a demographic liability.

Towards Human-Centric and Job-Led Development

1. Reorienting Industrial and Fiscal Incentives: India must complement PLI with Employment-
Linked Incentives (ELI) to reward firms that generate quality jobs. Labour-intensive sectors—textiles, food
processing, tourism—require targeted credit, technology upgradation and export support, as seen in
Vietnam’s manufacturing-led employment strategy.

2. MSME and Agro-Processing Revival: Strengthening MSME clusters through easier compliance,
patient capital and logistics integration can raise labour absorption. Agro-processing and allied activities can
create non-farm rural employment, aligning with the World Bank’s ‘farm-to-firm’ transition framework.

3. Investing in the Care and Green Economy: Health, education, childcare, eldercare and climate-
resilient infrastructure are inherently labour-intensive and generate a ‘social wage’. OECD evidence shows
such sectors combine inclusion with productivity spillovers.

4. SKkill-Technology Alignment: Skilling must move beyond certification to firm-linked
apprenticeships, as recommended by the Economic Survey, ensuring youth are employable in Industry 4.0
without excluding the semi-skilled.

Conclusion

As Mahatma Gandhi warned against growth without employment, India must align efficiency with dignity of
work; only labour-centred development can convert headline growth into ‘Viksit Bharat’, echoing UN SDG-8.

Analyze the strategic drivers of the 2026 ‘reset’ in UK-China relations. Evaluate whether
Trump’s trade protectionism acts as a primary catalyst for this shift, and examine how
London balances economic pragmatism with the imperatives of national security and the
transatlantic partnership.

Introduction

Keir Starmer’s 2026 China visit reflects post-Brexit economic stress, global trade fragmentation, and US
tariff uncertainty, reviving UK-China engagement amid declining trust, security anxieties, and a volatile
transatlantic order.

Strategic Drivers of the 2026 ‘Reset’ in UK-China Relations
Post-Brexit Economic Imperatives

1. Brexit structurally altered the UK’s growth model by exiting the EU single market, its largest
trading partner.
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2. The UK’s GDP growth has remained sluggish, compounded by a cost-of-living crisis and weak
investment sentiment.
3. According to the IMF (World Economic Outlook), Britain’s medium-term growth prospects lag

behind peer advanced economies. Against this backdrop, China—now the world’s second-largest economy
and a major source of capital—re-emerges as a critical economic partner.

4, The $15 billion AstraZeneca investment signals London'’s attempt to attract long-term, high-value
foreign direct investment in life sciences, a comparatively ‘low-security-risk’ sector.

Global Trade Fragmentation and Multipolar Realignments
1. The World Trade Organization has warned of ‘slowbalisation’ and rising trade barriers.

2. The erosion of multilateral trade norms has pushed middle powers like the UK towards
diversification. China, simultaneously seeking to reduce overdependence on US markets, finds
convergence with Britain’s need for alternative demand and capital flows.

3. This mutual hedging explains tariff reductions on British whisky and negotiations on services
trade, leveraging the UK’s comparative advantage as the world’s second-largest services exporter.

Is Trump’s Trade Protectionism the Primary Catalyst?
Trump as a ‘Trigger’, Not the Sole Cause

1. President Trump’s renewed tariff threats against allies, including the UK, act as an accelerant rather
than the root cause.

2. The second Trump administration’s ‘America First 2.0'—marked by unilateral tariffs and
scepticism toward alliances—has strained the assumed reliability of the ‘special relationship’.

3. As Susan Strange’s theory of structural power suggests, uncertainty in market access forces states to
rebalance economic dependencies. However, UK-China ties were already thawing due to domestic economic
pressures and China’s global market diversification strategy.

Strategic Hedging by a Middle Power

1. Rather than bandwagoning with China, London is engaging in strategic hedging—maintaining ties with
multiple power centres to reduce vulnerability.

2. Similar behaviour is visible among EU states and Canada, indicating that Trump’s protectionism
catalyses but does not singularly determine the reset.

Balancing Economic Pragmatism with Security Imperatives
Security Guardrails and ‘Clear-Eyed Engagement’

1. The UK’s approach reflects what policymakers call ‘clear-eyed engagement’.
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2. Restrictions on Huawei, scrutiny of Chinese investments under the National Security and
Investment Act (2021), and concerns over espionage highlight firm security red lines.

3. Issues like Hong Kong's autonomy, Xinjiang human rights, and alleged surveillance activities
remain unresolved, demonstrating that economic engagement is compartmentalised from strategic trust.

Managing the Transatlantic Partnership

1. London continues to anchor its security posture in NATO, AUKUS, and intelligence cooperation
through Five Eyes.
2. China engagement is carefully calibrated to avoid undermining US strategic priorities,

particularly in critical technologies and defence supply chains.

3. This mirrors Australia’s ‘trade with China, security with the US’ doctrine, though with greater
caution given Britain’s intelligence exposure.

Assessment: A Fragile, Transactional Reset

1. The 2026 reset is neither a return to the ‘Golden Era’ of 2015 nor a strategic realignment away
from Washington.

2. Itis a transactional, sector-specific engagement shaped by economic necessity, global uncertainty,
and strategic restraint.

3. The pervasive atmosphere of digital security precautions during Starmer’s visit symbolises the trust
deficit underlying the rapprochement.

Conclusion

As Palmerston observed, nations have ‘permanent interests, not friends’; UK-China ties reflect pragmatic
hedging in a fragmented order, constrained by security anxieties and enduring transatlantic commitments, not
a full strategic convergence.

Examine the evolving jurisprudence on platform liability in India, balancing the ‘Safe
Harbor’ principle with the imperative of founder accountability. Evaluate how recent
judicial interventions regarding intermediary due diligence impact digital entrepreneurship
and the protection of user rights in the burgeoning digital economy.

Introduction

India’s digital economy, projected to reach $1 trillion by 2030 (MeitY-IBEF), faces rising platform-liability
disputes, as courts recalibrate ‘safe harbor’ protections amid online fraud, deepfakes, and escalating
intermediary accountability.

Evolution of Platform Liability Jurisprudence in India
From Neutral Intermediaries to Conditional Immunity
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1. The foundation of platform liability lies in Section 79 of the Information Technology Act, 2000,
which grants intermediaries ‘safe harbor’ from liability for third-party content.

2. However, this immunity is conditional upon adherence to ‘due diligence’ and non-involvement in
content initiation, modification, or transmission.

3. The Supreme Court in Shreya Singhal v. Union of India (2015) clarified that ‘actual knowledge’
triggering liability arises only through court orders or government notifications, thereby protecting
platforms from arbitrary policing.”

Judicial Shift toward Fact-Specific Scrutiny

1. Recent cases, including Anupam Mittal v. State of Telangana (2026), mark a jurisprudential shift
from blanket immunity to contextual examination.

2. The Supreme Court’s insistence that High Courts assess whether allegations disclose any offence at
all reflects a move towards ‘merit-based liability’, rather than procedural shortcuts such as reliance on low
punishment thresholds (as cautioned in Arnesh Kumar).

Safe Harbor vs. Founder Accountability
Piercing the Corporate Veil in the Digital Context
1. A notable trend is the naming of founders and CEOs in FIRs, effectively ‘piercing the corporate veil’.

2. Law enforcement increasingly invokes Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS) provisions on cheating and
breach of trust to bypass IT Act protections.

3. This represents a transition from platform-level to individual-level accountability, particularly
where alleged negligence in verification or grievance redressal exists.

Due Diligence 2.0: From Reactive to Proactive Compliance

1. The IT Rules, 2021 (amended 2023), mandate grievance officers, traceability (for significant
social media intermediaries), and proactive content moderation.

2. Courts now assess whether platforms followed their own safety protocols, cooperated with
investigations, and adopted reasonable verification measures.

34 In the Shaadi.com case, the core issue is whether absence of mandatory ID verification amounts to
criminal negligence or remains within permissible intermediary discretion.

Impact on Digital Entrepreneurship
Chilling Effect on Innovation and Startups

1. India hosts over 100,000 startups, many operating ‘trust-based’ platforms such as matrimonials,
EdTech, and HealthTech.
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2. The threat of founder arrest for off-platform user crimes risks creating a ‘regulatory chill’,
discouraging entrepreneurship and innovation.

3. Smaller startups may be disproportionately affected, as compliance-heavy regimes favour capital-
rich Big Tech, undermining the government’s ‘Ease of Doing Business’ and ‘Startup India’ objectives.

Rising Compliance Costs and Digital Exclusion

1. Enhanced verification norms increase operational costs and may exclude users lacking formal
identification, exacerbating the digital divide.

2. The World Bank’s Digital Development Report warns that excessive gatekeeping can marginalise
vulnerable populations, particularly women and rural users, from online platforms.

Protection of User Rights in the Digital Economy

1. Victim-Centric Concerns in the Age of Al Fraud: With the proliferation of Al-generated profiles,
deepfakes, and romance scams, victims increasingly perceive ‘safe harbor’ as a shield for platform
irresponsibility. NCRB data indicates a sharp rise in cyber fraud cases, intensifying demands for platform
accountability.

2. Judicial Balancing through Proportionality: The Supreme Court’s approach in remitting the Mittal
case underscores proportionality—protecting founders from arbitrary criminalisation while ensuring
platforms cannot hide behind neutrality if due diligence is demonstrably absent. This signals a gradual shift
from ‘notice-and-takedown’ to a ‘duty of care’ model, without adopting the stringent EU-style Digital
Services Act wholesale.

Conclusion

As Dr. A.P.]. Abdul Kalam envisioned technology as an enabler of inclusive growth, India’s courts now seek
equilibrium—fostering digital innovation while embedding responsibility, fairness, and trust within an
increasingly complex online ecosystem.

Examine the recent financial turnaround of Indian DISCOMs through reduced AT&C losses
and narrowed ACS-ARR gaps. Evaluate if this progress reflects structural resilience or if
continued reliance on state subsidies and debt takeovers masks persistent systemic
vulnerabilities.

Introduction February

India’s 72 DISCOMs reported a collective PAT of 2,701 crore in FY2024-25 for the first time in a decade,
driven by RDSS reforms, smart metering, and payment discipline, signalling a potential inflection point in
power sector governance.

Visible Financial Turnaround: Quantifiable Gains in Efficiency

1. AT&C Loss Compression: Aggregate Technical and Commercial losses declined sharply from
22.6% in 2014 to about 15.04% in FY25, reflecting improvements in energy accounting, feeder segregation,
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and theft reduction. States like Gujarat and Odisha illustrate how privatization and franchisee models
improve collection efficiency.

2. ACS-ARR Convergence: The gap between Average Cost of Supply and Average Revenue Realised
narrowed to X0.06/kWh in FY25 from 0.78/kWh in 2013-14, indicating near cost-recovery pricing. This
aligns with recommendations of the Kelkar Committee on Fiscal Consolidation advocating user-charge
rationalization.

3. Payment Discipline and Liquidity Management: Late Payment Surcharge Rules, 2022 forced
DISCOMs to clear over X1.31 lakh crore oflegacy dues via EMIs, restoring generator confidence and reducing
systemic liquidity stress. This also strengthened India’s renewable energy payment ecosystem.

Structural Fragilities Beneath the Surface Recovery

1. The Subsidy-Dependent Profitability Trap: Power subsidies crossed X2.62 lakh crore in 2025, with
several DISCOMs reporting profits only after state-led tariff subsidies and loss takeovers.
For instance, Tamil Nadu’s TNPDCL posted profits solely due to 31,000+ crore fiscal support, as flagged by
PF(C’s Integrated Rating Exercise (2026).

2. Debt Overhang and Fiscal Spillovers: Despite improved cash flows, cumulative DISCOM debt
remains near X7 trillion, often transferred to state balance sheets.
The 16th Finance Commission cautioned that such ‘debt parking’ weakens sub-national fiscal sustainability.

3. Uneven Reform Geography: While Punjab and select Rajasthan utilities turned profitable, Telangana
and Tamil Nadu together account for nearly one-third of national accumulated losses. This reveals a persistent
political economy of free power and tariff populism.

Liquidity Turnaround vs Structural Resilience: An Evaluation

1. Policy-Induced Recovery, Not MarketDiscipline: The turnaround remains largely state-engineered
rather than efficiency-driven, with limited tariff autonomy for State Electricity Regulatory Commissions
(SERCs).

2. Labour and Cost Pressures Ahead: Upcoming pay revisions and rising renewable integration costs
may reverse gains unless backed by productivity improvements. World Bank (2023) notes India’s
distribution reforms lag behind generation reforms in depth.

The Road Ahead: From Bailouts to Business Models

1. Tariff Rationalisation with Targeted Subsidies: Direct Benefit Transfer of electricity subsidies, as
piloted in Punjab agriculture, can delink welfare from utility balance sheets.

2. Technology-Led Demand Management: Time-of-Day tariffs, Al-enabled loss detection, and
universal smart metering can flatten peak demand and reduce procurement costs.

3. Structural Reforms in Governance: Privatisation experiments in Odisha and franchisee models in
Maharashtra demonstrate the gains from professional management and accountability.

Conclusion
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As President A.P.J. Abdul Kalam observed, ‘Economic growth without institutional reform is illusionary.’
DISCOM viability demands cost-reflective tariffs, political restraint, and consumer trust to convert policy-led
recovery into enduring structural resilience.

Evaluate the strategic potential of sodium-ion technology in mitigating India’s critical
mineral dependencies. Analyze how transitioning from lithium-ion to sodium-based systems
can enhance supply-chain resilience and secure India’s energy independence in an
increasingly volatile global mineral market.

Introduction

India’s battery demand is projected to grow over 6-fold by 2030 (IEA), yet lithium import dependence above
80% exposes strategic vulnerabilities, necessitating alternatives like sodium-ion technology for energy
sovereignty.

Critical Mineral Dependence: The Structural Vulnerability of Lithium-ion

1. Geopolitical Concentration Risk: Lithium, cobalt, and nickel are geographically concentrated in the
Lithium Triangle, DRC, and China-dominated refining chains. As per World Bank (2023), mineral demand
for clean energy may rise 3-4 times by 2040, intensifying geopolitical choke points—akin to pre-1991 oil
dependence.

2. Import-Driven Cost and Security Stress: India imports nearly all lithium-ion cells, making EV and
storage targets vulnerable to price volatility, export controls, and supply shocks, as seen during post-COVID
and Ukraine-war disruptions.

Strategic Potential of Sodium-ion: Redefining Material Security

1. Abundance-Led Mineral Security: Sodium is the 6th most abundant element, extractable from salt
and soda ash. India’s long coastline and inland reserves ensure domestic material availability, reducing
exposure to cartelised mineral markets.

2. Critical-Mineral Substitution Advantage: Most sodium-ion chemistries eliminate lithium, cobalt,
nickel, and copper, using aluminium current collectors instead —lowering critical mineral intensity, a key goal
under India’s Critical Minerals Strategy (2023).

Supply Chain Resilience through Manufacturing Compatibility

1. Infrastructure Reusability and Industrial Flexibility: Sodium-ion cells can be produced using
existing Li-ion gigafactories with minor modifications. This enables technology hedging, reducing stranded
asset risk under the PLI-ACC Scheme.

2. Logistics and Safety as Strategic Enablers: Na-ion batteries can be transported and stored at 0 volts,
unlike Li-ion (restricted to <30% SoC). This reduces logistics costs and aligns with India’s tropical safety
requirements, especially for rail-road multimodal transport.

Energy Security and Sectoral Fit: Where Sodium-ion Excels
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1. Grid Storage and Renewable Integration: For stationary storage, where energy density is
secondary to cost and safety, sodium-ion batteries are ideal. With India targeting 500 GW non-fossil
capacity by 2030, resilient grid storage is indispensable.

2. Mobility for the Masses: Sodium-ion suits e-rickshaws, two-wheelers, and urban mobility,
supporting inclusive electrification rather than premium EVs alone—aligning with India’s developmental
priorities.

Limitations and the Transition Logic

1. Energy Density Trade-off: Lower gravimetric density (~140-160 Wh/kg) limits long-range EV and
aviation use. Hence, sodium-ion should be viewed as a complement, not a replacement, to lithium-ion—
especially LFP.

2. Nascent Domestic Ecosystem: Hard-carbon anodes and Prussian Blue cathodes need scaling.
Focused R&D through DST, CSIR, and Mission Innovation is essential.

Way Forward: Strategic Integration, Not Technological Substitution

1. Policy and Regulatory Alignment: Expand PLI-ACC to explicitly include sodium-ion, develop BIS
standards for Na-ion safety and performance and support pilot deployments in DISCOM-linked storage and
public transport.

2. Strategic Outcome: A diversified battery chemistry portfolio enhances strategic autonomy, reduces
mineral risk, and insulates India from global mineral volatility.

Conclusion

Echoing Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam’s vision of technological self-reliance, sodium-ion batteries offer India a
strategic hedge—ensuring the clean-energy transition is secure, inclusive, and sovereign.

Analyze the ‘hop-on, hop-off nature of global climate governance and its reliance on
procedural milestones over substantive outcomes. Evaluate the extent to which this ‘illusion
of progress’ hinders real-world implementation, and suggest reforms to ensure
accountability in international climate negotiations.

Introduction

Despite three decades of UN-led negotiations, global emissions touched 57.4 GtCO.e in 2024 (UNEP),
revealing a widening gap between climate ambition and action, often masked by procedural optimism.

Understanding the ‘Hop-on, Hop-off’ Nature of Climate Governance

1. Procedural Multilateralism without Obligation: Global climate governance under the UNFCCC-
Paris architecture is largely voluntary and consensus-driven. Countries hop on to ambitious declarations
at COPs but hop off during domestic implementation, citing development priorities, fiscal constraints, or
political transitions.
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2. Politics over Planetary Boundaries: National interest routinely overrides global urgency. As seen
after the U.S. withdrawal and re-entry into the Paris Agreement, climate commitments remain hostage to
electoral cycles, weakening policy continuity and credibility.

The ‘Illusion of Progress’: Process Substituting Outcomes

1. The NDC Treadmill Effect: Countries repeatedly revise Nationally Determined Contributions
(NDCs), yet mostlack sector-wise implementation roadmaps, financing plans, or legal backing. According
to Climate Action Tracker (2024), existing NDCs place the world on a 2.5-2.7°C pathway, far from the 1.5°C
goal.

2. Global Stocktake without Enforcement: The Global Stocktake (GST) offers diagnostic clarity but
no corrective mechanism. Emissions continue rising despite repeated acknowledgements that mitigation
efforts are insufficient, highlighting the limits of name-and-shame transparency frameworks.

3. Finance Gap and Accounting Illusions: While COPs reiterate climate finance pledges, actual flows
remain inadequate. Developing countries require $2.4-3 trillion annually (UNFCCC), but current flows are
under $400 billion, often inflated through loan-heavy or re-labelled aid accounting.

How the Illusion of Progress Hinders Real-World Implementation

1. Delayed Mitigation and Lock-in Effects: Non-binding fossil-fuel phase-down language has enabled
continued investment in carbon-intensive infrastructure, creating carbon lock-ins incompatible with net-zero
trajectories.

2. Adaptation and Loss & Damage Deficits: Adaptation finance remains marginal, and the Loss and
Damage Fund, though operationalised, is under-capitalised—exposing vulnerable nations to climate shocks
without commensurate support.

3. Erosion of Trust and Equity: Failure to honour Common but Differentiated Responsibilities
(CBDR) deepens North-South mistrust, weakening collective action and reducing developing countries’
willingness to enhance ambition.

Structural Barriers Embedded in Climate Governance

1. Consensus-Based Paralysis: The unanimity rule allows a few fossil-fuel-dependent states to dilute
outcomes, producing lowest-common-denominator texts heavy on intent, light on obligation.

2. Fragmented Institutional Architecture: Multiple overlapping workstreams under CMP, CMA, and
subsidiary bodies prioritise process compliance over emissions outcomes, leading to governance drift
rather than decisive action.

Reforms to Ensure Accountability and Action

1. From Voluntary to Conditional Commitments: Introduce binding sectoral targets for power,
transport, and industry. Link ambition to measurable implementation benchmarks

2. Trade and Technology as Enforcement Tools: Align climate goals with trade instruments like CBAMs.
Protect green subsidies while disincentivising carbon-intensive exports
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3. Radical Transparency and Monitoring: Use satellite data, Al-based MRV systems, and independent
verification to move beyond self-reporting.

4.  Institutional Streamlining: Establish a lean Climate Executive Mechanism empowered to fast-track
technical decisions and monitor compliance

Conclusion

As Dr. A.P.]. Abdul Kalam reminded, Vision without action is a dream. Climate governance must move beyond
negotiated optics to accountable action—measured in emissions reduced, finance delivered, and lives
protected.

Examine the role of Al and energy in redefining global rules within a fragmented world
order. Analyze the impact of stable oil prices, despite geopolitical volatility, on the
competitive corridor between fossils and renewables and its implications for international
strategic autonomy.

Introduction

By 2026, amid wars, sanctions and supply shocks, stable oil prices and rapid Al diffusion signal a shift in global
power, where technological capability and energy resilience increasingly define strategic autonomy.

Fragmented World Order and the Changing Grammar of Power

1. From Rule-based Multilateralism to Transactional Realism: The contemporary world order is no
longer anchored in shared norms but in transactional bargains driven by relative power. Military strength and
GDP now coexist with technological depth and energy security as determinants of influence. Institutions
persist, but compliance is selective, producing a fragmented, interest-driven geopolitics.

2. Hierarchy over Ideology: In this hierarchy, attention gravitates toward regions of strategic value, not
humanitarian urgency. This explains why energy chokepoints, Al supply chains, and semiconductor hubs
command greater diplomatic focus than climate vulnerability or civil conflicts.

Artificial Intelligence as a Rule-Making Instrument

1. Al as Strategic Infrastructure, Not Just Technology: Al has transitioned from a productivity tool to
sovereign infrastructure. Control over the Al stack—data, algorithms, compute power, and energy-intensive
data centres—now underpins governance, defence, and economic competitiveness. Reports by OECD and
McKinsey estimate Al could add $13-15 trillion to global GDP by 2030, but benefits remain uneven.

2. Geo-economic Leverage and Digital Asymmetry: Countries leading in Al standards and platforms
shape global norms by default. The US-China rivalry over chips, export controls, and model governance
illustrates how Al is redefining rules without treaties. Nations lacking Al capacity risk becoming ‘digital
dependents’, deepening North-South divides.

The 0il Paradox: Stability Amid Geopolitical Turbulence

Created with love ® by ForumIAS- the knowledge network for civil services.
Visit academy.forumias.com for our mentor based courses.

EForum[liy




Mains Marathon Compilation February 2026

1. Structural Supply Buffering Volatility: Despite sanctions on Russia, instability in West Asia, and
collapsing producers like Venezuela, oil prices have remained relatively stable.According to IEA (2025), non-
OPEC supply growth from the US, Brazil, and Guyana has structurally exceeded demand growth, acting as a
geopolitical shock absorber.

2. Decoupling Conflict from Energy Panic: Unlike the 1970s oil shocks, contemporary conflicts no
longer automatically translate into price spikes. This weakens the coercive power of energy disruptions and
alters strategic calculations for both producers and importers.

The ‘Narrowing Competitive Corridor’: Fossils vs Renewables

1. Economic Headwinds to the Green Transition: Stable fossil fuel prices compress the cost
differential between fossils and renewables. For developing economies, this narrows the economic incentive
to rapidly decarbonise, especially when green technologies face mineral constraints.

2. Critical Mineral Bottlenecks: Energy transition is no longer carbon-constrained but mineral-
constrained. S&P Global projects a 10 million-ton copper deficit by 2040, while lithium, cobalt, and rare
earths are geopolitically concentrated, raising the risk of replacing oil dependence with mineral dependence.

3. Industrial Policy Replacing Price Signals: As market signals weaken, states increasingly rely on
industrial policy. Subsidies, PLIs, carbon border adjustments, and localisation rules turn the energy transition
into a race for factories, jobs, and supply chains, not merely emissions reductions.

Implications for Strategic Autonomy

1. Energy-Al Convergence as Power Multiplier: Strategic autonomy now lies in integrating Al with
energy systems. Al-enabled grids, demand forecasting, and storage optimisation enhance resilience, while
domestic manufacturing reduces exposure to external shocks.

2. India’s Balancing Imperative: For India, stable oil prices offer fiscal space but also strategic
temptation. Long-term autonomy demands diversification—renewables, nuclear, alternative batteries, and
indigenous Al capacity—while maintaining diplomatic flexibility in a transactional world.

Conclusion

Echoing Dr A.P.]J. Abdul Kalam’s vision of self-reliance, true strategic autonomy lies not in reacting to volatility,
but in mastering technology and energy together to shape, not follow, global rules.

Examine the constitutional and procedural significance of the Prime Minister’s reply to the
Motion of Thanks. Evaluate whether bypassing such established conventions undermines
executive accountability and the role of the Speaker in preserving the deliberative sanctity
of Parliament.

Introduction

Under Articles 86 and 87, the President’s address and the ensuing Motion of Thanks form Parliament’s first
accountability test, transforming executive vision into legislative scrutiny within India’s parliamentary
democracy.
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Constitutional and Procedural Significance of the Motion of Thanks

1. Constitutional Basis and Democratic Purpose: The President’s Address is the formal statement of
the government’s policy agenda. The Motion of Thanks allows Parliament to debate this agenda, reaffirming
collective responsibility of the Council of Ministers under Article 75(3). It is not ceremonial but a
substantive instrument of accountability.

2. Prime Minister’s Reply as the Culminating Act: Conventionally, the Prime Minister replies to the
debate as Leader of the House. This reply integrates ministerial responses, addresses criticism, and clarifies
intent, converting fragmented debate into an authoritative executive position. Parliamentary manuals,
precedents since the First Lok Sabha, and rulings of Speakers underline this as an essential closure
mechanism.

Why the Prime Minister’s Reply Matters for Executive Accountability

1. Ensuring Collective and Individual Responsibility: The Prime Minister’s reply operationalises
collective responsibility. Without it, criticisms raised by Members remain unanswered, weakening Parliament’s
power to scrutinise policy, demand explanations, and extract political accountability.

2. Deliberative Dialogue, Not Monologue: Parliamentary debate is dialogic, not performative. The
absence ofareply converts deliberation into parallel monologues, eroding the question-answer dynamic that
distinguishes parliamentary democracy from presidential or authoritarian systems.

3. Comparative and Institutional Practice: In Westminster systems, the Prime Minister’s reply is
integral. In the UK and other Commonwealth legislatures, bypassing such a reply would be viewed as a serious
procedural anomaly, reinforcing that conventions function as the Constitution’s living spirit.

Procedural Departure and Its Democratic Implications

Bypassing Convention: A Slippery Precedent: The adoption of the Motion of Thanks without the Prime
Minister’s reply marks a troubling procedural departure. Parliamentary rules require either a reply or a
specific resolution to dispense with it. Ignoring this weakens rule-based functioning and risks normalising
executive avoidance of scrutiny.

Impact on Opposition and Minority Rights: Parliament is the principal forum for dissent. When both the
Opposition’s speech is curtailed and the executive avoids reply, it results in a double democratic deficit,
marginalising alternative viewpoints and hollowing deliberation.

Role of the Speaker in Preserving Deliberative Sanctity

1. Custodian of Neutrality and Convention: The Speaker is the constitutional sentinel of parliamentary
dignity. Neutrality, as emphasised by the Supreme Court in Kihoto Hollohan (1992), is central to legislative
legitimacy. Any deviation from long-standing convention must be backed by transparent, rule-based
reasoning.

2. Erosion of Trust and Institutional Credibility: When explanations raise more questions than
answers, institutional trust suffers. The Speaker’s role is not merely procedural management but safeguarding
Parliament as the ‘Grand Inquest of the Nation’.
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Broader Consequences for Parliamentary Democracy

1. From Accountability to Executive Dominance: Repeated dilution of conventions risks executive
aggrandisement. Data from PRS Legislative Research already shows declining sittings and debate hours;
procedural shortcuts further weaken Parliament’s checking function.

2. Norms as Democratic Guardrails: Conventions are unwritten restraints on power. Their erosion
does not break the Constitution instantly but gradually empties it of democratic substance.

Conclusion

Echoing Dr. Rajendra Prasad’s warning that ‘institutions depend on those who work them’, parliamentary
democracy survives not on rules alone, but on conventions that compel the executive to answer the nation.

Examine the 2026 India-U.S. trade deal’s impact on strategic autonomy. Evaluate if pursuing
‘reciprocal trade’ and recalibrating energy ties with Russia compromises India’s economic
interests or represents a pragmatic realignment to secure manufacturing competitiveness in
a fragmented global order.

Introduction

India’s 2026 interim trade agreement with the U.S., framed amid tariff wars and geopolitical fragmentation, has
reopened debates on strategic autonomy, asymmetric trade reciprocity, and the economic costs of aligning
market access with energy diplomacy.

Strategic Autonomy in a Fragmented World Order

1. Conceptual Understanding of Strategic Autonomy: Strategic autonomy implies the capacity to
make independent economic, diplomatic, and energy choices in pursuit of national interest. India’s post-Cold
War doctrine, articulated in the Non-Alignment 2.0 report, emphasised diversification of partners, not
dependence on any single power.

2. Shift towards Transactional Diplomacy: The 2026 deal reflects a transition from normative
multilateralism to transactional bilateralism. In a world marked by protectionism, sanctions, and
weaponisation of trade, autonomy is increasingly defined by market access and supply-chain positioning,
not ideological neutrality.

The ‘Reciprocal Trade’ Dilemma: Asymmetry and Risks

1. Structural Asymmetry between India and the U.S.: Reciprocal and balanced trade between unequal
partners risks reinforcing structural disadvantage. With the U.S. economy seven times India’s GDP and per
capita income over thirty times higher, symmetrical tariff concessions can crowd out Indian MSMEs and
farmers.

2. Trade Balance and Import Surge Risks: India currently enjoys a trade surplus with the U.S. However,
the commitment to purchase $500 billion of U.S. goods over five years, without reciprocal import guarantees,
may convert this surplus into a deficit. Past experiences, such as India’s early FTAs with ASEAN, show that
import surges often outpace export gains.
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3. Erosion of Policy Space: Reducing tariffs and non-tariff barriers constrains industrial policy. This
runs counter to the Atmanirbhar Bharat strategy and lessons from East Asian economies, which used
calibrated protection to build manufacturing competitiveness.

Energy Recalibration and Its Macroeconomic Implications

1. Russian Oil and Energy Security: Discounted Russian crude acted as a macroeconomic stabiliser. RBI
and Ministry of Commerce data indicate it helped moderate inflation, stabilise the rupee, and contain the
current account deficit during global commodity shocks.

2. Conditionality and Sovereignty Concerns: The U.S. executive order linking tariffrelief to curtailment
of Russian oil imports introduces external conditionality into India’s energy policy. This undermines India’s
long-standing principle of energy sovereignty, articulated in the Integrated Energy Policy (2006).

3. Macroeconomic Spillovers: Shifting to costlier U.S. energy imports may widen CAD and raise input
costs. As IMF studies note, energy price shocks disproportionately affect emerging economies, constraining
growth and fiscal space.

Pragmatic Realignment or Strategic Compromise?

1. Arguments for Pragmatic Realism: Proponents argue the deal secures manufacturing
competitiveness. An 18% U.S. tariff rate positions India favourably compared to competitors like China or
Vietnam, potentially attracting China+1 supply-chain relocation, as highlighted by UNCTAD’s World
Investment Report.

2. Limits of Market-Access-Centric Strategy: Market access without domestic capability deepening
risks dependency. Without parallel investments in skills, technology, and MSME resilience, preferential access
may benefit foreign firms more than Indian industry.

Way Forward: Reconciling Autonomy with Competitiveness

1. Strategic Diversification: India must hedge, not hinge. Diversifying energy sources, trade partners,
and export baskets can prevent over-dependence on any single bloc.

2. Institutional and Parliamentary Oversight

3. Major trade and energy commitments require democratic scrutiny. Parliamentary debate, as
recommended by the Standing Committee on Commerce, is essential to safeguard long-term national
interest.

Conclusion

Echoing Jawaharlal Nehru’s vision of independence as ‘freedom of judgment’, India’s autonomy must rest on
diversified partnerships and domestic strength, not transactional concessions that mortgage future economic
sovereignty.
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Examine the role of ICMR’s EndoCare initiative in addressing the silent epidemic of
endometriosis in India. Evaluate how institutionalising standardized screening for frontline
healthcare workers can transform primary healthcare into a robust mechanism for timely
diagnosis and gender-equitable health outcomes.

Introduction

Endometriosis affects nearly 40-45 million Indian women, yet WHO notes a 7-10 year diagnostic delay;
ICMR’s EndoCare India marks a public-health shift from tertiary care to primary-level recognition.

Endometriosis as a Silent Public Health Challenge

1. Burden and Neglect: Endometriosis is a chronic inflammatory gynaecological disorder with
multisystem impact. WHO (2023) recognises it as a major contributor to infertility, chronic pelvic pain and
mental health morbidity. NFHS-5 data indirectly reflect menstrual morbidity, yet policy attention remains
minimal.

2. Socio-Cultural Normalisation of Pain: Menstrual pain is socially trivialised as ‘normal’ womanhood.
Studies by the George Institute for Global Health highlight stigma, delayed care-seeking and psychological
distress, especially in rural and adolescent populations.

ICMR’s EndoCare India: A Paradigm Shift

1. From Surgical to Multidisciplinary Care: EndoCare moves beyond laparoscopy-centric, tertiary care
models. It integrates gynaecologists, pain specialists, physiotherapists, psychologists and fertility experts —
aligning with WHO's life-course and biopsychosocial approach to chronic diseases.

2. Public Sector Scalability: Designed for India’s public health architecture, EndoCare is adaptable
under NHM. Pilots at ICMR-NIRRCH sites demonstrate feasibility of decentralised care, unlike fragmented
private-sector driven treatment.

3. Gender-Responsive Health Governance: EndoCare operationalises gender equity in healthcare
delivery. By recognising endometriosis as a legitimate NCD, it challenges systemic gender bias in clinical
diagnosis, often termed ‘medical gaslighting’ in feminist health literature.

Institutionalising Standardised Screening: The Missing Link

1. Why Screening at Primary Care Matters: Early symptom recognition, not imaging, is the diagnostic
bottleneck. Global evidence (NICE-UK, ACOG-USA) shows symptom-based screening can reduce diagnostic
delays by half.

2. Role of Frontline Healthcare Workers (ASHAs/ANMs): Frontline workers act as gatekeepers of
primary healthcare. Training them to identify red flags—severe dysmenorrhoea, school absenteeism,
cyclical bowel pain, family history—can trigger early referral to CHCs and district hospitals.

3. Standardised Guidelines as Systemic Reform: A uniform screening checklist institutionalises
accountability. Similar to NPCDCS for diabetes and hypertension, endometriosis screening can be embedded
into RMNCH+A under NHM, ensuring continuity of care.
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Transforming Primary Healthcare Outcomes

1. Reducing Health Inequities: Standardised screening bridges the urban-rural diagnostic divide. Rural
women, often dependent on OTC analgesics, gain structured referral pathways, reducing catastrophic health
expenditure.

2. Mental Health and Productivity Gains: Early diagnosis mitigates anxiety, depression and economic
loss. OECD studies show untreated gynaecological morbidity significantly lowers female labour force
participation, aligning endometriosis care with economic empowerment goals.

3. Digital Health and Continuum of Care: Telemedicine platforms like e-Sanjeevani can link PHCs to
EndoCare hubs. This supports follow-up, counselling and adherence, especially in remote regions.

Implementation Challenges and Way Forward

1. Capacity and Workload Constraints: ASHAs are already overburdened. Incentivised training,
simplified digital tools and task-sharing are essential to avoid mission creep.

2. Policy Recognition and Research Gaps: Endometriosis must be explicitly recognised as a public
health priority. Increased funding for cost-effective diagnostics, behavioural research and school-based
menstrual education is critical.

Conclusion

Echoing President A.P.J. Abdul Kalam’s vision of ‘inclusive health as national strength’, EndoCare can convert
women’s silent suffering into visible policy action through early diagnosis, dignity and gender-just healthcare.

Analyze India’s role as the 2026 Chair of the Kimberley Process in bridging the rift between
G7 traceability mandates and the Global South's sovereignty. Evaluate the potential for
institutional reforms to redefine ‘conflict diamonds’ while safeguarding India’s strategic
economic interests.

Introduction

Assuming the Kimberley Process chair in 2026, India leads a regime covering 99.8% of global rough diamonds,
amid G7 sanctions, Global South resistance, and a legitimacy crisis in ethical trade governance.

Kimberley Process: From Ethical Innovation to Governance Stress

1. Foundational Mandate and Achievements: The Kimberley Process Certification Scheme (KPCS),
launched in 2003, was a pioneering multilateral response to ‘blood diamonds’ financing rebel insurgencies.
According to the World Diamond Council, conflict diamonds declined from nearly 15% in the 1990s to below
1% today, reflecting normative success.

2. Emerging Structural Limitations: Geopopolitics and global supply chains have outpaced KP design.
The narrow definition of conflict diamonds excludes state-linked violence, labour exploitation,
environmental harm, and illicit trafficking, drawing sustained criticism from Global Witness and UN expert
panels.
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India’s Strategic Leverage in the Global Diamond Value Chain

1. Systemic Centrality Without Production Bias: India is indispensable yet non-extractive. It imports
about 40% of global rough diamonds and polishes nearly 90% of the world’s diamonds, sustaining millions
of livelihoods in Surat and Mumbai (GJEPC data). This gives India reform credibility without producer-
consumer polarisation.

2. Voice of the Global South: As a leader of South-South cooperation, India’s KP chairmanship echoes
its G20 presidency ethos of ‘inclusive multilateralism’. Producer states in Africa trust India more than G7-led
unilateral frameworks.

Bridging the G7 Traceability Push and Sovereign Concerns

1. The G7 Traceability Mandate: From 2026, G7 countries—accounting for nearly 50% of global
diamond consumption—mandate traceability-based evidence for diamond imports. While framed as ESG
compliance, OECD and AfDB studies warn that high-cost digital compliance could exclude artisanal miners,
fuelling informality.

2. India as a Norm Broker: India can multilateralise traceability rather than let it fragment governance.
By embedding blockchain-based, tamper-proof KP certificates, harmonised customs data exchange, and
phased compliance, India can reconcile ethics with equity.

Redefining ‘Conflict Diamonds’: Reform Without Rupture

1. The Definition Deadlock: The current rebel-centric definition is normatively inadequate but
politically sensitive. Expanding it toinclude state-sponsored human rights violations risks vetoes under KP’s
consensus rule.

2. Incremental Institutional Reform: India can pursue functional expansion without political fracture.
Establishing technical working groups on violence, human rights and environmental risks can build
evidence-based consensus, learning from the Central African Republic experience where embargoes
increased smuggling and violence.

Safeguarding India’s Strategic Economic Interests

1. Protecting the ‘Surat Hub’: Ethics cannot ignore livelihoods. Russian supplier Alrosa accounts for
~40% of India’s rough diamond intake; abrupt bans threaten employment and export competitiveness.

2. Rule-Based Oversight, Not Blanket Sanctions: India is likely to push peer-review mechanisms,
third-party audits, and data-driven monitoring. This mirrors WTO-style rule-based governance rather than
coercive unilateralism.

Reorienting the KP Towards Development and Sustainability

1. Africa-Centric Developmental Lens: Diamonds are development assets. India can align KP objectives
with SDGs 8, 12 and 16, ensuring revenues fund health, education and infrastructure in mining communities.

2. Future-Proofing the KP: Integrating ESG norms and ‘Diamond-Plus’ certification can also help the KP
respond to competition from lab-grown diamonds and shifting consumer ethics.
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Conclusion

Echoing PresidentK.R. Narayanan’s vision of ‘ethical multilateralism’, India can polish the Kimberley Process
into a transparent, inclusive regime balancing moral responsibility, Global South sovereignty, and strategic
economic resilience.

Examine how the rapid Al surge is reshaping global power, warfare, and governance.
Analyze the challenges in establishing international checks and balances to ensure humanity
keeps pace with technological disruption while safeguarding ethical and democratic norms.

Introduction

In 2026, artificial intelligence rivals the Industrial Revolution in impact; with Al projected by PwC to add $15.7
trillion globally by 2030, it is fast reshaping power, conflict and governance.

Al and the Reconfiguration of Global Power

1. Compute Sovereignty as New Power Currency: Global power is increasingly defined by control over
compute, data, and algorithms. States possessing advanced GPU clusters, proprietary datasets and frontier
models—mainly the U.S. and China—emerge as Al superpowers, redefining techno-economic hierarchies.

2. Data Colonialism and Strategic Dependence: Developing countries risk becoming ‘data colonies’,
supplying raw data while importing costly Al services. UNCTAD warns this may entrench structural digital
dependency, similar to historical resource extraction.

3. Al as Instrument of Statecraft: Al is now deployed in diplomacy, sanctions enforcement,
intelligence analysis and economic coercion, validating Satya Nadella’s view of Al as a tool of modern
geopolitics rather than a neutral technology.

Transformation of Warfare: From Man to Machine

1. Lethal Autonomous Weapons Systems (LAWS): Al-enabled drones, loitering munitions and
autonomous vehicles are shifting warfare from human-in-the-loop to human-on-the-loop. SIPRI notes this
compresses decision-making timelines, raising risks of accidental escalation.

2. Case Study: Ukraine Conflict: Ukraine’s use of Al-assisted drones, real-time intelligence fusion
and low-cost autonomous platforms against a conventionally superior adversary demonstrates Al's
asymmetric force-multiplier effect, comparable to tanks after World War L

38 Cognitive and Cyber Warfare: Al-driven deepfakes, disinformation campaigns and algorithmic
propaganda weaponize the information domain, undermining democratic trust rather than physical assets.

Al and Governance: Stress on Democratic Institutions

1. Algorithmic Decision-Making vs Rule of Law: Use of Al in welfare delivery, predictive policing and
judicial assistance risks algorithmic bias, challenging constitutional principles of equality, due process and
transparency.
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2. Judicial and Administrative Risks: Courts globally caution against Al hallucinations, where
fabricated citations or reasoning could distort justice. The OECD flags Al opacity as a threat to procedural
accountability.

3. Regulatory Lag: While Al evolves exponentially, lawmaking remains linear. The EU Al Act, UNESCO’s
Al Ethics Framework and G7 Hiroshima Process show progress, yet lack universal enforceability.

The Challenge of Global Checks and Balances

1. Absence of a Global Al Regulator: Unlike nuclear technology (IAEA), Al lacks a credible global
oversight body. Proposals for an international Al authority face mistrust, sovereignty concerns and divergent
ethical standards.

2. Consensus Deficit: States disagree on definitions of ‘safe Al’, ‘autonomy’, and ‘lethal use’, impeding
binding treaties—particularly on banning autonomous weapons.

Pathways to Safeguard Humanity

1. Digital Constitutionalism: There is growing demand for a right to human decision-making,
ensuring Al does not replace human moral agency in critical domains.

2. Explainable and Responsible Al (XAI): Mandating explainability, auditability and human
oversightin public-sector Al can align innovation with democratic norms.

3. Multi-Stakeholder Global Governance: Effective Al governance must integrate states, Big Tech,
civil society and academia, moving beyond state-centric treaties toward adaptive, inclusive guardrails.

Conclusion

Technology must serve humanity, the Al age demands a new ‘digital social contract’ —where innovation
advances under ethical restraint, democratic accountability and global cooperation.

Examine the integration of ‘economic security’ into modern grand strategy as a fusion of
economic and foreign policy. Evaluate how the India-US economic statecraft recalibrates
India’s strategic autonomy and its ability to navigate a fragmented global world order.

Introduction

Economic security has emerged as national security’s core pillar, with the IMF (2023) noting supply-chain
shocks reduced global GDP by 2%. The India-US framework reflects this decisive geoeconomic turn.

Economic Security as the New Grammar of Grand Strategy

1. Conceptual Shift from Globalisation to Securitisation: Economic security signifies the deliberate
securitisation of trade, technology, finance and energy, replacing post-1991 assumptions that
markets and geopolitics could remain separate.

2. From Efficiency to Resilience: States now prioritise just-in-case resilience over just-in-time
efficiency, driven by shocks such as COVID-19, the Ukraine war, and weaponisation of supply chains.
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Return of Economic Statecraft: As articulated by scholars like Robert Blackwill, economic tools—
tariffs, export controls, investment screening—have become central instruments of power projection.

Global Drivers Behind the Fusion of Economics and Foreign Policy

Great Power Rivalry and Geoeconomics: The US-China contest has redefined power in terms of
manufacturing dominance, critical minerals, semiconductors and Al ecosystems, not merely
military strength.

Institutionalisation of Economic Security: The G7 Hiroshima Declaration (2023) and the US
National Security Strategy (2025) explicitly state that economic security is national security.
Technology as a Strategic Chokepoint: Controls on advanced chips, GPUs and dual-use
technologies underline how innovation itself has become a battlefield.

India-US Economic Statecraft: Instruments and Intent

Supply-Chain Resilience and Friend-Shoring: The joint statement emphasises trusted supply chains
in critical minerals, semiconductors and clean energy, reducing exposure to non-market policies
of third countries, notably China.

Investment Screening and Export Controls: Cooperation on inbound and outbound investment
reviews reflects convergence on preventing technology leakage, aligning India with advanced-
economy regulatory norms.

Strategic Bargains Beyond Commerce: India’s expanding energy and defence purchases from the US
represent geoeconomic anchoring, binding American industrial interests to India’s growth
trajectory.

Recalibrating Strategic Autonomy: Constraint or Capability?

From Normative Autonomy to Functional Autonomy: Traditional non-alignment focused on
political distance; contemporary autonomy is measured by integration into multiple supply chains
and technological capacity, not neutrality alone.

Leverage Through Economic Strength: Proponents argue that deeper India-US economic ties
enhance autonomy by boosting India’s manufacturing base, innovation ecosystem and market
access, consistent with the Atmanirbhar Bharat vision.

Persistent Risks to Policy Space: However, over-alignment may constrain India’s choices within
BRICS+, Russia relations, and digital trade governance, risking middle-power vassalisation.

India in a Fragmented World Order: Opportunities and Risks

Navigating Bloc Politics: The global economy is fragmenting into competing techno-economic blocs;
India’s challenge is to practise multi-alignment without strategic drift.

Domestic Reform as External Strategy: Reports by the World Bank stress that India’s success
depends less on diplomacy alone and more on deep domestic reforms, logistics efficiency and
technological upgrading.

Balancing Security and Development: Excessive securitisation can raise costs for MSMEs and
consumers, highlighting the need to balance national security with inclusive growth.

Conclusion
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As President A.P.J. Abdul Kalam envisaged in India 2020, national strength flows from economic and
technological capability; India’s challenge is wielding economic statecraft without surrendering strategic
choice.

Examine the structural bottlenecks impeding India’s transition to a renewable-led energy
grid by 2070. Evaluate the role of nuclear power as a critical, carbon-free baseload in
displacing coal and ensuring energy security within a decentralized and intermittent power
architecture.

Introduction

India’s Net Zero by 2070 pathway, highlighted by NITI Aayog, reveals a paradox: unprecedented
renewable capacity expansion alongside persistent structural bottlenecks, necessitating complementary
baseload solutions to ensure grid stability and energy security.

Structural Bottlenecks in India’s Renewable-Led Energy Transition

1. Intermittency and Low Capacity Utilisation: Solar and wind, the backbone of India’s renewable
push, suffer from inherent intermittency. Low Capacity Utilisation Factors (CUF)—around 20-25% for
solar and 30-35% for wind—create a mismatch between installed capacity and actual generation. According
to the CEA, this intermittency leads to frequent curtailment, undermining round-the-clock power supply.

2. Grid Inflexibility and Transmission Constraints: A renewable-heavy grid stresses legacy
infrastructure designed for coal-based baseload. Delayed Green Energy Corridors, limited real-time
balancing, and weak inter-state transmission capacity cause congestion. The IEA (2023) notes that grid
readiness, not generation capacity, is India’s primary clean-energy constraint.

3. Storage Deficit and Cost Barriers: Energy storage is the Achilles’ heel of renewable dominance.
NITI Aayog projects 1,300-3,000 GW of BESS by 2070, yet lithium-ion batteries remain expensive and
import-dependent. Pumped Storage Plants (PSPs) face land, ecological, and clearance challenges, slowing
deployment.

4. Land, Ecology, and Social Trade-offs: Renewable expansion competes with agriculture and
biodiversity. Large solar parks in Rajasthan and Gujarat have clashed with Great Indian Bustard
conservation, while land acquisition delays inflate project costs, reflecting a structural land-energy nexus.

5. DISCOM Fragility and Financing Stress: India’s power transition is constrained by weak last-mile
institutions. Financially stressed DISCOMs, with losses exceeding 36 lakh crore (RBI), limit power offtake and
delay payments, discouraging private renewable investment despite falling tariffs.

Nuclear Power as a Carbon-Free Baseload in a Decentralized Grid

1. Firm Power and Grid Reliability: Nuclear energy offers ‘always-on’ electricity with a PLF above 85%.
Unlike variable renewables, nuclear provides dispatchable, carbon-free baseload, making it indispensable
for frequency regulation and grid inertia as coal phases down.

2. Coal Displacement without Compromising Security: As coal’s share declines to 6-10% under CPS,
nuclear fills the reliability gap. NITI Aayog projects nuclear capacity rising to 90-135 GW (CPS) and 295-320
GW (NZS) by 2070, enabling coal retirement without risking blackouts.
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3. Support to Hard-to-Abate Sectors: Nuclear power extends beyond electricity generation.
High-temperature heat from reactors supports green hydrogen, green steel, and ammonia, sectors where
renewables alone are insufficient, as highlighted by the IPCC AR6.

4. Small Modular Reactors and Decentralisation: SMRs redefine nuclear’s role in a decentralized
architecture. SMRs enable captive baseload power for industries, repurpose retired coal plant sites, and
reduce land and transmission requirements—aligning with India’s ‘Viksit Bharat’ industrial vision.

5. Strategic and Technological Spillovers: Nuclear energy strengthens strategic autonomy.
Indigenous programmes, including AHWR and thorium-based reactors, reduce import dependence while
complementing India’s long-term clean-energy innovation ecosystem.

Conclusion

Echoing Dr. A.P.]. Abdul Kalam'’s vision of ‘energy independence’, India’s 2070 grid demands a balanced
synthesis of renewables, nuclear resilience, and institutional reform to transform ambition into sustainable
reality.

Analyze the tension between religious autonomy and constitutional morality in light of
increasing judicial intervention in the ‘sanctum’. Examine whether the ‘Essential Religious
Practices’ doctrine remains an effective tool to ensure that religious traditions align with the
foundational values of the Constitution.

Introduction

The rising judicial scrutiny of religious practices reflects India’s evolving constitutionalism, where courts
increasingly reconcile ‘religious autonomy’ with ‘constitutional morality’ to ensure faith-based traditions do
not erode equality, dignity, and individual liberty.

Judicial Entry into the ‘Sanctum’: From Principled Distance to Active Constitutionalism

1. Historical Shift in Adjudicating Religious Disputes: India’s constitutional courts have transitioned
from resolving ‘civil rights disputes’ to enforcing ‘constitutional guarantees’. Pre-Constitution, temple entry
cases such as Sankaralinga Nadan (1908) were framed as property and access disputes. Post-1950, Articles
25 and 26 transformed worship into a fundamental right, albeit subject to public order, morality, and
health, legitimising judicial intervention within religious spaces.

2. The Judiciary as the Arbiter of Faith-Rights Conflicts: The Constitution does not grant religion an
‘immunity zone’.High Courts and the Supreme Court increasingly act as guardians of individual rights
within religious collectives, evident in recent Madras High Court rulings on temple rituals and
denominational rights. This reflects principled secularism, not state hostility to religion.

Essential Religious Practices (ERP) Doctrine: Purpose and Evolution

1. Origins and Rationale: The ERP doctrine was judicially crafted to separate ‘core faith’ from ‘secular
accretions’. First articulated in Shirur Mutt (1954), the doctrine empowered courts to determine whether a
practice was essential and integral to a religion, thereby eligible for constitutional protection under Articles
25-26.
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2. From Textual Essentiality to Constitutional Scrutiny: In recent jurisprudence, essentiality alone is
no longer decisive. Cases such as Triple Talaq (2017), Sabarimala (2018), and Hijab (2022) reflect a shift
where even essential practices may fail if they violate Articles 14, 15, or 21. The test has moved from what
religion mandates to what the Constitution permits.

Constitutional Morality versus Religious Autonomy

1. Primacy of Individual Dignity: When group autonomy clashes with individual dignity, courts
increasingly side with the individual. The Supreme Court in Navtej Johar (2018) and Sabarimala elevated
constitutional morality—anchored in justice, liberty, equality, and fraternity—over entrenched customs,
reinforcing transformative constitutionalism.

2. Recasting Articles 25 and 26: Religious freedom is not absolute but relational
While Article 26 protects denominational autonomy, it cannot override Article 14’s equality mandate or
Article 21’s dignity principle, especially in exclusionary practices such as gender-based restrictions or caste
discrimination.

Limitations and Risks of the ERP Doctrine

Judicial Overreach and ‘Judicial Clericalism’: Judges are constitutional interpreters, not theologians. Critics
argue that ERP forces courts into theological determinations, risking subjectivity, inconsistency, and
homogenisation of diverse religious traditions. The Law Commission (2018) also cautioned against
excessive judicial intrusion into faith matters.

Social Backlash and Legitimacy Deficit: Frequent intervention in the ‘sanctum’ can provoke resistance.
Debates around Uniform Civil Code and Waqf reforms illustrate how judicial mandates, if socially
disconnected, may trigger polarisation and undermine voluntary reform.

Way Forward: Harmonising Faith with Constitutional Values

Beyond Essentiality: The ‘Sincerity of Belief’ Approach: Shifting focus from ‘essentiality’ to ‘harm and
rights impact’. Comparative constitutionalism (Canada, South Africa) favours assessing sincerity of belief
and tangible harm, allowing autonomy unless practices cause discrimination or physical harm.

Encouraging Internal Reform: Sustainable reform flows from  within communities.
Judicial nudges, combined with legislative consultation and social dialogue, can align religious practices with
human rights without coercive constitutionalism.

Conclusion

As Dr. B.R. Ambedkar envisioned, constitutional morality must temper social customs; yet, enduring legitimacy
demands a judiciary that reforms faith with restraint, reason, and respect for India’s plural spiritual landscape.

Analyze the structural bottlenecks hindering India’s self-sufficiency in pulses despite rising
demand. Evaluate how the recent shift towards value-chain-led structural reforms is
indispensable for ensuring national nutritional security and sustainable agricultural growth.

Introduction

Created with love ® by ForumIAS- the knowledge network for civil services.
Visit academy.forumias.com for our mentor based courses.

EForum[liy




Mains Marathon Compilation February 2026

Despite being the world’s largest producer and consumer of pulses, India faces a persistent 5-6 million tonne
demand-supply gap, exposing structural weaknesses that threaten nutritional security and agricultural
sustainability.

Structural Bottlenecks Impeding Pulse Self-Sufficiency

1. The Yield and Productivity Trap: India’s pulse productivity remains structurally constrained.
Average yields hover around 800-900 kg/hectare, significantly below the global average of 1,100-1,200
kg/hectare (FAO). Limited access to high-yielding varieties (HYVs), inadequate extension services, and poor
mechanisation restrict productivity gains, creating a structural supply deficit.

2. Rain-fed Vulnerability and Climate Exposure: Over 80% of pulses are cultivated in rain-fed regions.
Unlike irrigated rice and wheat belts, pulses depend heavily on erratic monsoons. Climate variability, rising
heat stress, and unseasonal rainfall reduce output stability, as highlighted in the Economic Survey 2023-24.

3. Policy Bias towards Cereals: The MSP-procurement regime has structurally privileged rice and
wheat. While Food Corporation of India (FCI) ensures near-guaranteed procurement for cereals, pulse
procurement under the Price Support Scheme (PSS) fluctuates between 3-12% of production, discouraging
farmers from shifting acreage. This cereal bias has distorted cropping patterns.

4. Market Fragmentation and Post-Harvest Losses: Weak value-chain infrastructure depresses
farmer incentives. Insufficient aggregation centres, grading facilities, and storage infrastructure lead to post-
harvestlosses estimated above 350,000 crore annually (ICAR estimates). Farmers often resort to distress
sales below MSP.

5. Import Dependence and Price Volatility: Imports act as a price stabiliser but weaken domestic
incentives. India imports 4-6 million tonnes annually from countries like Myanmar, Australia, and Canada.
Suddenimport decisions depress domestic prices, undermining farm incomes and creating political sensitivity.

Value-Chain-Led Structural Reforms: A Paradigm Shift

1. From Price Support to Income Certainty: The shift towards saturation procurement signals
structural correction. Recent initiatives aim for 100% procurement of Tur, Urad, and Masoor in selected
districts, attempting to replicate cereal-like income assurance while maintaining fiscal prudence.

2. Horizontal Expansion through Rice-Fallow Utilisation: Expanding pulses without compromising
cereals. Nearly 11 million hectares of rice fallow land remain underutilised post-monsoon. Converting even
a portion to pulses enhances cropping intensity and boosts domestic output sustainably.

3. Seed Systems and Technological Upgradation: Improved seed replacement ratio is central to
productivity gains. The ‘One Block, One Seed Village’ initiative and bio-fortified, short-duration varieties
developed by ICAR-IIPR (Kanpur) enhance resilience and yield, addressing structural inefficiencies.

4. Decentralised Processing and Market Linkages: Value addition is critical for farmer profitability.
Establishinglocal dal mills and Farmer Producer Organisations (FPOs) reduces intermediaries, enhances price
discovery, and integrates farmers into organised supply chains.

5. Linking Pulses to Nutritional Security: Pulses are central to combating ‘hidden hunger’.
Pulses contribute nearly 25% of India’s non-cereal protein intake. Integrating pulses into schemes like PM-
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POSHAN (Mid-Day Meal) and ICDS strengthens protein security and aligns with Sustainable Development
Goal-2 (Zero Hunger).

Sustainable Agricultural Growth through Ecological Synergy

1. Soil Health and Nitrogen Fixation: Pulses act as natural soil regenerators. Their nitrogen-fixing
properties reduce urea dependency, complementing initiatives like PM-PRANAM and promoting climate-
smart agriculture.

2. Reducing Import Bill and Forex Outflow: Self-sufficiency enhances economic resilience.
Lowering pulse imports reduces exposure to global commodity volatility and strengthens food sovereignty.

Conclusion

As Dr. M.S. Swaminathan emphasised, food security must evolve into nutritional security; structural reforms
in pulses can transform India’s protein economy while ensuring ecological sustainability and farmer
prosperity.

Examine the potential of AgriStack as a transformative Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI) in
formalizing India’s agricultural sector. Evaluate how its integration with MSP and DBT
systems can enhance governance, while addressing the underlying challenges of land-record
accuracy and data inclusivity.

Introduction

With agriculture supporting nearly 45% of India’s workforce but contributing ~15% to GDP (Economic Survey
2023-24), AgriStackunder the Digital Agriculture Mission seeks to formalize fragmented farm systems through
data-driven governance architecture.

AgriStack as a Foundational Digital Public Infrastructure

1. Digital Identity Architecture: At the core lies the Farmer Registry, assigning a unique Farmer ID
linked to dynamic Records of Rights (RoR), livestock, cropping patterns and scheme benefits. This
mirrors the JAM trinity model (Jan Dhan-Aadhaar-Mobile) that enabled financial inclusion.

2. Geo-Spatial Land Intelligence: The Geo-referenced Village Maps Registry integrates cadastral
maps with latitude-longitude coordinates, enabling parcel-level authentication. Over 5.4 lakh village
maps have reportedly been geo-tagged, strengthening spatial governance.

38 Real-Time Crop Intelligence: Through Digital Crop Surveys, the Crop Sown Registry captures
seasonal sowing data via GPS-enabled mobile applications, enabling real-time agricultural statistics and
reducing reliance on outdated manual estimation.

4. Formalization through Data Convergence: By creating a Single Source of Truth, AgriStack
reduces information asymmetry, improves traceability, and integrates fragmented agricultural databases—
thereby formalizing India’s largely informal agrarian economy.

Integration with MSP: Enhancing Procurement Transparency
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1. Targeted MSP Procurement: Integration with MSP systems ensures only verified cultivators
registered in the Crop Sown Registry can sell produce at Minimum Support Price, reducing ghost beneficiaries
and middlemen leakages.

2. Evidence from States: States like Maharashtra and Chhattisgarh have piloted registry-linked
procurement, demonstrating faster approvals and reduced documentation burdens.

3. Supply Chain Rationalization: Plot-level data improves production forecasting, enabling agencies
like Food Corporation of India to optimize storage and logistics.

4. Reduction in Fiscal Leakage: By linking procurement to authenticated land records, fiscal discipline
improves—aligning with recommendations of the Shanta Kumar Committee on rationalizing food subsidies.

Integration with DBT: Towards Precision Welfare Delivery

1. Dynamic Beneficiary Authentication: Linking Farmer ID with schemes like PM-KISAN ensures
payments reflect updated ownership, reducing duplication and transfers to deceased/non-farmers.

2. Fertilizer and Subsidy Rationalization: AgriStack-enabled fertilizer distribution pilots in Madhya
Pradesh addressed artificial shortages and diversion, enhancing last-mile accountability.

3. Credit Deepening and Risk Mitigation: Banks can leverage authenticated land and crop data as
digital collateral for KCC loans and integrate with Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana for quicker claim
settlement.

4. From Welfare to Governance-as-a-Platform: Like Unified Payments Interface revolutionized
fintech interoperability, AgriStack can enable plug-and-play agri-tech innovation through open APIs.

Structural Challenges: Risks to Equitable Formalization

1. Land-Record Inaccuracies: Outdated or litigated land records risk digital exclusion. India’s land
governance remains fragmented, with tenancy often informal and undocumented.

2. Exclusion of Tenants and Sharecroppers: As the architecture is land-centric, landless cultivators
may be denied MSP or DBT benefits, contradicting inclusive growth objectives.

3. Data Privacy and Consent Architecture: With Al integration through Bharat-VISTAAR, concerns
arise regarding misuse of sensitive farm-level data. Robust consent managers under the Digital Personal Data
Protection Act are essential.

4. Federal Coordination Constraints: Since land is a State subject, harmonization across States with
varied digitization capacities remains complex.

Way Forward: Towards Inclusive Precision Governance

1. Comprehensive Land Reforms 2.0: Accelerating digitization under the SVAMITVA scheme and
ensuring RoR synchronization is crucial.
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2. Inclusion Protocols for Tenants: Institutionalizing legally recognized cultivator certificates to
incorporate sharecroppers.

3. Data Governance Framework: Adopting interoperable standards, privacy-by-design architecture,
and farmer-centric consent dashboards.

4. Al-Driven Advisory Services: Transitioning from data aggregation to predictive analytics—pest
alerts, climate advisories, and market intelligence—to enhance productivity and resilience.

Conclusion

As President A. P. ]. Abdul Kalam envisioned in India 2020, technology must empower rural citizens;
AgriStack’s success will depend on transforming digital architecture into inclusive agrarian empowerment.

Examine the linkage between Bangladesh'’s political stability and India’s eastern security
architecture. Evaluate whether India’s strategic vigilance in the post-2026 political
landscape of Dhaka represents a necessary prudence or a risk to the principle of sovereign
non-interference.

Introduction

Sharing a 4,096-km border—India’s longest—Bangladesh is central to India’s eastern security calculus;
post-2026 political transition in Dhaka redefines this interdependence amid intensifying Bay of Bengal
geopolitics.

Bangladesh as the Linchpin of India’s Eastern Security Architecture

1. Counter-Insurgency Shield: Between 2009-2019, security cooperation under Sheikh Hasina
dismantled insurgent safe havens of ULFA and NDFB, contributing to peace accords in Northeast India. Stability
in Dhaka directly reduces cross-border militancy risks.

2. Siliguri Corridor Vulnerability: The Chicken’s Neck corridor—barely 22 km wide—connects
mainland India to the Northeast. A cooperative Bangladesh reduces the possibility of strategic encirclement or
logistical isolation.

3. Connectivity as Strategic Depth: Projects such as the Agartala-Akhaura rail link and access to
Chittagong and Mongla ports integrate the Northeast with global markets, aligning with India’s Act East Policy.
Connectivity here is both economic integration and security stabilization.

4. Maritime Security in Bay of Bengal: Bangladesh’s location shapes India’s eastern seaboard strategy.
Chinese infrastructure investments in ports and energy corridors under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) add
a layer of competitive geopolitics.

Political Stability in Dhaka: Implications for Regional Equilibrium

1. Shift in Political Polarity: The electoral return of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party under Tarique
Rahman marks a recalibration from the Awami League era. Historically, BNP’s nationalism emphasized
strategic distance from India.
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2. Minority Security and Social Cohesion: Reports of attacks on Hindu minorities during transitions
raise concerns. Communal instability could spill over into border tensions and migration flows, affecting India’s
internal stability.

3. Institutional Resilience vs. Personal Regimes: The banning ofthe Awami League and exile of Hasina
underscore the fragility of polarized political ecosystems. Democratic consolidation—not merely electoral
arithmetic—will determine durable stability.

Strategic Vigilance as Necessary Prudence

1. Monitoring Extra-Regional Influence: China’s cumulative economic footprint and Pakistan’s ISI-
linked tactical networks necessitate calibrated vigilance. In geopolitics, influence often accumulates
incrementally rather than abruptly.

2. Preventing Security Regression: The 2001-2006 period saw insurgent safe havens. Preventing
regression into such phases requires proactive intelligence and diplomatic engagement.

3. Economic Interdependence as Strategic Insurance: Bangladesh’s LDC graduation and pursuit of
CEPA-like frameworks can embed economic costs to hostility, making cooperation rational and durable.

4. Diplomatic Continuity Beyond Regimes: India’s outreach—such as engagement by S. Jaishankar—
signals state-to-state continuity rather than partisan alignment.

Risks to Sovereign Non-Interference
1. Perception of Political Bias: Anti-India sentiment in recent years partly stemmed from perceptions
of India backing a specific regime. Excessive overt vigilance risks reinforcing nationalist narratives within

Bangladesh.

2. Normative Commitment to Sovereignty: India’s foreign policy doctrine, rooted in Panchsheel and
Neighbourhood First, emphasizes respect for sovereign equality. Over-securitization may contradict this
principle.

3. Balancing Influence with Restraint: Strategic overreach can drive Dhaka toward alternative
partnerships, accelerating the very strategic drift India seeks to prevent.

Towards Calibrated Engagement

1. From Patronage to Partnership: India must transition from regime-centric diplomacy to
institutional engagement across parties, civil society and economic stakeholders.

2. Soft Power Recalibration: Educational exchanges, medical tourism and cultural diplomacy can
rebuild goodwill beyond elite politics.

3. Rules-Based Regionalism: Strengthening BIMSTEC and Bay of Bengal maritime cooperation can
embed Bangladesh within multilateral frameworks that dilute zero-sum dynamics.

Conclusion
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As President K. R. Narayanan observed, foreign policy must blend moral commitment with strategic realism;
prudence in Dhaka must reinforce, not undermine, sovereign equality and regional equilibrium.

Examine the systemic factors contributing to the ‘PhD dead-end’ in India. Analyze how
institutional resistance to intellectual risk-taking and critical inquiry undermines the
research ecosystem, and evaluate the necessity of structural reforms to foster a culture of
transformative scholarship.

Introduction

India ranks among the top global producers of doctorates (OECD, 2023), yet GERD remains ~0.7% of GDP; high
attrition and low citation impact reveal a structural PhD dead-end paradox.

Systemic Factors Underlying the ‘PhD Dead-End’

1. Conformity-Driven Academic Culture: Doctoral research often extends supervisors’ prior work,
reflecting intellectual path dependency. The guide-scholar hierarchy discourages epistemic dissent, limiting
paradigm-shifting inquiry in the Kuhnian sense.

2. Publication-Centric Incentive Structure: The publish-or-perish regime, reinforced by UGC
regulations mandating indexed publications, incentivizes quantity over quality. Practices like salami slicing and
submission to predatory journals distort research integrity.

3. Funding and Stipend Precarity: Delayed fellowship disbursals from agencies such as University
Grants Commission and Council of Scientific and Industrial Research generate financial insecurity, diverting
cognitive bandwidth from inquiry to survival.

4. Administrative Proceduralism: Cumbersome sanction processes for conferences, utilization
certificates, and compliance documentation create transaction costs that dilute research productivity.

5. Industry-Academia Disconnect: India’s private R&D investment (~0.3% of GDP) remains modest
compared to innovation leaders. Weak translational research ecosystems limit non-academic career pathways,
reinforcing perceptions of doctoral stagnation.

6. Institutional Inbreeding: Universities frequently recruit their own graduates, fostering academic
tribalism and limiting cross-pollination of ideas—contrary to global best practices emphasizing mobility.

7. Mental Health and Social Stratification: High-pressure environments, compounded by socio-
economic vulnerability among marginalized scholars, elevate dropout risks. University wellness reports
highlight rising psychological distress in doctoral cohorts.

Institutional Resistance to Intellectual Risk-Taking

1. Epistemic Conservatism: Indian academia often privileges canonical theories over critical
interrogation. Risk-averse research proposals are favored by funding committees wary of uncertain outcomes.

2. Lack of Interdisciplinarity: Minimal collaboration across domains inhibits translational and applied
research. Unlike global institutions that foster lab-to-market pipelines, disciplinary silos persist.
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3. Metric Fixation Over Impact: Bibliometric indicators (impact factor, citation count) overshadow
societal relevance. Transformative scholarship—often slow, uncertain, and exploratory—receives inadequate
recognition.

4. Supervisor Dominance: The asymmetrical power structure discourages critique of established
frameworks. Intellectual autonomy is subordinated to administrative compliance and hierarchical approval.
Collectively, these trends create an ecosystem of incrementalism rather than innovation, weakening India’s
aspiration to transition from a knowledge consumer to a knowledge producer economy.

Necessity of Structural Reforms

1. Reimagining Research Governance: Operationalization of the Anusandhan National Research
Foundation under the National Education Policy 2020 offers an opportunity to prioritize high-risk, high-reward
grants and interdisciplinary consortia.

2. Committee-Based Supervision Models: Replacing sole-supervisor dependence with doctoral
advisory committees can institutionalize plural mentorship and reduce hierarchical rigidity.

3. Incentivizing Blue-Sky Research: Dedicated funding windows for exploratory projects—where
failure is epistemically valid—can nurture disruptive innovation.

4. Strengthening Industry Linkages: Structured doctoral internships and collaborative R&D hubs can
bridge academia-industry divides, aligning scholarship with economic transformation.

5. Administrative Simplification: Digitized grant-management systems and time-bound approvals can
reduce bureaucratic friction.

6. Mental Health and Inclusion Frameworks: Institutional counseling, peer-support networks, and
targeted fellowships for marginalized scholars can address attrition and democratize knowledge production.

7. Shift from Metrics to Meaning: Evaluation systems must foreground originality, societal relevance,
and ethical rigor over mere publication counts.

Conclusion

As Dr.S. Radhakrishnan emphasized in his writings on university education, true scholarship demands freedom
to question; without protecting dissent and curiosity, India’s doctoral expansion risks intellectual stagnation
rather than renaissance.

Examine the India-US agricultural trade framework under the 2026 interim deal. Evaluate
how the strategic use of Tariff-Rate Quotas and calibrated market opening for non-native
crops reconciles the pursuit of deeper bilateral economic ties with the imperative of
protecting domestic farmer livelihoods.

Introduction
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With bilateral trade crossing $120 billion in 2024 and India recording a $3.6 billion agri-trade surplus
with the United States, the 2026 interim deal signals calibrated agricultural liberalisation anchored in strategic
reciprocity.

Strategic Context: Managed Liberalisation, Not Market Capitulation

1. Reciprocal Trade Adjustment: India agreed to expand imports of energy, aircraft and high-
technology goods, while securing tariffreductions on Indian exports to around 18%, aligning with Southeast
Asian competitors and lower than tariffs imposed on China.

2. From Protectionism to Pragmatic Protection: Rather than blanket liberalisation, the deal reflects
strategic trade management—balancing export ambition with livelihood sensitivity in a sector employing
nearly 45% of India’s workforce.

Calibrated Opening for Non-Native and Low-Impact Crops

1. Non-Competing Commodity Selection: India reduced duties primarily on tree nuts (almonds,
walnuts, pistachios) and berries—crops minimally grown domestically. This reduces direct competition
with staple producers of rice, wheat, and pulses.

2. Consumer Welfare Gains: Lower tariffs function as implicit consumer subsidies for urban demand
and the food-processing sector, without distorting core agrarian markets.

3. Bargaining Leverage: Opening high-value US exports—particularly from states like California—
strengthens India’s negotiating position for improved access for mangoes, grapes and spices in the US
market.

Tariff-Rate Quotas (TRQs) as Institutional Guardrails

1. Mechanism of TRQs: Under a Tariff-Rate Quota system, reduced tariffs apply only up to a pre-
specified import volume; beyond that, higher safeguard tariffs resume. This creates a volume-based shock
absorber.

2. Protection Against Dumping: TRQs prevent sudden surges in imports due to global price crashes or
American surpluses, mitigating risks to nascent horticultural sectors in Himachal Pradesh and Jammu &
Kashmir.

3. Alignment with WTO Norms: TRQs are consistent with WTO-compliant safeguard instruments,
reflecting rule-based trade diplomacy rather than ad hoc protectionism.

Safeguarding Red Lines: Staples and Dairy

1. Food Sovereignty Consideration: Staple grains linked to the MSP-procurement architecture
remain outside liberalisation, preserving the integrity of the Food Corporation of India-led system.

2. Livelihood Sensitivity in Dairy and Poultry: India resisted US pressure on dairy imports, citing
livelihood concerns and feed-related religious sensitivities. The dairy sector supports millions of smallholders
under cooperative models like Amul.
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3. GM Crop Precaution: While processed derivatives like soybean oil and DDGS are permitted, India
continues restrictions on direct imports of GM seeds, reflecting precautionary regulatory standards.

Balancing Competition and Capability

1. Subsidy Parity Debate: While US farmers receive substantial federal support, Indian farmers benefit
from fertilizer subsidies, crop insurance and income support under PM-KISAN.

2. Need for Productivity Enhancement: US GM corn and soybean yields are significantly higher than
India’s. Long-term competitiveness requires enhanced agri-R&D investment and extension services rather
than tariff insulation alone.

3. Indirect Market Effects: Imports of DDGS for poultry feed may influence maize demand
domestically—illustrating the complexity of cross-commodity linkages in global value chains.

Strategic Assessment: Reconciling Integration with Protection

1. Deepening Economic Interdependence: The interim deal strengthens bilateral economic ties,
positioning India within diversified supply chains amid global geopolitical realignment.

2. Managed Trade Model: The framework reflects pragmatic protectionism —transitioning from a zero-
sum protection mindset to calibrated integration using TRQs as safety valves.

3. Political Economy Stability: By avoiding exposure of livelihood-sensitive sectors, the deal mitigates
rural backlash while signaling openness to global markets.

Conclusion

As economist Jagdish Bhagwati argues in In Defense of Globalization, smart trade policy balances openness
with safeguards; India’s TRQ-based model reflects calibrated integration while preserving the primacy of the
annadata in reform.

Analyze the rationale for institutionalizing a dedicated ‘Indian Scientific Service’ (ISS) to
integrate technical expertise into mainstream governance. Evaluate how such a cadre can
effectively bridge the generalist-specialist divide to address India’s escalating technological
and environmental challenges.

Introduction

With R&D expenditure hovering near 0.7% of GDP and climate, Al, and biosecurity reshaping governance,
India’s generalist-centric bureaucracy faces limits in managing technologically complex, risk-intensive policy
domains.

Rationale for Institutionalizing an Indian Scientific Service (ISS)

1. Escalating Technological Complexity: Governance now encompasses Al regulation, gene editing,
semiconductor ecosystems, carbon markets, nuclear safety, and climate modelling. Such domains require
domain epistemic depth, not merely administrative coordination.
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2. Mismatch of Service Rules: Government scientists remain governed by the Central Civil Services
Conduct Rules, 1964 —designed for administrative neutrality rather than scientific independence. This
constrains transparent documentation of dissenting evidence.

3. From Reactive Advisory to Embedded Expertise: Scientific input is often sought during crises
(pandemics, disasters) rather than embedded structurally in routine policymaking. Institutionalizing ISS would
convert science from episodic consultation to continuous policy partnership.

4. Scientific Integrity and Evidence Recording: Countries like the United States have Scientific
Integrity Policies that protect researchers from political interference. Similar safeguards within ISS would
ensure professional autonomy while respecting elected authority.

5. Bridging the ‘Valley of Death’: India performs relatively well in early-stage research (Technology
Readiness Levels 1-3) but struggles with commercialization (TRL 7-9). An ISS could provide techno-
managerial continuity across ministries, linking lab innovations to regulatory and market frameworks.

Bridging the Generalist-Specialist Divide

1. Dual-Track Bureaucratic Model: The ISS is not a substitute for the IAS but a complementary cadre.
Administrators would coordinate policy implementation and political negotiation, while scientists manage risk
assessment, modelling, and long-term foresight.

2. Institutional Memory in Technical Ministries: Unlike ad-hoc lateral entry, a permanent cadre
ensures sustained expertise in ministries like Environment, Health, Energy, and Electronics. This avoids
dependence on temporary consultants.

3. Enhancing Environmental Governance: With India among the most climate-vulnerable countries
(IPCC reports), sectors such as Himalayan ecology, coastal erosion, and air quality require sustained scientific
evaluation embedded within decision-making hierarchies.

4. Strengthening Disaster Risk Reduction: India faces recurrent floods, cyclones, and heatwaves. A
scientific cadre trained in resilience modelling and probabilistic forecasting can institutionalize anticipatory
governance.

5. Supporting Emerging Technology Regulation: Al ethics, algorithmic bias, and data governance
demand technical literacy within regulatory bodies. Without embedded expertise, policies risk superficial
compliance rather than substantive oversight.

Global Precedents and Comparative Insights

1. Specialized Technical Cadres: Countries such as France (Corps des Mines) and Germany integrate
technocrats directly into state machinery, aligning technical capacity with national development strategies.

2. Science-Policy Interface Models: In the United Kingdom, chief scientific advisers are embedded
within departments, formalizing evidence documentation and policy traceability. These examples illustrate
that specialized cadres enhance—not weaken—democratic accountability by clarifying advisory versus
decision-making roles.

Implementation Challenges

Created with love ® by ForumIAS- the knowledge network for civil services.
Visit academy.forumias.com for our mentor based courses.

EForum[liy




Mains Marathon Compilation February 2026

1. Risk of Bureaucratic Silos: A separate cadre could generate institutional fragmentation unless inter-
service coordination protocols are clearly defined.

2. Hierarchical Friction: Integrating ISS within existing service structures requires recalibrating
authority, pay scales, and career progression to prevent rivalry.

3. Recruitment and Retention: To attract top-tier researchers, ISS must offer competitive
compensation, research autonomy, and peer-evaluated career progression.

4. Balancing Autonomy with Accountability: Professional independence must coexist with
constitutional principles of ministerial responsibility.

Way Forward

1. Establish an All-India Scientific Cadre under Article 312 framework.

2. Introduce committee-based decision documentation ensuring scientific assessments are recorded.

3. Align ISS with the Anusandhan National Research Foundation to integrate research funding and policy
translation.

4. Institutionalize interdisciplinary training blending governance, ethics, and systems modelling.

Conclusion

As A. P. ]. Abdul Kalam emphasized, scientific temper must guide national progress; institutionalizing an ISS
would embed evidence, foresight, and integrity at the heart of governance for Viksit Bharat 2047.

Drawing parallels with India's early nuclear diplomacy, evaluate the challenges of treating
Al as a strategic asset rather than a global public good. Analyze how India can balance
collective governance aspirations with the imperative of safeguarding national interests
amidst contemporary geopolitical rivalries.

Introduction

With Al projected to add $15.7 trillion to the global economy by 2030 (PwC) and nations weaponising
algorithms, India’s Al diplomacy echoes its 1950s nuclear balancing between universalism and strategic
autonomy.

Parallels with India’s Early Nuclear Diplomacy

1. The Bhabha Moment (1955 Geneva Conference): In 1955, Homi J. Bhabha presided over the UN
Conference on peaceful nuclear uses, advocating technology access for developing nations. India positioned
itself as a bridge-builder—championing Atoms for Peace while quietly building indigenous capacity.

2. Cold War Technological Rivalry: The nuclear contest between the United States and the Soviet
Union mirrors today’s Al rivalry between the US and China. In both eras, transformative technologies were
dual-use—civilian and military.

3. The Lesson of Strategic Miscalculation: Post-1960s geopolitical shifts and the emergence of export
controls culminated in India’s isolation after its 1974 nuclear test. Regimes such as the Nuclear Suppliers
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Group restricted access to nuclear materials. The experience underscores that moral advocacy without
technological capability leads to vulnerability.

Al as Strategic Asset vs Global Public Good

1. Dual-Use Nature of Al: Like nuclear technology, Al underpins both economic growth and military
advantage—cyber warfare, autonomous systems, predictive surveillance. Treating Al solely as a global
commons risks strategic dependency.

2. Compute Sovereignty and Data Nationalism: Foundation models require advanced semiconductor
supply chains and hyperscale compute. Export controls on advanced chips reflect Al's securitisation.
Overdependence could reduce India to a data colony.

3. The Risk of a Digital NPT: Just as the nuclear order differentiated between haves and have-nots,
restrictive Al governance regimes could limit access to frontier compute and proprietary models for
emerging economies.

4. Technological Colonisation: Concentration of Al power in a few Big Tech firms may replicate
asymmetrical global hierarchies. Digital infrastructure dominance translates into normative dominance.

Balancing Collective Governance and National Interest

1. Strategic Autonomy 2.0: India must invest inindigenous Al capabilities—compute infrastructure,
semiconductor design, sovereign datasets, and talent ecosystems—under initiatives such as the IndiaAl
Mission.

2. Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI) Model: India’s open, interoperable systems (e.g., Aadhaar, UPI)
demonstrate that national capability can coexist with global openness. Al layered onto DPI can promote
inclusive growth while retaining sovereign control.

3. Middle-Path Diplomacy (Data Non-Alignment): Echoing the Non-Aligned Movement, India can
advocate inclusive Al governance—fair standards, interoperability, ethical norms—while avoiding
alignment within rigid techno-blocs.

4. Engagement in Global Norm-Setting: Participation in multilateral platforms shaping Al safety,
algorithmic transparency, and risk classification allows India to influence standards rather than merely
adopt them.

5. South-South Cooperation: By deploying Al in agriculture, health diagnostics, and climate
adaptation domestically, India can export scalable governance models to the Global South—turning
domestic capability into diplomatic capital.

Contemporary Geopolitical Realities

1. Intensifying US-China Rivalry: Al competition now involves export controls, industrial subsidies,
and standards wars. Supply-chain resilience in semiconductors and rare earths is central to strategic
leverage.
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2. Regulatory Fragmentation: Divergent regulatory models—risk-based (EU), innovation-led (US),
state-centric (China)—create compliance complexity. India must craft a calibrated regulatory architecture
balancing innovation and safeguards.

3. Economic Stakes: Al's contribution to productivity, defence capability, and economic
competitiveness makes it inseparable from national power metrics.

Way Forward
1. Build sovereign compute and Al hardware capabilities.
2. Investin frontier research ecosystems and public-private partnerships.
3. Advocate equitable global Al governance grounded in transparency and access.
4. Align domestic regulation with global best practices without compromising autonomy.

Conclusion

As A. P. ]J. Abdul Kalam reminded in India 2020, strength respects strength; India must anchor Al
universalism in computational capability, weaving strategic autonomy with global responsibility in an
algorithmic age.

Examine the necessity of a structural reset in Indian federalism to harmonize State
autonomy with Union efficiency. Evaluate the proposition that the Union and States are
partners in a shared constitutional enterprise rather than competitors in a zero-sum
contest.

Introduction

Seventy-six years after adopting a quasi-federal Constitution, rising fiscal tensions, GST disputes, and
Governor-State confrontations signal that India’s centralized design requires recalibration for a $5-trillion-
plus, demographically diverse economy.

Constitutional Design and Centralising Bias

1. India’s Constitution, influenced by the Government of India Act, 1935, created a federation with
strong unitary features—residuary powers to the Union, emergency provisions, and expansive Union and
Concurrent Lists under the Seventh Schedule. This was historically justified by Partition, integration of
princely States, and fragile unity.

2. However, as affirmed in S.R. Bommai v. Union of India, federalism forms part of the Basic Structure.
States are not administrative appendages but constitutionally sovereign within their domain.

3. Over time, legislative expansion into Concurrent subjects, centrally sponsored schemes (CSS),
conditional fiscal transfers, and executive overreach have tilted the balance.

Necessity of a Structural Reset

1. Fiscal Federalism and Vertical Imbalance: Despite the 14th Finance Commission raising States’ share
in divisible taxes to 42%, tied grants and CSS continue to limit fiscal autonomy. The GST regime, governed
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by the GST Council, though cooperative in theory, has generated compensation disputes and rate-setting
frictions. A structural reset requires moving from conditional central patronage to genuine fiscal
empowerment.

2. Concurrent List Overreach: Union legislation in subjects such as education, agriculture, and forests
increasingly shapes State priorities. Excessive central templates reduce contextual policy flexibility in a
country marked by demographic asymmetry—aging southern States and youthful northern States.

3. Governor-State Frictions: Frequent delays in assent to State Bills and perceived partisan
interventions have raised concerns about federal propriety. The Punchhi Commission (2010) recommended
codified timelines and clearer conventions to prevent misuse.

4. Capacity vs Autonomy Paradox: Centralists argue States lack capacity. Yet over-centralisation stunts
institutional development. Capacity emerges from responsibility and accountability, not perpetual
supervision.

Union and States: Shared Constitutional Enterprise
The zero-sum lens assumes Union strength depends on State weakness. This is empirically flawed.

1. Innovation through Decentralised Experimentation: Many national schemes originated as State-level
experiments: Tamil Nadu’s Midday Meal Scheme influenced the national PM-POSHAN programme,
Maharashtra’s Employment Guarantee Scheme shaped MGNREGA, Kerala’s public health model
demonstrated decentralized human development success. Decentralization allows policy laboratories,
fostering horizontal diffusion of best practices.

2. Cooperative Federalism in Practice: The GST Council, despite tensions, represents institutionalized
intergovernmental negotiation. It demonstrates that shared sovereignty can manage complex indirect tax
harmonisation in the world’s largest democracy. Similarly, initiatives like the Aspirational Districts
Programme illustrate synergy—Union vision combined with State execution.

3. Efficiency and Specialization: The Union is indispensable for: National security and foreign affairs,
Macroeconomic stability, International treaties and Interstate trade and digital infrastructure. States are
essential for: Public health, Education delivery, Agricultural reform and Local infrastructure. Optimal
governance requires subsidiarity—allocating functions to the lowest competent authority.

4. Comparative Perspective: Mature federations like the United States and Germany demonstrate that
decentralization does not weaken national unity. Instead, it enhances resilience through distributed
authority and competitive federalism.

Way Forward: Toward Collaborative Federalism

Revitalize the Inter-State Council as a permanent conflict-resolution forum.
Rationalize Centrally Sponsored Schemes to reduce overlap.

Clarify gubernatorial roles through statutory conventions.

Deepen third-tier federalism under the 73rd and 74th Amendments.
Institutionalize transparent fiscal devolution formulas.

v W e
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6. A structural reset is not about dismantling Union authority but right-sizing it—allowing it to focus on
genuinely national priorities while empowering States to innovate.

Conclusion

As B. R. Ambedkar observed, the Constitution is workable if those in power are constitutional in spirit;
India’s federal future depends on partnership, trust, and shared responsibility.

Examine the rationale for prioritizing Al solutions over frontier models in India’s sovereign
Al strategy. Evaluate how this approach balances human capital constraints with the
imperative of technological sovereignty and inclusive governance under the IndiaAl Mission.

Introduction

With India’s Al market projected to reach $17 billion by 2027 (NASSCOM), the IndiaAl Mission allocates
10,000 crore to build sovereign capability, yet human capital and compute constraints necessitate prioritizing
applied Al solutions over frontier models.

Rationale for Prioritizing Al Solutions over Frontier Models
Compute Economics and Capital Rationality

1. Frontier models—trillion-parameter Large Language Models (LLMs)—require massive compute,
advanced GPUs, high-end semiconductors, and sustained capital investment.

2.  Training GPT-scale models costs hundreds of millions of dollars and demands long-term, non-revenue
R&D cycles.

3.  Under the IndiaAl Mission, subsidised GPU access reduces costs (from market rates of ~3400/hour to
~X67 /hour), democratizing experimentation. However, replicating OpenAl- or Google-scale models would
strain fiscal and infrastructural capacity.

4. Arational strategy thus focuses on use-case-driven Al, optimizing compute through fine-tuning, model
distillation, and edge deployment rather than brute-force scaling. This reflects the principle of “compute
efficiency over compute maximalism.”

Human Capital Constraints: Depth vs Breadth

1. India produces over a million engineering graduates annually, but the number of advanced
mathematics and Al research PhDs remains limited compared to countries like China or the U.S. Deep-
tech frontier research demands expertise in: Transformer architectures, Reinforcement Learning from
Human Feedback (RLHF), Distributed training systems and Advanced optimization algorithms.

2. Given this constraint, prioritizing applied Al—chatbots for IRCTC, fraud detection for NPCI,
multilingual governance via Bhashini—leverages India’s broad IT services talent base.

3. Thus, the strategy bridges the “PhD gap” by shifting from foundational model invention to
contextual adaptation and domain integration.
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Sovereign Al through Contextualization

1. Technological sovereignty is not merely about owning foundational models; it is about ensuring
strategic autonomy in critical sectors: Defence Al systems, Financial infrastructure (UPI ecosystem) and
Public service delivery (DPI integration).

2. By building sector-specific sovereign models—such as those for the Indian Army or public
institutions—India reduces dependency on foreign proprietary APIs, mitigating risks of data colonialism or
export controls.

3. This reflects a “sovereignty through specialization” model rather than “sovereignty through scale.”
Data as the Real Differentiator

1. Frontier models rely on massive generic datasets like Common Crawl. However, competitive
advantage increasingly lies in domain-specific proprietary datasets.

2. India’s strengths include: Digital Public Infrastructure (Aadhaar, UPI], DigiLocker), Multilingual
datasets (Al4Bharat, Bhashini) and Public sector enterprise data (LIC, IRCTC, NPCI).

3. Applied Al solutions built on contextual Indian datasets can outperform generic global models in
localized governance applications.

Inclusive Governance and Edge Deployment

1. Frontier Al models often demand cloud-based high compute. In contrast, edge-optimized Al systems
democratize access, enabling: Rural health diagnostics, Vernacular legal assistance and Agricultural
advisory services.

2. This aligns with inclusive governance by ensuring Al penetration beyond metropolitan hubs. It also
reduces the digital divide by enabling low-latency, low-cost deployment.

Balancing Sovereignty with Global Integration

1. India’s approach mirrors its Digital Public Infrastructure model—open protocols, domestic capability, and
international interoperability. Instead of competing in an Al arms race, India aims to: Build interoperable
sovereign systems, Participate in global Al governance debates and Avoid technological dependence.

2. This strategy aligns national interest with developmental imperatives, avoiding fiscal overextension.
Critical Evaluation

1. However, long-term strategic vulnerability remains if India neglects frontier research entirely.

2. Foundational model capability ensures bargaining power in global standard-setting. Therefore, a dual-
track approach is prudent: Selective investment in frontier R&D (through ANRF, IISc, IITs) and Broad-based
scaling of applied Al solutions.

3. This balances innovation with practicality.

Created with love ® by ForumIAS- the knowledge network for civil services.
Visit academy.forumias.com for our mentor based courses.

EForum[liy




Mains Marathon Compilation February 2026

Conclusion

As President A.P.]. Abdul Kalam wrote in India 2020, technological self-reliance must combine vision with
pragmatism; India’s Al path must blend sovereign ambition with inclusive, solution-oriented execution.

Examine Front-of-Package Labelling (FoPL) as an instrument of public health governance.
Evaluate the challenges in transitioning from ‘star ratings’ to mandatory ‘warning labels’ to
safeguard consumer rights and address India’s rising non-communicable disease burden.”

Introduction

With non-communicable diseases causing nearly 65% of deaths in India (WHO), and the ICMR-INDIAB
2023 study estimating 101 million diabetics, Front-of-Package Labelling (FoPL) emerges as a preventive
public health governance tool.

FoPL as an Instrument of Public Health Governance

1. Constitutional and Rights-Based Framework: The Supreme Court’s recent directions to the Food Safety
and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) strengthen the interpretation of the Right to Health under Article
21. In Paschim Banga Khet Mazdoor Samity v. State of West Bengal (1996), health was recognized as
integral to the right to life. FoPL thus becomes a regulatory instrument enabling informed consumer choice,
linking food governance to constitutional morality.

2. Behavioural Economics and “Nudge Theory”: Traditional back-of-pack nutrition tables suffer from
information asymmetry and cognitive overload. FoPL simplifies decision-making through visual cues.
Drawing from Richard Thaler’s nudge theory, warning labels act as behavioural correctives. Global evidence
supports this:

Chile’s black octagonal warning labels reduced sugary drink purchases by nearly 24% (University of
North Carolina study).

Mexico and Israel have adopted similar High in Fat, Sugar, Salt (HFSS) warning systems.
Such labels directly communicate health risks rather than offering ambiguous health halos.

3. India’s Double Burden of Malnutrition: India faces a dual nutrition crisis: Persistent undernutrition
(NFHS-5 shows 35.5% stunting). Rising obesity and metabolic disorders. The 2023 ICMR data indicates:
35.5% hypertension prevalence, 39.5% abdominal obesity and 24% high cholesterol. Ultra-processed
foods rich in sugar, salt, and saturated fats accelerate this epidemiological transition. FoPL integrates into a
preventive continuum of care, reducing long-term healthcare expenditure on dialysis, insulin, and
cardiovascular treatment.

Star Ratings vs Warning Labels: The Governance Debate

1. Indian Nutrition Rating (INR) - The “Summary Score” Model: FSSAI proposed an Indian Nutrition
Rating (0.5 to 5 stars). However: Positive ingredients (nuts, fibre) may offset high sugar/sodium levels.
Consumers may misinterpret 3-star products as “healthy.” Risk of health halo effect, where processed
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snacks appear nutritionally acceptable. This approach mirrors Australia’s Health Star Rating, which faced
criticism for inconsistencies.

2. Mandatory Warning Labels - The “Risk Disclosure” Model: Warning labels adopt a precautionary
principle: Direct black symbols stating “High in Sugar” or “High in Sodium.” Simple, binary communication
and Effective in low-literacy contexts. India’s successful green/red vegetarian symbol demonstrates the
effectiveness of visual regulatory cues.

Challenges in Transitioning to Warning Labels

1. Industry Resistance and Regulatory Capture: Food conglomerates argue warning labels create a “fear
factor,” affecting sales and requiring costly reformulation. There is risk of regulatory capture, where
economic lobbying dilutes public health objectives.

2. Defining HFSS Thresholds: Setting scientific cut-offs for “high” sugar or sodium requires alignment with
WHO standards. Industry lobbies often push for lenient thresholds, creating normative ambiguity.

3. Federal and Implementation Complexity: Food regulation operates under a shared constitutional
space (Entry 18, Concurrent List). Uniform implementation across States and MSMEs demands capacity
building and transition timelines.

Way Forward
1. Align thresholds with WHO and Codex Alimentarius guidelines.
2. Phase-wise implementation to support MSMEs.
3. Integrate FoPL with the Eat Right India campaign.
4. Strengthen surveillance and enforcement mechanisms.

5.  Warning labels must be supplemented by mass awareness campaigns. Without public education, labels
may fail to shift entrenched dietary habits.

6. FoPL should evolve from voluntary disclosure to mandatory public health intervention.
Conclusion

As President A.P.]. Abdul Kalam emphasised in Indomitable Spirit, prevention is the foundation of national
health; FoPL represents governance that protects citizens before disease overwhelms both families and the
State.

Analyze the strategic imperative for global guardrails on military Al. Evaluate India’s
proposal for a non-binding framework rooted in accountability, examining how it balances
technological sovereignty with the necessity of ethical international governance in a volatile
geopolitical era.

Introduction
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Artificial Intelligence is rapidly transforming warfare, with over 70 countries reportedly investing in
military Al (SIPRI, 2024). Yet global consensus remains elusive, as reflected in declining endorsements at
the REAIM Summit on military Al governance.

Strategic Imperative for Global Guardrails on Military Al

1. Al as a Dual-Use, Disruptive Technology: Military Al is inherently dual-use, powering logistics,
surveillance, and predictive maintenance while also enabling Lethal Autonomous Weapons Systems
(LAWS). This duality complicates arms control verification — unlike nuclear weapons, Al development often
overlaps with civilian R&D ecosystems. Technologies perceived as game-changing — like nuclear fission in
the 1950s — have historically resisted regulation. Al now holds similar transformative potential in ISR
(Intelligence, Surveillance, Reconnaissance), cyber operations, drone swarms, and algorithmic
command systems.

2. Speed-of-War and Escalation Risks: Al compresses decision-making timelines into machine-speed
warfare. Automated threat-detection systems along contested borders could escalate skirmishes before
political leadership intervenes. The 2010 Flash Crash in financial markets illustrates algorithmic cascade
risks. In warfare, such cascading miscalculations could prove catastrophic, especially in nuclear-armed
regions.

3. Accountability and Legal Vacuum: International Humanitarian Law (IHL) rests on principles of
distinction, proportionality, and accountability. However, Al systems often function as opaque black
boxes, raising the question: who is legally responsible for unintended civilian harm — programmer,
commander, or manufacturer? The UN Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW) has
struggled to define LAWS, leading to definitional deadlock and stalled negotiations.

4. Proliferation and Non-State Actors: Unlike nuclear technology, Al code is replicable and diffusible. The
risk of algorithmic proliferation to non-state actors, terrorist groups, or rogue militias heightens urgency for
guardrails.

Evaluating India’s Non-Binding Framework Proposal

India abstained from signing the REAIM Pathways to Action declaration, reflecting strategic caution. Its
stance rests on three pillars:

1. Technological Sovereignty and Strategic Autonomy: India operates in a volatile neighbourhood
with two nuclear-armed adversaries. Binding restrictions could curtail its emerging capabilities under
initiatives such as the IndiaAl Mission and defence Al integration programs. A legally binding regime
risks becoming an Al Non-Proliferation Treaty, freezing existing hierarchies between Al haves and
have-nots. India seeks to avoid premature constraints while building indigenous compute
infrastructure and sovereign datasets.

2. Accountability-Rooted Normative Leadership: India advocates a principle-based, non-binding
framework emphasizing: Human-in-the-loop control for lethal systems, Separation of Al from nuclear
command and control and Voluntary transparency and confidence-building measures. This mirrors
India’s historical nuclear diplomacy — supporting peaceful uses while preserving sovereign
options.

3. Gradual Norm Development: Given limited battlefield deployment of LAWS, India views a binding
treaty as premature. Instead, it proposes developing: A risk hierarchy of Al military applications,
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Voluntary incident-reporting mechanisms and Shared best practices for testing and validation. Such
soft-law instruments could crystallize into customary norms over time.

Balancing Sovereignty with Ethical Governance

1. India’s approach reflects Strategic Autonomy 2.0 — participating in global governance without
sacrificing national security.

It supports responsible Al discourse at global summits.

It refrains from rigid commitments that may constrain capability development.

It positions itself as a bridge between technologically advanced states and the Global South.

v W

This mirrors its role in nuclear diplomacy during the Cold War — advocating cooperation while
building national capacity.

Way Forward

Institutionalize mandatory human oversight in military Al doctrine.
Develop national Al testing and certification standards.

Promote a Global Al Risk Registry under UN auspices.

Engage in Track-II diplomacy to build consensus on LAWS definitions.
Guardrails must evolve alongside technology, not lag behind it.

v W

Conclusion

As President Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam reminded in India 2020, strength must be coupled with wisdom. India’s
accountability-driven framework seeks power with restraint, ensuring technology serves humanity, not
destabilizes it.

Examine India’s ‘Third Way’ for Al governance as an alternative to the market-led and
regulation-heavy global models. Evaluate how this development-centric approach balances
technological sovereignty with the institutional needs of the Global South.

Introduction

According to the IMF (2024), Al could affect 40% of global jobs, while UNCTAD flags concentration of Al
compute within a few firms. Amid this asymmetry, India’s ‘Third Way’ proposes inclusive, sovereignty-
driven Al governance.

Moving Beyond Binary Models: Market Fundamentalism vs Regulatory Maximalism

1. Market-Led Model (U.S. Approach): Innovation First: The U.S. relies largely on ex-post regulation
and private-sector leadership (e.g., OpenAl, Google DeepMind). While this accelerates frontier
innovation, it risks regulatory lag, algorithmic opacity, and labour displacement without social
safeguards.

2. Compliance-Heavy Regime (EU Al Act): Precautionary Governance: The European Union’s European
Union Al Act adopts a risk-tier classification (minimal to unacceptable risk), embedding ex-ante
conformity assessments. Though rights-protective, its high compliance costs may burden developing
economies with limited regulatory capacity.
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3. State-Centric Model (China): Centralised Algorithmic Control: China’s approach integrates Al
within state planning and cybersecurity laws, prioritising data localisation and algorithm registration.
While ensuring control, it may constrain innovation pluralism and global interoperability. India’s Third
Way emerges as a synthesis—innovation-enabling yet norm-anchored, avoiding both laissez-faire
excess and regulatory overreach.

Development-Centric Governance: Al as Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI)

1. Alfor Public Goods Delivery: India conceptualises Al as an extension of Digital Public Infrastructure
(DPI), akin to Aadhaar and UPIL Through the IndiaAl Mission and sectoral guidelines, Al deployment is
targeted at healthcare diagnostics, agricultural advisories, and education personalisation—aligning with
SDG commitments.

2. Sector-Specific, Agile Regulation: Instead of omnibus legislation, India works through existing
frameworks such as the Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 and amendments to IT Rules
mandating Al-generated content labelling. This reflects adaptive governance rather than static
codification.

3. Sandboxes and Voluntary Codes: Regulatory sandboxes encourage experimentation while
embedding accountable-by-design principles. This mirrors the RBI fintech sandbox model, balancing
innovation and oversight.

Technological Sovereignty: Strategic Autonomy in the Algorithmic Age

1. Data Sovereignty and Indigenous Models: India promotes indigenous large language models such
as BharatGen to preserve linguistic and cultural intelligence. This reduces algorithmic dependency and
mitigates vendor lock-in risks flagged by the World Bank’s Digital Development Report (2023).

2. Compute Infrastructure Democratization: Through subsidised GPU access under the IndiaAl
Mission, India attempts to counter compute colonialism, where Al power is concentrated among a handful
of Global North corporations.

3. Public-Private Partnerships (PPP Model): Unlike statist centralisation, India leverages PPPs
across the Al value chain—research labs, startups, and academia—enhancing institutional scalability
without fiscal overextension.

Institutional Relevance for the Global South

1. Context-Sensitive Governance: Many Global South states lack regulatory bandwidth for 400-page
statutes like the EU Al Act. India’s principle-based, modular framework—Trust, Fairness, Human
Oversight—offers replicability without heavy compliance infrastructure.

2. Capacity-Building Diplomacy: By hosting Al Impact Summits and advocating shared safety evaluation
frameworks, India positions itselfas a convenor among middle powers—bridging innovation asymmetries
identified by UNDP.

3. Inclusion and Multilingual AI: Initiatives like Bhashini address linguistic marginalisation, making Al
diffusion socially embedded rather than elite-centric—a crucial requirement for equitable technological
transformation.
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Critical Gaps and Normative Challenges

1. Labour Displacement and Just Transition: The ILO warns of automation-led employment
disruption. India’s framework must integrate skilling, social protection, and algorithmic impact
assessments to avoid developmental dualism.

2. Accountability and Enforcement Deficit: Voluntary codes may lack teeth without statutory backing.
Ensuring algorithmic auditability and grievance redress mechanisms remains vital.

3. Global Coordination Imperative: Al harms transcend borders; hence India’s sovereignty model must
operate within multilateral norms to prevent regulatory fragmentation.

Conclusion

As President Dr. A.P.]. Abdul Kalam emphasised in India 2020, technological power must serve national
development. India’s ‘Third Way’ embodies this ethos—strategic autonomy fused with inclusive, globally
responsible innovation.

Examine the role of internationalising higher education in developing ‘global -ready
graduates’ to curb academic migration. Evaluate how this strategy can elevate the quality of
post-secondary research and ensure a more meaningful contribution to India’s socio-
economic development.

Introduction

According to the Ministry of External Affairs, over 13.8 lakh Indian students studied abroad in 2025, reflecting
intensifying academic migration. UNESCO notes student mobility has doubled since 2000, underscoring the
urgency of systemic reform.

Academic Migration and Structural Push Factors

1. Quality Differential and Research Ecosystem Gap: A major driver of outward mobility is
perceived quality asymmetry—limited global rankings presence, inadequate research
infrastructure, and low Gross Expenditure on R&D (GERD) at ~0.7% of GDP compared to OECD
averages above 2.5%.

2. Employability and Global Credential Signalling: Degrees from institutions in the U.S,, UK,
Canada, and Germany provide global labour market signalling advantages, reinforced by
frameworks like the Washington Accord in engineering mobility.

3. (Capital Flight and Household Indebtedness: Estimates suggest billions of dollars annually flow
out as tuition and living expenses, often financed through high-value education loans, creating
private financial strain and macroeconomic leakage. Internationalisation of higher education thus
becomes a strategic intervention to address both quality and perception gaps.

Internationalisation as a Tool to Develop ‘Global-Ready Graduates’

1. Internationalisation at Home (NEP 2020 Vision): The National Education Policy 2020
emphasises embedding global perspectives within domestic curricula—credit transfers,

Created with love ® by ForumIAS- the knowledge network for civil services.
Visit academy.forumias.com for our mentor based courses.

EForum[liy




Mains Marathon Compilation February 2026

interdisciplinary modules, and Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL)—ensuring
international exposure without physical migration.

Strategic Partnerships and Transnational Education (TNE): Mechanisms such as joint
degrees, twinning programmes, and offshore campuses enable dual certification. The entry of
foreign universities in GIFT City under UGC regulations reduces the push factor for outbound
migration.

Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (ACE Model): The American Council on Education’s
comprehensive internationalisation framework stresses institutional transformation through
DE], agility, and data-driven evaluation—ensuring internationalisation is systemic, not symbolic.

Intercultural and Digital Competencies: Global-ready graduates possess intercultural
communication skills, digital fluency, and transnational problem-solving capacities—critical in a
globalised knowledge economy defined by cross-border value chains.

Elevating Research Quality and Innovation Capacity

1.

Collaborative Research Ecosystems: The establishment of the Anusandhan National Research
Foundation aims to integrate global co-funding and interdisciplinary Grand Challenge research in
Al climate science, and biotechnology.

Academia-Industry-Government Triple Helix: Drawing from Sweden’s science park model
(e.g., Lindholmen Science Park), integrating universities with innovation clusters enhances
translational research and technology commercialisation.

Benchmarking and Competition Effects: The presence of global institutions compels domestic
universities to upgrade governance, faculty recruitment standards, citation impact, and research
ethics compliance—fostering systemic quality improvement.

Knowledge Diplomacy and Soft Power: Through initiatives like Study in India and ICCR
scholarships, India can attract students from the Global South, transforming brain drain into brain
circulation and strengthening geopolitical partnerships.

Socio-Economic Contribution: From Brain Drain to Brain Gain

Innovation-Led Growth and Start-up Ecosystems: Internationalised universities act as
incubation hubs. India’s start-up ecosystem—third largest globally—benefits from globally
trained graduates who catalyse deep-tech ventures.

Human Capital Formation and Demographic Dividend: With a median age of 28, aligning
higher education with global standards ensures productive absorption of India’s youthful
workforce, reducing structural unemployment.

Regional Equity and Inclusive Access: Digital internationalisation via Open and Distance
Learning (ODL) platforms ensures rural and state universities integrate into global networks,
preventing metropolitan concentration of excellence.

Critical Evaluation and Challenges
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1. Commercialisation and Equity Concerns: Unchecked entry of foreign institutions may
exacerbate fee inflation and undermine constitutional commitments to social justice and
reservation policies.

2. Regulatory and Intellectual Property Complexities: Cross-border research collaborations
require robust IP frameworks and GDPR-compliant data-sharing agreements.

3. Infrastructure and Faculty Constraints: Internationalisation demands faculty development,
research funding expansion, and governance reforms—without which reforms risk superficiality.

Conclusion

As President Dr. S. Radhakrishnan observed, universities shape a nation’s moral and intellectual destiny.
Internationalising Indian higher education can convert migration pressures into transformative ‘brain gain’ for
a Viksit Bharat.

Evaluate the integration of Al in healthcare through the lens of patients’ rights and health
equity. Analyze how India can balance technological efficiency with the necessity of retaining
human-centric care as the backbone of its public health architecture.

Introduction

India spends nearly 2.1% of GDP on health, while out-of-pocket expenditure remains above 45% (National
Health Accounts). As Al expands in diagnostics and surveillance, rights-based integration becomes imperative.

Al in Healthcare: Promise and Practical Limits

1. Artificial Intelligence (AI) has demonstrated value in radiology, pathology, predictive analytics,
and workflow optimisation.

2. Al-enabled Clinical Decision Support Systems (CDSS) improve tuberculosis screening and diabetic
retinopathy detection in pilot projects.

3. Platforms like eSanjeevani have expanded teleconsultations to rural populations, showcasing Al-
assisted scalability.

4. However, systematic reviews in global medical journals show that algorithms performing well in
controlled trials often underperform in heterogeneous real-world contexts due to data variability
and contextual complexity.

Patients’ Rights in the Algorithmic Era

A rights-based framework requires reinterpreting healthcare obligations under Article 21 (Right to Life and
Health).

1. Algorithmic Transparency and Explainability: Deep learning systems often operate as black
boxes. Patients must know when Al informs diagnosis or triage decisions. The principle of
Explainable Al (XAI) becomes central to informed consent and medical accountability.

Created with love ® by ForumIAS- the knowledge network for civil services.
Visit academy.forumias.com for our mentor based courses.

EForum[liy




Mains Marathon Compilation February 2026

Data Sovereignty and Privacy Protection: The Digital Personal Data Protection Act 2023
categorises health data as sensitive personal data. Data fiduciaries must ensure anonymisation,
purpose limitation, and revocable consent—preventing digital extractivism where private
platforms monetise patient data without proportional public benefit.

Right to Human Review and Non-Exclusion: No patient should be denied care for opting out of
Al-mediated pathways. International bioethics standards emphasise human-in-the-loop
safeguards for life-critical decisions.

Al and Health Equity: Bridging or Deepening Divides

1.

Addressing Rural-Urban Disparities: Al-enabled screening tools can empower ASHA workers
and primary health centres in underserved districts, mitigating specialist shortages (doctor-
population ratio ~1:834 as per WHO benchmark alignment).

Mitigating Algorithmic Bias: If models are trained predominantly on urban, digitised datasets,
they risk reinforcing caste, gender, and regional inequities—violating Article 14 (Equality).
Mandatory bias audits and representative datasets are essential to avoid discriminatory outputs.

Language and Accessibility Inclusion: Multilingual Al interfaces can democratise access,
ensuring comprehension among diverse populations rather than privileging English-speaking
urban elites. Yet, equity concerns arise if Al deployment favours tertiary private hospitals over
strengthening public primary healthcare under Ayushman Bharat and Health and Wellness
Centres.

Political Economy and the Risk of Techno-Solutionism

1.

Al integration occurs within broader structural constraints: underinvestment in public health,
workforce shortages, and regulatory gaps. Overreliance on commercial platforms risks
corporatisation and elite capture of care.

If publicly funded datasets and digital infrastructure generate proprietary algorithms for private
gain, distributive justice concerns emerge. Al must be treated as a Digital Public Good, not merely
a profit-maximising platform.

Human-Centric Care as the Backbone

Healthcare transcends pattern recognition; it involves empathy, ethical judgement, and contextual
understanding.

1.

Augmentation, Not Substitution: Al can reduce administrative burdens—voice-to-text
documentation, automated triage, epidemiological forecasting—freeing physicians for relational
care.

Labour Impact Safeguards: Approval of Al tools should include workforce impact assessments,
ensuring no arbitrary displacement or algorithmic surveillance of frontline workers such as
ASHAs.
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3. Institutionalising Accountability: Centres of Excellence in Al-health research (e.g., AIIMS
initiatives) must embed ethical review boards, audit trails, and grievance redress mechanisms.

Balancing Efficiency with Ethical Governance
India can adopt a Public Health Systems Approach by:
1. Mandating explainability and bias audits.

2.  Ensuring Al-supported services remain free at point of use within public systems.

w

Strengthening primary healthcare infrastructure before scaling high-end AL

4. Embedding community participation in digital health governance.

5. Such measures reconcile technological efficiency with constitutional morality and social justice.
Conclusion

As Mahatma Gandhi reminded, ‘The best way to find yourself is to lose yourself in the service of others.” Al in
healthcare must remain a servant of human dignity, not its substitute.

Examine the role of Gen Z’s digital activism and episodic protests in countering global
democratic backsliding. Evaluate the efficacy of this decentralized engagement in
challenging authoritarianism and fostering sustainable, accountable governance in a
technologically mediated political landscape.

Introduction

According to the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Report 2024, over 70% of the world’s population lives
under autocratising regimes. Amid this democratic recession, Generation Z has emerged as a digitally
empowered counter-public.

Democratic Backsliding and the Rise of Digital Native Politics

1. Context of Democratic Erosion: Reports by International IDEA and Freedom House highlight
shrinking civic spaces, weakened institutional checks, and concentration of executive power.
Traditional opposition parties and civil society groups often struggle under surveillance regimes
and restrictive laws.

2. Emergence of Gen Z as a Political Subject: Generation Z (born 1997-2012), raised in a hyper-
connected ecosystem, engages politics through networked individualism. Unlike earlier
ideological mobilisations such as Occupy Wall Street (2011) or the Arab Spring, Gen Z
activism is fluid, decentralised, and digitally mediated.

Anatomy of Gen Z’s Digital Activism
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1. Leaderless and Decentralised Mobilisation: Gen Z protests in Bangladesh (2024) and Nepal
(2025) illustrate horizontal movements coordinated via encrypted platforms. This structure
reduces vulnerability to state repression targeting singular leaders.

2. Episodic and Issue-Centric Engagement: Their mobilisation is often burst-mode activism —
intense, short-lived protests triggered by corruption scandals, institutional opacity, or perceived
injustice. Climate strikes inspired by Greta Thunberg demonstrate transnational solidarity
without rigid partisan affiliation.

3. Transnational Digital Public Sphere: Social media creates what scholars call a networked
counter-public, enabling real-time circulation of grievances across borders. Viral documentation
of state excess delegitimises authoritarian narratives.

Digital Tools as Democratic ‘Shield and Sword’

1. Mobilisation and Information Verification (Sword): Open-Source Intelligence (OSINT),
livestreaming, and citizen journalism expose corruption and human rights violations, eroding regime
legitimacy.

2. Circumventing Censorship (Shield): Gen Z’s digital literacy enables use of VPNs, encryption, and
algorithmic evasion tactics, challenging state-controlled media monopolies. However, this also triggers a digital
arms race, where governments deploy Al-based surveillance and predictive policing to pre-empt dissent.

Evaluating the Efficacy of Episodic Engagement

1. Strengths: Agility and Moral Visibility: Decentralised protests are adaptive and resilient. They
rapidly mobilise collective outrage and reshape public discourse. Even when short-lived, they generate
normative pressure on regimes.

2. Limitations: Institutional Sustainability Gap: Critics highlight the slacktivism dilemma — online
engagement without durable organisational infrastructure. Unlike sustained movements such as India’s
farmers’ protest (2020-24), episodic protests may struggle to convert street energy into legislative reform.
Policy transformation requires bridging the protest-to-policy gap — drafting reforms, institutional
negotiation, and electoral participation.

Psychological and Sociological Dimensions
1. Gen Z combines radical individualism with reduced prejudice and greater openness to diversity.

2 Exposure to therapy culture and mental health awareness reflects a politics of introspection. Yet
economic precarity and job-market anxiety generate fragmented engagement.

3. Market-driven identity formation and consumer culture complicate their political ethos — digital
dignity sometimes substitutes structural equality.

Democratic Renewal or Fragmented Resistance?
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1. For Gen Z activism to foster accountable governance: Digital rights (privacy, access) must be
institutionalised as democratic rights. Civic education should integrate digital literacy with constitutional
values.

2. Youth participation must transition from networked protest to structured political engagement —
party reform, local governance, and policy drafting.

3. Democracy in a technologically mediated landscape requires institutions to adapt to horizontal power
structures rather than suppress them.

Conclusion

As Dr. B.R. Ambedkar warned in his Constituent Assembly speech, democracy is not merely a form of
government but a mode of associated living. Gen Z must convert digital dissent into durable democratic
institutions.

Examine the Pax Silica declaration as the formalization of the India-US strategic technology
bloc. Evaluate how the transition from bilateral initiatives like iCET to this cohesive
framework secures India’s interests in the global semiconductor and Al landscape.

Introduction

According to the Semiconductor Industry Association (2024), 75% of global chip fabrication capacity is
concentrated in East Asia. Amid rising techno-nationalism, the 2026 Pax Silica declaration
institutionalizes India-US strategic convergence in critical technologies.

Pax Silica: Institutionalising the Strategic Technology Bloc

1. From Bilateralism to Bloc Politics: The US-India Initiative on Critical and Emerging Technology
(iCET) (2023) laid the groundwork for cooperation in Al, quantum, semiconductors, and defense innovation.
Pax Silica (2026) transforms these sectoral engagements into a structured techno-strategic coalition
alongside the U.S., UK, Japan, and South Korea.

2. Securitisation of Technology: Drawing from the U.S. CHIPS and Science Act (2022) and export
controls on sub-7nm chips to China, Pax Silica reflects the fusion of economic security with national
security. Critical and Emerging Technologies (CETs) are now viewed as dual-use assets shaping both GDP
growth and military deterrence.

38 The ‘Silicon Stack’ Doctrine: Pax Silica conceptualizes the technology ecosystem end-to-end—from
critical minerals to fabrication (fabs) to Al foundation models—creating a trusted supply-chain
architecture.

Securing India’s Interests in the Semiconductor Landscape

1. Critical Minerals and Upstream Security: India’s National Critical Mineral Mission (2025) and
lithium discoveries in Jammu & Kashmir align with Pax Silica’s mineralresilience agenda. The International
Energy Agency (IEA) warns that demand for lithium may grow 40-fold by 2040. Participation ensures
diversified sourcing beyond Chinese refining dominance (60-70%).
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2. Fab Integration and Manufacturing Ecosystem: Through the India Semiconductor Mission 2.0
and incentives worth $10 billion, India aims to build fabrication capacity. Pax Silica integrates these efforts
into a trusted industrial base, linking Indian fabs with U.S. firms like Micron and Applied Materials. This reduces
overdependence on the First Island Chain (Taiwan-South Korea belt) and enhances supply-chain
redundancy—an imperative highlighted after COVID-19 disruptions.

3. Human Capital as Strategic Leverage: India contributes nearly 20% of the global semiconductor
design workforce (SIA Report). Within Pax Silica, this transforms from service outsourcing to strategic
leverage, embedding India into standard-setting and R&D ecosystems.

Commanding Heights of Al: Securing the Algorithmic Frontier

1. Al Governance and Standards Leadership: Pax Silica ensures India’s role as arule-makerin Al safety
norms, export controls, and trusted hardware protocols. This complements the IndiaAl Mission (2024) and
aligns with OECD Al Principles.

2. Countering Digital Authoritarianism: The framework acts as a normative counterweight to China’s
Pax Sinica model of state-led digital control. By anchoring Al in democratic governance, it safeguards open
digital ecosystems.

3. Data and Compute Sovereignty: Access to advanced GPUs, cloud compute, and model training
infrastructure prevents India from technological marginalisation. As compute power becomes national
power, integration protects India’s Al competitiveness.

Strategic Geometry and Geopolitical Leverage
1. India’s continental positioning offers a secure anchor outside immediate Pacific flashpoints.

2. As QUAD cooperation deepens, Pax Silica complements Indo-Pacific strategy by embedding
technology into strategic deterrence architecture.

3. This marks a philosophical shift: from non-alignment to multi-alignment with purpose. Economic
interdependence is now viewed as a shield against coercive supply-chain weaponisation.

Risks and Strategic Autonomy Concerns

1. The ‘Silicon Curtain’ Risk: Bloc formation may intensify techno-bifurcation, compelling India into
zero-sum alignment with China.

2. Vendor Lock-In and Atmanirbharta: Overdependence on U.S. intellectual property or equipment
couldlimitindigenous innovation. Strategic autonomy requires parallel coalitions (EU, ASEAN) and domestic
R&D investments (2.5% of GDP target).

3. Trade and Regulatory Adjustments: Aligning with U.S.-style export controls may constrain India’s
traditional protectionist startup ecosystem, demanding calibrated regulatory reforms.

Conclusion
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As President Dr. A.P.]. Abdul Kalam wrote in India 2020, technological self-reliance is the foundation of strategic
sovereignty. Pax Silica must empower India’s rise, not substitute autonomy with alignment.

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.

34 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 0il 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
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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
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.
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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

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
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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

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.

W

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.J. 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.
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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

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.
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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

1. Protection of Indigenous Identity: Tribal leaders argue that patrilineal inheritance prevents land
alienation to non-tribals through marriage, safeguarding collective landholding systems. Inregions 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.
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Institutional Barriers: Structural Deficits in Mental Healthcare Delivery

1. Human Resource Scarcity and Skewed Infrastructure: India has fewer than 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
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
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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-1l and rural areas.

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
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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.

3. New Geopolitical Architecture: The Abraham Accords reshaped regional alignments, normalising
Israel’srelations with several Arab states. India’s participationin 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
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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

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.
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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.

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.
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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
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.
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EPR Enforcement Weak monitoring of collection-to-recycling ratios.

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.
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HPV Drive in the Era of Global Vaccine Hesitancy

1.

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.
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Cold-Chain Integrity Heatwaves (2024-25) exposed infrastructure vulnerabilities.
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 Chief Justice 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.
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3. Articles 50 & 121: Separation of judiciary from executive; restriction on parliamentary discussion of
judicial conduct.
4. Power ofjudicial review (Articles 32 & 226).

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.

Created with love ® by ForumIAS- the knowledge network for civil services.
Visit academy.forumias.com for our mentor based courses.

EForum[liy




Mains Marathon Compilation February 2026

Comparative Perspectives

United Kingdom: Judicial Appointments Commission ensures transparent, merit-based selection.
United States: Judicial Councils investigate misconduct complaints.

Australia (NSW): Independent Judicial Commission handles grievances.

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 1 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
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1. India’s urban population is projected to exceed 600 million by 2036 (NITI Aayog estimates). Yet cities
face:

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, JNNURM, 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 X4 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-II/III cities.

e (reative 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/IlI 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).
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3. Rurban Convergence: Linkages with Shyama Prasad Mukherji Rurban Mission promote peri-
urban infrastructure, reducing migration pressure.

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 won e

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
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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.

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.

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).
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2. 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.

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.
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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.

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
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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.

3. Maritime Doctrine and Naval Preparedness: India’s aspiration to be a Net Security Provider in the I[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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