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A Letter from the Editor
Why this magazine exists, and how it is meant to be read

This magazine begins with an admission rather than a promise. The Civil Services Examination is not, in the end, a test of 
how much you have collected. Our own reading of the last decade's papers is that well over sixty per cent of what this  
examination actually asks — across the General Studies papers, the essay and the interview — is not a fact you can look 
up. It is a critical issue: a live public problem with competing interests inside it, on which you are expected to have 
thought, weighed, and arrived somewhere. The candidate who has memorised a thousand facts and thought about none 
of them is the candidate who writes four hundred marks and cannot understand why.

That is the whole reason this magazine exists in the form it does. Every story here is turned into a study card that does the 
thinking work with you and not for you: what happened, which line of the syllabus it sits on, why the examiner keeps  
returning to this theme, the handful of facts that could actually decide a Prelims option, an analysis broken into named  
points so the argument can be read from the headings alone, a Mains question in the exam's own phrasing, a model  
approach to it — and then the question a District Magistrate or a Joint Secretary would actually have to answer on this  
very issue. That last part is the one most compilations leave out, and it is the one the examination is really testing.

The second reason is simpler and harder. Too many capable candidates fall behind for reasons that have nothing to do  
with ability. They do not know which sources matter. They cannot reach the good material, or cannot pay for it. They 
study in Hindi and find that the honest, current, well-organised version of a topic exists only in English. We have seen this, 
and we do not accept it as the natural order of things. Nothing in UPSC Darpan is behind a payment, and nothing assumes 
a coaching class. Whatever we read each morning — the newspapers, PIB, PRS, the court's own record, the research  
journals — is read once, properly, and handed on in full. No aspirant should be left behind because of where they were  
born, what their family earns, or which language they think in.

The third reason is the one we do not say out loud very often. The kind of officer this examination is supposed to produce 
was described long ago in Mussoorie, and the description has not improved since: a Karma Yogi, a civil servant whose soul 
is  suffused  with  the  principles  of  Ability,  Anonymity  and  Austerity.  Ability,  because  good intentions  administered 
incompetently still hurt people. Anonymity, because the officer whose name is in the newspaper every week is usually not 
the officer whose district is working. Austerity, because the distance between the officer's life and the citizen's life is  
exactly the distance at which empathy fails. We are not there. But that is the standard this magazine is trying to be worth, 
and the standard we are asking you to prepare against — not the cut-off.

So read it slowly. Do not try to finish it. Take three cards, understand them to the point where you could argue either side, 
and write one answer. That is a better morning than reading all twenty-five and remembering none. And when you sit in 
that room, remember what you are actually being selected for.

— The Editor
UPSC Darpan · 28 September 2026

We want to become the Mussoorie-wala Karma Yogi — a civil servant whose soul is suffused with the principles of 
Ability, Anonymity and Austerity. And we shall become, my man.
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Our Inspiration
Our inspiration, and the reason this initiative exists

Rakesh Verma Sir
Indian Administrative Service, 1981 batch

Every initiative has a person standing behind it who never asked to be named. Ours is Rakesh Verma sir — an IAS officer of 
the 1981 batch, who spent a career inside the administration and then, after retiring from it, went back to the classroom 
to teach the next set of officers. What he gave us was not a strategy. It was a way of looking at the work.

WHAT HE TAUGHT US

1.    — सेवा परमो धर्मः  service is the highest duty, and it is a duty, not a favour — He would not let the word 'service' stay 
decorative. A civil servant does not confer a benefit on a citizen; the citizen is entitled, and the officer is discharging an 
obligation. Once you accept that, the tone of an office changes — the file moves because someone is waiting on the other 
side of it, not because a note demanded it.

2. The Mussoorie-wala Karma Yogi: Ability, Anonymity, Austerity — Ability, because good intentions administered 
incompetently still hurt people. Anonymity, because the officer whose name is in the newspaper every week is usually not 
the officer whose district is working. Austerity, because the distance between the officer's life and the citizen's life is the 
distance at which empathy fails. He taught these three as one instruction, not three virtues to be picked from.

3. Begin with the last person, not the average person — His constant test for any scheme, any circular, any decision: what 
happens to the person at the end of the line — the one with no documentation, no connection, no way to complain, and 
no idea the scheme exists. A policy that works for the median citizen and fails the last one has not worked. It has only been 
measured generously.

4. Reach the last mile, because the last mile is where the state actually is — Delivery, he insisted, is not the boring part that 
follows policy; it is the policy. The budget line means nothing until the money reaches the panchayat, the entitlement 
means nothing until the beneficiary is on the list, and the list means nothing if the person who was left out has no way back 
onto it. He made us look at the exclusion errors, not the coverage numbers.

5. Understand the system before you criticise it — He had no patience for the easy cynicism aspirants pick up online. Learn 
how a file actually moves, who signs, where the discretion sits, what the officer on the spot is trading off. Criticism that 
comes after that understanding is worth something; criticism that replaces it is noise — and it writes a shallow answer, too.

6. Karma yoga at the desk: do the work, stay with the work — He taught the Gita's instruction as an administrator's working 
rule, not as a sermon. You control the effort and the honesty; you do not control the transfer order, the posting, the 
recognition or the result. An officer who needs the outcome to feel the work was worth it will not last a career. Nor will an 
aspirant who needs the result to justify the year.

7. Teach what you know, to whoever cannot pay for it — The clearest thing he did was the simplest: after a full career, he 
went back and taught. Not to a selected batch that could afford it — to whoever turned up. That is where this initiative 
came from. The idea that good preparation material should not be a function of what a family can spend is not our idea; it 
is his.
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We are not his equals and this is not his page. It is the receipt for something we were given for free, by a man who spent  
forty years serving the country and then spent his retirement teaching other people how to do it properly.    सेवा परमो धर्मः
— and we shall become.
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Quotes of the Day
Carry one into the introduction of an essay — not into every paragraph. Each is quoted from a documented source, so it can 
be attributed with confidence.

“The will of the people shall be the basis of the authority of government; this will shall be expressed in 
periodic and genuine elections which shall be by universal and equal suffrage and shall be held by secret vote 
or by equivalent free voting procedures.”

— United Nations General Assembly  ·  Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), Article 21(3)
Use in: The vote as a right (today’s case of 97 Goa voters dropped from the roll because ECINet software would not let officers undo an 
error, which has revived the argument that voting should be a fundamental right rather than the statutory right Kuldip Nayar (2006) 
called it). Use it in GS2 answers on Article 326, the RPA 1950 and roll revision, and in essays on democracy: an election is “genuine” only 
if the people entitled to vote are actually on the roll, so a wrongful deletion is not a clerical slip but a loss of the franchise. Argue for 
notice and a hearing before any deletion, an audit trail for software decisions, and a quick remedy that restores a name before polling 
day.

“Holders of public office should act and take decisions in an open and transparent manner. Information 
should not be withheld from the public unless there are clear and lawful reasons for so doing.”

— Committee on Standards in Public Life (United Kingdom)  ·  The Seven Principles of Public Life (the ‘Nolan Principles’), principle 
of Openness; first set out in the Committee’s First Report, 1995, wording as revised in 2013
Use in: Conscience and secrecy in public office (today’s ethics case of a member who finds a decision issued in their name without them, 
set against Ashok Lavasa’s argument that officials should act in “favour” of the weak and “fear” of their conscience; also the unpublished 
Justice Chauhan inquiry report on the Leh firing, and Tamil Nadu’s withdrawal within a week of an order exempting its Law and Order 
Department from the RTI Act). Use it in GS4 answers on probity, the oath of secrecy and whistle-blowing, and in GS2 answers on 
transparency: secrecy needs a stated, lawful reason, not a default. Pair it with the Second ARC’s report on Ethics in Governance (2007) 
and the RTI Act, 2005.

“The green revolution has won a temporary success in man’s war against hunger and deprivation; it has 
given man a breathing space.”

— Norman E. Borlaug  ·  Nobel Peace Prize lecture, “The Green Revolution, Peace, and Humanity”, Oslo, 11 December 1970
Use in: Monoculture and resilience (today’s release of the red-rot-resistant cane Co-20016 after Co-0238, planted on most of Uttar 
Pradesh’s cane area, lost its resistance and UP’s sugar output fell from 126.4 to 89.5 lakh tonnes between 2019–20 and 2025–26). Use it 
in GS3 answers on cropping patterns and agricultural research, and in essays on uniformity and diversity: even the father of the high-
yielding varieties called their success temporary. Argue for a varietal replacement plan so that no single variety dominates a region, 
faster seed multiplication, pathogen surveillance, and crop diversification towards millets and pulses in a deficient-monsoon year.
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Everything in today's edition, card by card.
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How to use this magazine — each story is a study card: what happened (The News), the syllabus topic it sits on (Static 
Linkage), why examiners return to this theme (Trend), the facts that could decide a Prelims option (Prelims Nuggets), a point-
wise Analysis, a Mains question in the exam's own phrasing with a Model Approach, and the questions a District Magistrate 
or Joint Secretary would actually face on it. Every long field is broken into numbered points with its own heading, so the 
argument reads from the headings alone. Where a story works through a sequence of effects, the whole chain is given in one 
line before the points explain each link.
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1. Polity & Governance

Every story today turns on the same weakness: rights that live in statutes, rules and orders can be narrowed by whoever  
holds the pen, or the software. Ninety-seven Goa voters lost their names because a program would not let officers undo 
a mistake; a rule amendment quietly widened what a candidate must disclose; a State tried to put a whole police-
accountability department beyond the RTI Act by one notification; a House has been left adjourned but not prorogued 
for 46 days; and a court direction written for missing children now binds the police in the case of every missing adult. 
The lesson for an aspirant is that in Indian public law the level at which a right sits — Constitution, Act, rule or circular 
— decides how safe it is.

1.1  Goa’s 97 Voters Dropped by ECINet Software Revive the Case for Making Voting a 
Fundamental Right

THE NEWS  New Delhi. The Hindu’s ‘Letter & Spirit’ page on Monday, September 28, asks whether the ‘right to vote’ should 
be raised from a statutory right to a fundamental one. Earlier cards (September 23–26) covered the internal dissent in the 
Election Commission (EC); what is new today is the doctrinal argument and the software. The author, New Delhi lawyer 
Kartikey Singh, builds on an Indian Express report of September 23 that Election Commissioners Sukhbir Singh Sandhu and 
Vivek Joshi recorded 14 objections over 10 months against Chief Election Commissioner (CEC) Gyanesh Kumar. The same 
report found that 97 eligible voters in Goa were dropped from the rolls because the centralised ECINet software denied 
Electoral Registration Officers (EROs) — the officers who prepare and revise each constituency’s roll — the authority to 
reverse erroneous deletions. The EROs reportedly flagged the anomalies to the Commission by email, but the names were 
not restored. The harm goes beyond the ballot: the Goa Mediclaim Scheme, which pays for dialysis, angioplasty, open-
heart surgery, transplants, chemotherapy and cochlear implants, is available only to State voters. Singh recalls that Kuldip 
Nayar v. Union of India (2006) held the ‘right to elect’ statutory under Section 62 of the Representation of the People Act 
(RPA), 1951, and that in Anoop Baranwal (2023) Justice Ajay Rastogi dissented, linking it to Articles 19(1)(a) and 21. Courts, 
he notes, have forgiven roll errors unless they “materially affected” a result; Goa is instead “a systemic failure baked into 
the software’s design”. On Saturday the EC promised agendas before meetings, minutes afterwards, its approval for 
officers’ foreign trips, a “special drive” by EROs, a review of ECINet and visits by booth-level officers to electors who got 
notices. Congress’s Jairam Ramesh called this “damage control”, said a review of the software’s legal compliance admitted 
doubt about its legality, and said nearly 14 crore deleted voters were being asked to apply afresh; CPI(M) MP John Brittas 
asked how a mandatory declaration could be added to Form 6 through an online portal without amending the Registration 
of Electors Rules, 1960. Over 2,000 citizens have asked Chief Justice Surya Kant for suo motu proceedings and an 
independent ECINet audit. The Hindu’s editorial puts removals from draft rolls at over 13 crore and seeks an EC chosen by 
a panel without a government majority; The Economic Times says the 2026-27 Summary Special Revision, the annual roll 
update followed since 1958, missed its May-June window, stalling enrolment of new 18-year-olds. The syllabus link is GS2: 
the Representation of People’s Act, constitutional bodies and fundamental rights.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

Constituent Assembly keeps the franchise out of Part III and places it in Article 326 → Parliament gives it statutory form 
in the RPA 1950 and 1951, and Kuldip Nayar (2006) calls it a statutory right → roll revision is centralised through the SIR 
and the ECINet software, which takes the power to undo deletions away from EROs → 97 eligible Goa voters are 
dropped and cannot be restored by the officer the law designates → the EC’s internal dissent becomes public and the 
doctrinal question reopens

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. Article 326 guarantees adult suffrage, but the machinery is statutory — Article 326 
provides that elections to the Lok Sabha and State Assemblies shall be on the basis of 
adult suffrage, so every citizen of the qualifying age who is not disqualified under the 
Constitution or a law on grounds such as non-residence, unsoundness of mind, crime 
or corrupt practice is entitled to be registered. The voting age was lowered from 21 to 
18 by the Sixty-first Amendment Act, 1988. Article 325 bars exclusion from a roll on 
grounds only of religion, race, caste or sex, and requires one general roll for each 
constituency. Articles 327 and 328 let Parliament and State legislatures make laws on 
elections, including the preparation of rolls. The constitutional promise is therefore 
complete only when read with the RPA.
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2. The RPA 1950 governs the roll; the RPA 1951 governs the vote — The Representation 
of the People Act, 1950 provides for Chief Electoral Officers and EROs, sets the 
conditions of registration (Section 19: age 18 and ‘ordinarily resident’ in the 
constituency), and lets the ERO prepare and revise the roll (Section 21). Section 22 
allows the ERO to correct or delete an entry, but a deletion must follow a reasonable 
opportunity of being heard, and Section 24 provides appeals. Since the Election Laws 
(Amendment) Act, 2021 a person can enrol on any of four qualifying dates a year — 
January 1, April 1, July 1 and October 1. The RPA 1951 regulates the conduct of 
elections; its Section 62 says every person on the roll is entitled to vote unless 
disqualified. The Registration of Electors Rules, 1960 prescribe Form 6 for inclusion, 
Form 7 for objection or deletion and Form 8 for correction.

3. The Supreme Court has never settled the nature of the right cleanly — In PUCL v. 
Union of India (2003) the Court treated the right to vote as statutory but held that the 
voter’s freedom of expression in casting the vote is part of Article 19(1)(a), which 
grounded the right to know candidates’ antecedents. Kuldip Nayar v. Union of India 
(2006), a five-judge Bench upholding open ballot in Rajya Sabha polls, called the rights 
to vote and contest ‘pure and simple’ statutory rights. In PUCL v. Union of India (2013) 
the Court directed the ‘None of the Above’ (NOTA) option, again tying the act of voting 
to free expression. Rajbala v. State of Haryana (2015) described it as a constitutional 
right, but a smaller Bench cannot override a larger one, so Kuldip Nayar prevails.

4. Article 324 gives the EC superintendence, and courts read it as a reserve of power — 
Article 324 vests the superintendence, direction and control of the preparation of 
electoral rolls and the conduct of elections in the Election Commission. In Mohinder 
Singh Gill v. Chief Election Commissioner (1978) the Court described this as a reservoir 
of power to act where the law is silent, but not against the law. Article 329(b) bars 
challenges to an election except by an election petition. The Chief Election 
Commissioner and Other Election Commissioners (Appointment, Conditions of Service 
and Term of Office) Act, 2023 governs appointments and, as The Hindu’s writer notes, 
the Commission’s transaction of business, with a majority deciding where members 
differ.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. GS2 asks about the EC’s independence and the integrity of rolls every few years — 
The syllabus names the ‘Representation of People’s Act’ and ‘appointment to various 
constitutional posts, powers, functions and responsibilities of various constitutional 
bodies’. Mains has asked about the EC’s role in free and fair elections and about 
simultaneous elections. The present episode adds a new dimension — accountability 
of an algorithm — which is exactly the kind of fresh case examiners like to attach to an 
old topic.

2. Prelims tests the source of rights and who does what on the roll — Prelims regularly 
asks whether a right is fundamental, constitutional or statutory (voting, property, 
contesting elections), which Article provides adult suffrage, and which officer or Act 
governs the roll. Expect statements testing that the ERO, not the EC’s headquarters, is 
the statutory authority for correction under the RPA 1950, and that Section 62 of the 
RPA 1951 is the source of the right to vote.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● Article 326 of the Constitution provides that elections to the Lok Sabha and the 
State Legislative Assemblies shall be on the basis of adult suffrage.

● The voting age was reduced from 21 years to 18 years by the Constitution (Sixty-
first Amendment) Act, 1988.

● Under Section 19 of the Representation of the People Act, 1950, a person aged 
18 or above who is ordinarily resident in a constituency and not disqualified is 
entitled to be registered in its electoral roll.
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● Section 62 of the Representation of the People Act, 1951 provides the right to 
vote to every person entered in the electoral roll of a constituency, subject to 
the disqualifications in the Act.

● In Kuldip Nayar v. Union of India (2006), a five-judge Bench of the Supreme 
Court held that the right to vote is a statutory right.

● Article 325 provides for one general electoral roll for every territorial 
constituency and bars exclusion from it on grounds only of religion, race, caste 
or sex.

● Article 324 vests the superintendence, direction and control of the preparation 
of electoral rolls and the conduct of elections in the Election Commission of 
India.

ANALYSIS 1. The Goa case shows that code can overrule statute without anyone amending it — 
The RPA 1950 places the power and duty to correct the roll on the ERO, a named 
statutory officer, and requires a hearing before deletion. If ECINet is built so that only a 
central user can reverse a deletion, the software has redistributed a statutory power 
without Parliament’s consent. That is a legal problem, not just a technical one, because 
the officer the law holds accountable is left powerless. Mr. Brittas’s question about 
adding a declaration to Form 6 through the online portal raises the same issue from 
the other side: a form prescribed by rules is being changed by a web page. The EC’s 
promise to review ECINet’s ‘compliance with existing laws’ is a quiet admission that 
design decisions now need legal audit before they go live.

2. Fundamental-right status would change the standard of review more than the 
outcome — The practical difference between a statutory and a fundamental right is 
the test a court applies. A statutory right can be regulated by any law within legislative 
competence; a fundamental right can be restricted only on stated grounds and must 
pass proportionality review, as the Court has applied since Puttaswamy (2017). Under 
that standard, a centralised deletion system would have to show a legitimate aim, a 
rational connection, the absence of a less restrictive option and a fair balance — and 
an option that let EROs correct errors plainly existed. The counter-view is that voting 
already enjoys strong protection through Articles 325 and 326 and the basic-structure 
status of free and fair elections, so relabelling it adds little. Both sides agree the 
‘substantial versus isolated error’ test is inadequate when the error is systemic by 
design.

3. A constitutional amendment is not the only route; a larger Bench is a cheaper one — 
Moving voting into Part III by amendment is politically improbable and would take 
years. A seven-judge Bench revisiting Kuldip Nayar, as the Hindu writer suggests, could 
hold that the right flows from Article 326 read with Article 19(1)(a), building on PUCL 
(2003 and 2013) and the Rastogi dissent. That would not stop the EC from purging 
rolls, but it would require every purge method, including software, to meet a 
demanding test. The risk is that courts become roll managers, which is why any such 
ruling should set standards — notice, hearing, a reasoned order, a restoration route — 
rather than supervise individual deletions.

4. The Mediclaim link shows how the roll has become an identity register — When State 
welfare schemes use the electoral roll to prove residence, a wrongful deletion also cuts 
off healthcare. This is a governance drift: the roll was designed to count voters, not to 
decide entitlements. Linking the two means an error in one system cascades into 
another, and the citizen must fight two bureaucracies. States should use independent 
residence proof for schemes, and the EC should treat deletions as having 
consequences beyond polling day.

5. The first-time-voter lapse is the quieter but wider harm — The Economic Times’s 
point is that while attention has gone to deletions, the annual Summary Special 
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Revision that brings in new 18-year-olds was not announced for 2026-27. Four 
qualifying dates were meant to let young people enrol throughout the year; a stalled 
revision defeats that reform. Mr. Ramesh claims the annual revision has been frozen 
since 2024, which the EC has not answered in the papers. Exclusion by omission is 
harder to see than exclusion by deletion, but for a young electorate it may affect more 
people.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“The right to vote in India is a statutory right resting on a constitutional foundation.” In 
the light of recent disputes over electoral-roll revision and centralised software, critically 
examine whether the right to vote should be recognised as a fundamental right. (15 
marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Cite Article 326 and Section 62 of the RPA 1951, and state the Kuldip 
Nayar (2006) holding that the right is statutory. Mention the Goa case of 97 voters 
whose deletions EROs could not reverse because of ECINet.

2. Body — the doctrinal position — Trace PUCL (2003) and PUCL (2013) linking the act of 
voting to Article 19(1)(a), Kuldip Nayar (2006), Rajbala (2015) and the Rastogi dissent in 
Anoop Baranwal (2023). Explain why the larger-Bench ruling holds.

3. Body — the case for elevation — Argue that statutory status lets rules, circulars and 
software narrow the right; that courts forgive errors unless they change results; and 
that fundamental-right status would bring proportionality review. Use the Goa 
Mediclaim link and the stalled revision for new voters as illustrations.

4. Body — the case against, and alternatives — Note that Articles 325-326 and basic 
structure already protect elections, that an amendment is hard, and that courts cannot 
run rolls. Offer alternatives: a larger Bench, statutory hearing and restoration rights, a 
legal audit of ECINet, and restoration of EROs’ powers.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that the label matters less than the standard of review, and 
that whatever the label, a citizen should never lose the vote because a program would 
not let an officer correct an error.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. You are an ERO in Goa. You find eligible voters deleted and the software will not let 
you restore them. What do you do?

Approach: I would record each case in writing, with the evidence of eligibility, and send 
it to the District Election Officer and the Chief Electoral Officer, not just by email but by 
a formal letter that creates a file. I would advise the affected persons to file Form 6 at 
once and, where the roll is final, help them with an appeal under Section 24 of the RPA 
1950. I would ask that the scheme departments not cut benefits pending restoration. 
My statutory duty under Section 22 does not disappear because the software is badly 
designed.

Q2. As Secretary in the EC, how would you make ECINet legally accountable?
Approach: Every function in the software should be mapped to the provision of the 
RPA 1950 or the Registration of Electors Rules that authorises it, and to the officer who 
holds that power. Any change to a statutory form must go through a rule amendment 
before it appears online. I would publish an audit trail for deletions and commission an 
independent legal and security audit. Software should implement the law, not rewrite 
it.

Q3. An interview board asks: is it wise to make voting a fundamental right when rolls 
contain so many duplicates and dead voters?

Approach: Purifying the roll and protecting the voter are not opposites; both serve free 
and fair elections. A fundamental right would still allow deletion of ineligible names, 
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but only by a fair, individual and reasoned process. The real risk to integrity is a process 
that removes genuine voters on a mass scale, because that is harder to detect than a 
duplicate. So a higher standard of protection is compatible with a clean roll.

1.2  Meenakshi Natarajan Case Asks Whether Form 26’s 2018 Amendment Exceeds 
Section 33A of the RP Act

THE NEWS  New Delhi. An opinion article in The Hindu on Monday, September 28, by Vanshaj Azad, an advocate who works 
as a Law Clerk-cum-Research Associate at the Supreme Court, examines a gap between an election statute and the rule 
made under it. On June 12, the Supreme Court dismissed a petition by Congress leader Meenakshi Natarajan challenging a 
Returning Officer’s decision to reject her nomination for the Rajya Sabha election from Madhya Pradesh. A Returning 
Officer is the official who conducts the poll in a constituency and scrutinises nomination papers. He held that she had failed 
to disclose, in her Form 26 affidavit, a pending criminal complaint against her, and had thereby suppressed material 
information. The complaint, instituted in 2025, alleged that she failed to take appropriate action against a party leader 
accused of misconduct. After Union of India v. Association for Democratic Reforms (2002), which held that mandatory 
disclosure advanced voters’ right to an informed choice, Parliament in 2002 inserted Section 33A into the Representation 
of the People Act (RPA), 1951, along with Sections 33B, 75A and 125A, and the Conduct of Election Rules, 1961 were 
amended to prescribe Form 26. Rule 4A requires every candidate to file Form 26 with the nomination. Form 26, the writer 
says, was initially aligned with Section 33A, but in 2018 its Paragraph 5 was amended to require disclosure of all pending 
criminal cases, whereas Section 33A requires disclosure only of cases involving offences punishable with two years or more 
in which charges have been framed by a competent court. Rule 4A, he argues, is merely procedural and cannot become an 
independent source of substantive obligations — delegated legislation, meaning rules made by the executive under power 
given by an Act, cannot enlarge the Act. In dismissing her plea the Court relied on N.P. Ponnuswami v. Returning Officer 
(1952), which held that Article 329(b) bars judicial intervention once the election process has begun, leaving an election 
petition as the only post-election remedy. Natarajan has been given liberty to file an election petition under Section 100 of 
the RPA. The writer asks whether Articles 32 and 226 should stay closed even where a Returning Officer’s decision is 
manifestly arbitrary, and suggests the Court revisit Ponnuswami. The syllabus link is GS2: the Representation of People’s 
Act, the judiciary and delegated legislation.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

Voters have no statutory right to know candidates’ records → ADR (2002) and PUCL (2003) make disclosure part of the 
voter’s right to information, and Section 33A is inserted in 2002 → Form 26 under Rule 4A implements the section → a 
2018 amendment widens Paragraph 5 to all pending criminal cases → a Returning Officer rejects a Rajya Sabha 
nomination for non-disclosure of a complaint where no charge had been framed → Ponnuswami bars a pre-poll remedy 
and the rule-versus-statute question is left for an election petition

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. Section 33A turned a court direction into a statutory duty — Section 33A of the RPA 
1951, inserted in 2002, requires a candidate to state in the nomination whether he is 
accused of an offence punishable with imprisonment of two years or more in a 
pending case in which a charge has been framed, and whether he has been convicted 
and sentenced to imprisonment of one year or more for certain offences. The 
information is given on an affidavit in the prescribed form, and the Returning Officer 
must display it. Section 125A makes filing a false affidavit or concealing information 
punishable with imprisonment up to six months, or fine, or both. Section 75A requires 
elected members to declare assets and liabilities to the presiding officer of the House.

2. ADR (2002) and PUCL (2003) made the voter’s right to know part of free expression 
— In Union of India v. Association for Democratic Reforms (2002) the Supreme Court 
held that voters have a right to know the antecedents of candidates, derived from 
Article 19(1)(a), and directed the EC, using its Article 324 powers, to require disclosure. 
Parliament responded with the 2002 amendment, and Section 33B provided that no 
candidate could be required to disclose anything beyond what the Act required. In 
PUCL v. Union of India (2003) the Court struck down Section 33B, holding that 
Parliament could not override a declared fundamental right of voters by narrowing 
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disclosure. Form 26 was then expanded to include assets, liabilities and education, as 
the Court required.

3. Later cases extended disclosure to income sources and publicity — In Lok Prahari v. 
Union of India (2018) the Court required candidates to disclose sources of income of 
themselves, their spouses and dependants, and Form 26 now carries such columns. In 
Public Interest Foundation v. Union of India (2018), a Constitution Bench declined to 
add disqualifications for charge-sheeted persons, saying that was Parliament’s task, 
but directed candidates to declare pending cases prominently and parties to publicise 
them. These rulings show the Court expanding disclosure while refusing to create new 
disqualifications, which is exactly the line the Natarajan case tests.

4. Subordinate legislation is void if it exceeds the parent Act — The Conduct of Election 
Rules, 1961 are made by the Central Government, after consulting the EC, under 
Section 169 of the RPA 1951. Delegated legislation is valid only within the limits of the 
enabling Act; a rule that goes beyond the statute is ultra vires and void, and a rule may 
also be struck down if it violates the Constitution or is manifestly arbitrary. The 
doctrine of excessive delegation adds that the legislature cannot hand over its 
essential function of laying down policy. A rule may fill in detail — the ‘manner’ of 
disclosure — but cannot create a new substantive obligation whose breach leads to 
rejection of a nomination.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. Criminalisation of politics is a standing Mains theme — Mains has repeatedly asked 
about criminalisation of politics, the role of disclosure, and electoral reforms, and the 
syllabus names the RPA and the judiciary. The Natarajan case adds an administrative-
law angle: whether disclosure rules made by the executive can grow beyond the 
statute. Examiners like questions that link a policy goal everyone supports with a legal 
limit on how it is pursued.

2. Prelims asks the sections and the cases — Expect Prelims statements on which section 
requires disclosure of criminal antecedents, which case struck down Section 33B, 
which Article bars court interference in elections, and the forum and grounds for an 
election petition. The distinction between a pending case in which charges are framed 
and a mere complaint is also testable.

PRELIMS NUGGETS

● Section 33A of the Representation of the People Act, 1951, inserted in 2002, 
requires candidates to disclose pending cases for offences punishable with two 
years or more in which charges have been framed.

● Form 26, the affidavit filed with a nomination paper, is prescribed under Rule 4A 
of the Conduct of Election Rules, 1961.

● In PUCL v. Union of India (2003), the Supreme Court struck down Section 33B of 
the Representation of the People Act, 1951, which had limited candidates’ 
disclosure to what the Act specified.

● Section 125A of the Representation of the People Act, 1951 penalises filing a 
false affidavit or concealing information in the nomination.

● Article 329(b) provides that no election to Parliament or a State Legislature shall 
be called in question except by an election petition presented as provided by 
law.

● Under Section 100(1)(c) of the Representation of the People Act, 1951, improper 
rejection of a nomination is a ground on which a High Court may declare an 
election void.

● In N.P. Ponnuswami v. Returning Officer (1952), the Supreme Court held that the 
rejection of a nomination paper cannot be challenged in court during the 
election process.
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ANALYSIS

1. The writer is right that a rule cannot create a new ground of rejection — Section 33A 
sets a threshold on purpose: a charge framed by a court, for an offence punishable 
with two years or more. Parliament chose that line to exclude frivolous complaints that 
anyone can lodge against a politician. A rule that requires disclosure of every pending 
complaint, and a Returning Officer who treats non-disclosure as suppression fatal to 
the nomination, effectively disqualify a candidate on a basis the statute does not 
recognise. That is the classic ultra vires problem. If the rule is valid at all, its breach 
should attract Section 125A prosecution, not rejection at scrutiny.

2. The counter-view: disclosure is a voter’s right, not merely a statutory duty — Since 
ADR and PUCL, disclosure rests on Article 19(1)(a), not only on Section 33A. On that 
reading the Form 26 amendment is not the executive enlarging a statute but 
implementing a fundamental right that the statute only partially recognised, as PUCL 
(2003) held when it struck down Section 33B. A pending complaint may be exactly the 
information a voter wants. The strongest reconciliation is that wider disclosure can be 
required, but the consequence of omitting a non-statutory item should be 
proportionate — a defect curable at scrutiny, not a ground to deny candidature.

3. Ponnuswami made sense in 1952 but has a gap in Rajya Sabha polls — Ponnuswami 
keeps courts out so that elections are not stalled by litigation, which is sound when 
thousands of constituencies vote together. But in a Rajya Sabha election decided by a 
small electorate of MLAs, an election petition after the result offers little: the seat is 
filled, and the petition may take years. The Court has elsewhere allowed limited 
intervention when an order is ‘in furtherance’ of the election rather than obstructing 
it. A narrow exception for rejections that are patently without jurisdiction would 
respect the rationale without insulating arbitrariness.

4. Returning Officers need clearer standards than a single affidavit form — Section 36 of 
the RPA 1951 tells the Returning Officer not to reject a nomination for a defect that is 
not of a substantial character. Whether an omitted complaint is substantial is a 
judgment call, and different officers will decide differently. The EC should issue binding 
guidance on which omissions are fatal and which are curable, and the Form itself 
should mirror the statutory threshold clearly. Uncertainty at scrutiny invites partisan 
use of the Returning Officer’s power, which is the opposite of what disclosure was 
meant to achieve.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

Disclosure of candidates’ criminal antecedents strengthens voter choice, but the means 
of enforcing it must remain within the parent statute. Discuss with reference to Section 
33A of the Representation of the People Act, 1951 and the limits of delegated legislation. 
(15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Mention the June 12 dismissal of Meenakshi Natarajan’s plea against 
rejection of her Rajya Sabha nomination for not disclosing a pending complaint in Form 
26, and frame the question of rule versus statute.

2. Body — evolution of disclosure — Trace ADR (2002), the 2002 insertion of Sections 
33A and 33B, PUCL (2003) striking down 33B, Lok Prahari and Public Interest 
Foundation (2018). Show that disclosure rests on Article 19(1)(a).

3. Body — the delegated-legislation problem — Explain Section 33A’s threshold (two-
year offences, charges framed), the 2018 widening of Paragraph 5 of Form 26, the ultra 
vires doctrine and Section 169 rule-making. Argue that rejection of nomination is a 
disproportionate consequence for a non-statutory omission.

4. Body — remedies — Discuss Article 329(b) and Ponnuswami, the election petition 
under Section 100, and the case for a narrow writ remedy against patently arbitrary 
rejections, especially in indirect elections.

Page 15



UPSC Darpan · 28 September 2026

5. Conclusion — Suggest aligning Form 26 with the statute or amending Section 33A by 
Parliament, clarifying curable defects at scrutiny, and preserving wide disclosure as 
information rather than as a trap.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As a Returning Officer, you find a candidate’s Form 26 omits a pending complaint in 
which no charge has been framed. What do you do?

Approach: I would first check whether the omission is of a substantial character under 
Section 36 of the RPA 1951, reading the statute before the form. Since Section 33A 
requires disclosure only where charges are framed, I would give the candidate an 
opportunity to explain and, if possible, allow the defect to be cured. I would record a 
reasoned order either way, because a rejection will be tested in an election petition. 
The disclosure requirement exists to inform voters, not to eliminate candidates on 
technicalities.

Q2. As a Law Ministry officer, how would you resolve the gap between Section 33A and 
Form 26?

Approach: Either Parliament should amend Section 33A to cover the wider disclosure, 
or the Form should be brought back into line with the statute while retaining voluntary 
or informational columns. I would consult the EC, as Section 169 requires, and specify 
clearly which omissions invite prosecution under Section 125A and which invite 
rejection. A rule whose validity is doubtful will generate litigation at every election.

Q3. An interview board asks: should a candidate facing a criminal case be barred from 
contesting?

Approach: A bar at the stage of a complaint or FIR would let rivals disqualify each other 
by filing cases, which is why the law uses conviction as the test and the Constitution 
Bench left further disqualifications to Parliament. A middle path, discussed in reform 
debates, is a bar where charges have been framed for serious offences by a court, with 
safeguards against delay. Until Parliament acts, full disclosure and fast trials of 
legislators are the practical tools.

1.3  Tamil Nadu Withdraws Within a Week Its Order Exempting the Law and Order 
Department From the RTI Act

THE NEWS  Chennai. The Tamil Nadu government on Sunday, September 27, withdrew a Government Order that had 
exempted the Public (Law and Order) Department from the Right to Information (RTI) Act, 2005, both The Hindu and The 
Indian Express report. The order, G.O. Ms. No. 57 of the Human Resources Management (R) Department dated September 
21, 2026, invoked Section 24(4) of the RTI Act, which lets a State government exclude from the Act intelligence and security 
organisations it has established. It was notified in the Gazette. “The Governor of Tamil Nadu hereby specifies the Public 
(Law and Order) Department being an Intelligence and Security Organisation established by the Government of Tamil Nadu 
for which the said Act shall not apply,” the notification said, per The Indian Express. The revocation read: “GO Ms.No.57 … 
relating to exemption of the Public (Law and Order) Department under sub-section (4) of Section 24 of the RTI Act, 2005, 
stands revoked.” Minister for Energy Resources and Law C.T.R. Nirmal Kumar announced the withdrawal on X; earlier that 
day in Madurai, The Hindu reports, he had defended the order, saying only certain matters, including details of communal 
clashes, were kept out given their sensitivity. The department is not a spy agency. Its work, per the two papers, covers 
communal and caste clashes; Commissions of Inquiry; detention under the Conservation of Foreign Exchange and 
Prevention of Smuggling Activities Act (COFEPOSA) and the National Security Act (NSA), including detainees’ 
representations and habeas corpus petitions — petitions asking a court to produce a detained person and test the legality 
of detention — before the Madras High Court and the Supreme Court; inquiry reports on police firing, custodial deaths, 
police torture and deaths of remand prisoners; NHRC references; monthly law-and-order reports to the Union 
government; replies to Parliament questions; and requests to withdraw cases registered over political, communal or 
student agitations, and sanction to prosecute for defamatory articles and speeches. The order drew criticism from AMMK 
founder T.T.V. Dhinakaran, environmental activist G. Sundarrajan of Poovulagin Nanbargal, Arappor Iyakkam convenor 
Jayaram Venkatesan, CPI(M) MP Su Venkatesan and VCK chief Thol Thirumavalavan, whose party supports the government 
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and who said it would “pave the way for suppressing human rights”. Arappor Iyakkam called it “absurd to classify all 
information” held by the wing as intelligence-related; a retired State DGP told The Indian Express it was a “setback” to the 
anti-corruption campaign of Chief Minister C. Joseph Vijay’s TVK government. The Indian Express calls it another in a series 
of reversals. The syllabus link is GS2: transparency and accountability, and the RTI Act.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

The RTI Act, 2005 lets governments exclude intelligence and security organisations under Section 24 → the exemption is 
meant for agencies like the State intelligence wing, with a proviso keeping corruption and human-rights information 
open → Tamil Nadu notifies an entire secretariat department that handles custodial deaths, police firing and preventive 
detention → allies, activists and a former DGP object that accountability records are being hidden → the order is 
revoked within six days

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE

1. Section 24 keeps security agencies outside the Act, with two exceptions — Section 
24(1) of the RTI Act, 2005 says the Act does not apply to the intelligence and security 
organisations listed in the Second Schedule, established by the Central Government, 
such as the Intelligence Bureau and the Research and Analysis Wing. Section 24(4) 
gives a State government the same power for intelligence and security organisations it 
has established, by notification in the Official Gazette, and such notifications must be 
laid before the State Legislature. The proviso to both sub-sections says that 
information on allegations of corruption and human-rights violations is not excluded. 
For human-rights allegations, information is given only with the approval of the 
Information Commission and within 45 days of the request.

2. Section 8 already protects sensitive information item by item — Section 8(1) exempts 
information whose disclosure would prejudicially affect the sovereignty, integrity, 
security or strategic interests of the State, information that would endanger a person’s 
life or physical safety, and information that would impede investigation, apprehension 
or prosecution of offenders. Section 8(2) allows disclosure even of exempt information 
if the public interest outweighs the harm. Section 10 permits severability, so the non-
exempt part of a record can be released. This record-by-record scheme is the Act’s 
normal method; a blanket exclusion of a whole organisation is the exception.

3. Information Commissions enforce the Act at both levels — The Central Information 
Commission and State Information Commissions are statutory bodies under the RTI Act 
that hear second appeals and complaints and can impose a penalty of ₹250 a day, up 
to ₹25,000, on a Public Information Officer who refuses information without 
reasonable cause. After the RTI (Amendment) Act, 2019, the term and salaries of 
Information Commissioners are fixed by rules made by the Central Government rather 
than by the Act. A first appeal lies to an officer senior to the Public Information Officer 
within the department.

4. COFEPOSA and the NSA are preventive-detention laws under Article 22 — Article 22 
allows preventive detention, with safeguards: communication of grounds, an 
opportunity to make a representation, and review by an Advisory Board if detention 
exceeds three months. The COFEPOSA, 1974 permits detention to prevent smuggling 
and foreign-exchange violations, and the National Security Act, 1980 to prevent acts 
prejudicial to security, public order or essential supplies, for up to 12 months. Habeas 
corpus under Articles 32 and 226 is the main remedy for detainees, and the record of 
how representations are handled is often decisive in court.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. RTI is a favourite of GS2 and the Ethics paper — The syllabus names ‘transparency and 
accountability’ and ‘citizens charters’ in GS2, and GS4 lists ‘right to information’ under 
probity in governance. Mains has asked about the RTI Act’s amendments and its 
impact on accountability. Today’s episode is a crisp example of an exemption clause 
being used beyond its purpose.

2. Prelims asks which bodies are outside the Act and on what terms — Expect 

Page 17



UPSC Darpan · 28 September 2026

statements on Section 24, the Second Schedule, the corruption and human-rights 
proviso, and whether a State can notify its own exempt organisations. The penalty 
amounts and the appellate structure are also regularly tested.

PRELIMS NUGGETS

● Under Section 24(1) of the RTI Act, 2005, the Act does not apply to the Central 
intelligence and security organisations specified in the Second Schedule.

● Section 24(4) of the RTI Act, 2005 empowers a State government to exclude 
from the Act intelligence and security organisations established by it, by 
notification in the Official Gazette.

● Information relating to allegations of corruption and human-rights violations is 
not excluded even for organisations exempted under Section 24 of the RTI Act.

● For allegations of human-rights violations in an exempt organisation, 
information is provided only with the approval of the Information Commission, 
within 45 days of the request.

● Section 8(2) of the RTI Act allows access to exempt information if the public 
interest in disclosure outweighs the harm to protected interests.

● A Public Information Officer who refuses information without reasonable cause 
may be penalised ₹250 a day, up to a total of ₹25,000.

● The Conservation of Foreign Exchange and Prevention of Smuggling Activities 
Act, 1974 and the National Security Act, 1980 are preventive-detention laws.

ANALYSIS

1. A secretariat department is not an ‘organisation established’ for intelligence — 
Section 24(4) speaks of intelligence and security organisations, meaning bodies whose 
work is gathering intelligence or providing security. The Public (Law and Order) 
Department is a wing of the State secretariat that processes files — inquiry reports, 
detention papers, prosecution sanctions, Assembly and Parliament replies. Calling it an 
intelligence organisation stretches the text. Had the order stood, it would likely have 
been challenged as a colourable exercise of power, where the form of a statutory 
power is used for a purpose the statute does not intend.

2. The records at stake are the State’s own accountability records — Custodial deaths, 
police firing, torture complaints and the handling of detenus’ representations are 
exactly the matters where citizens and courts need records. These fall largely within 
the human-rights and corruption proviso, so even a valid exemption would not have 
removed them fully. But a blanket exclusion shifts the burden: a citizen must first 
prove the matter involves a human-rights allegation, then wait for the Information 
Commission’s approval. The practical chilling effect would have been large even if the 
legal effect was limited.

3. The Minister’s own defence shows why Section 8 was enough — Mr. Nirmal Kumar 
said the intent was to protect sensitive details such as those on communal clashes. 
Section 8(1)(a), (g) and (h) already allow refusal where disclosure would harm security, 
endanger life or impede investigation, and Section 10 allows the rest of a record to be 
released. A targeted refusal is reviewable by the Information Commission; a blanket 
exemption is not. The government chose the blunt instrument when a precise one 
existed, which is why critics read the move as secrecy rather than security.

4. The reversal is healthy, but ‘trial balloon’ governance has costs — The quick 
withdrawal after criticism from allies and civil society shows that public pressure works 
and that the RTI Act has a constituency. The counter-view is that repeated reversals, 
which The Indian Express says insiders describe as testing reaction, weaken trust and 
make officials unsure which orders will last. A better practice would be pre-legislative 
consultation on any notification that narrows a citizen’s right, with a note explaining 
the legal basis. That would avoid both overreach and embarrassment.
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POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION
The exemption provisions of the Right to Information Act, 2005 are meant to protect 
security, not to shield accountability. Examine with reference to Section 24 of the Act and 
recent attempts by governments to widen its use. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Describe Tamil Nadu’s G.O. of September 21, 2026 exempting the 
Public (Law and Order) Department under Section 24(4) and its withdrawal on 
September 27 after criticism.

2. Body — the design of the Act — Explain Section 24(1) and the Second Schedule, 
Section 24(4) for States, the corruption and human-rights proviso, the 45-day rule, and 
Section 8 exemptions with the public-interest override.

3. Body — why the order was problematic — Show that the department handles 
custodial deaths, police firing, detention representations and prosecution sanctions; 
argue that it is not an ‘intelligence organisation’ and that item-wise exemption under 
Section 8 was sufficient.

4. Body — the wider pattern — Note concerns about the dilution of the Act through 
amendments and exemptions, and the role of Information Commissions and courts as 
checks. Mention the value of civil-society pressure shown here.

5. Conclusion — Recommend that Section 24 notifications be reasoned, laid before the 
legislature promptly and limited to genuine intelligence agencies, with Information 
Commissions empowered to review them.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As the Public Information Officer of the Law and Order department, you receive a 
request for a police-firing inquiry report. How do you respond?

Approach: With the exemption withdrawn, the department is fully under the RTI Act, 
so I would examine the report under Section 8. I would withhold only those parts 
whose disclosure would endanger a person’s safety or impede an ongoing prosecution, 
and release the rest under Section 10 with reasons for each redaction. Since the matter 
concerns alleged human-rights violations, I would lean towards disclosure. A reasoned 
partial disclosure is defensible before the Commission; a blanket refusal is not.

Q2. As Chief Secretary, how would you prevent a repeat of such an embarrassment?
Approach: I would require that every notification narrowing a statutory right be vetted 
by the Law Department on its legal basis and accompanied by an explanatory note. For 
RTI exemptions, I would seek the State Information Commission’s view before 
notification. I would also brief Ministers on the item-wise tools already in Section 8. 
Good process protects both the citizen and the government.

Q3. An interview board asks: should police departments have wider RTI exemptions 
because of security concerns?

Approach: Security concerns are real, but the Act already protects operational details, 
informants and investigations under Section 8. Policing, as the retired DGP said, 
requires more public scrutiny, not less, because it involves the use of force against 
citizens. Wider blanket exemptions would erode trust, which is itself a security asset. 
The answer is careful item-wise exemption, not organisation-wide secrecy.

1.4  Monsoon Session’s 46-Day Sine Die Gap Without Prorogation Is the Third-Longest in 
Lok Sabha History

THE NEWS  New Delhi. At 46 days and counting, the Eighth Session of the 18th Lok Sabha — the Monsoon Session — has 
seen the third-longest sine die adjournment in Lok Sabha history and the longest since the BJP-led NDA came to power in 
2014, The Indian Express reports from Parliament records. The session began on July 20 and was adjourned sine die on 
August 13, but has not been prorogued. An adjournment sine die ends a sitting without fixing a date for the House to meet 
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again; prorogation, by contrast, formally ends the session by an order of the President under Article 85(2), issued on the 
advice of the Prime Minister. Ordinarily prorogation follows soon after the sine die adjournment. Citing Practice and 
Procedure of Parliament by M.N. Kaul and S.L. Shakdher, the report says the Speaker can call a sitting before the date to 
which the House stands adjourned, or at any time after a sine die adjournment, so the House can still be reconvened. The 
two longest gaps came in the Eighth Lok Sabha over the Bofors controversy. The Eighth Session began on February 23, 
1987, was adjourned sine die on May 12, and was reconvened by the Speaker under the proviso to Rule 15 from July 27 — 
a 76-day gap; the Lok Sabha then set up a 30-member Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC) on Bofors on August 6, and was 
prorogued on September 3. The Fourteenth Session began on July 18, 1989 and was adjourned sine die on August 18, after 
about 100 Opposition MPs resigned en masse following the tabling of a CAG report on the deal; the Speaker reconvened 
the House in October and it was prorogued on October 20, a gap of 61 days. The previous NDA-era records were 28 days in 
2015 and 20 days in 2021. The session saw disruptions over the NEET paper leak, an alleged theft at the Ram temple and 
action against youth protesters. The non-prorogation has fuelled speculation about a fresh sitting in October linked to the 
numbers for a constitutional amendment on delimitation and women’s reservation, which the paper calls speculative. 
Meanwhile committees work between sittings: The Economic Times reports that the JPC on the Foreign Contribution 
(Regulation) Amendment Bill, chaired by BJP MP Sanjay Jaiswal, begins clause-by-clause scrutiny on Tuesday, with SBI 
chairman C.S. Setty and Attorney General Tushar Mehta to brief it; its report is due by the last day of the first week of the 
Winter Session. The syllabus link is GS2: Parliament — structure, functioning, conduct of business.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

Article 85 leaves the timing of sessions to the executive, subject only to a six-month gap → the Presiding Officer adjourns 
a House sine die and the President normally prorogues soon after → a disrupted Monsoon Session is adjourned on 
August 13 but not prorogued → the House stays technically in session, allowing the Speaker to recall it without a fresh 
summons → the gap reaches 46 days, third only to the Bofors-era gaps of 1987 and 1989

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. Article 85 fixes only a maximum gap, not a minimum number of sittings — Article 
85(1) requires the President to summon each House from time to time, so that six 
months do not intervene between its last sitting in one session and its first sitting in 
the next. Article 85(2) lets the President prorogue either House and dissolve the Lok 
Sabha. The President acts on the advice of the Council of Ministers, so the executive 
effectively controls when Parliament meets. By convention there are three sessions a 
year — Budget, Monsoon and Winter — but no rule prescribes their length.

2. Adjournment, sine die, prorogation and dissolution have different legal effects — An 
adjournment suspends a sitting for a specified time, and is ordered by the Presiding 
Officer. An adjournment sine die ends a sitting without a date for the next and is also 
ordered by the Presiding Officer. Prorogation, by the President, terminates the session: 
pending notices and motions lapse, but Bills pending in either House do not lapse 
(Article 107(3)). Dissolution ends the life of the Lok Sabha; Bills pending in the Lok 
Sabha, and Bills passed by it but pending in the Rajya Sabha, lapse, subject to Article 
107(5) and the joint-sitting exception of Article 108. Ordinances under Article 123 can 
be issued only when both Houses, or either House, are not in session.

3. Committees are Parliament’s work between sittings — Departmentally related 
standing committees were set up in the Lok Sabha in 1993 to examine Demands for 
Grants, Bills and policies of Ministries; there are now 24, with 16 serviced by the Lok 
Sabha and 8 by the Rajya Sabha, each with 31 members. A Joint Parliamentary 
Committee is an ad hoc committee constituted by a motion adopted in one House and 
agreed to by the other, to examine a Bill or inquire into a matter; its composition and 
term are set by the motion. Bills are often referred to JPCs for clause-by-clause 
scrutiny, and the committee may take evidence from officials and experts.

4. Reform bodies have asked for guaranteed sitting days — The National Commission to 
Review the Working of the Constitution, chaired by Justice M.N. Venkatachaliah, which 
reported in 2002, recommended a minimum number of sitting days each year for both 
Houses. Private Members’ Bills to fix a minimum number of sittings have been 
introduced several times without success. Several legislatures abroad work to a fixed 
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annual calendar, which removes the executive’s discretion over when the House 
meets.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. Declining sittings and disruption are a recurring Mains question — GS2 names 
‘Parliament and State legislatures — structure, functioning, conduct of business, 
powers and privileges’. Mains has asked about the decline in parliamentary 
deliberation and the role of committees. The current gap offers a precise, dated 
example of executive control over the parliamentary calendar.

2. Prelims loves the distinction between adjournment and prorogation — Questions 
have tested who adjourns and who prorogues, what lapses on prorogation and 
dissolution, and the six-month rule in Article 85. The Speaker’s power to recall a House 
adjourned sine die is a less familiar but testable point.

PRELIMS NUGGETS

● Under Article 85(1), not more than six months shall intervene between the last 
sitting of a House in one session and its first sitting in the next session.

● Under Article 85(2), the President may prorogue either House of Parliament and 
dissolve the Lok Sabha.

● Adjournment sine die is ordered by the Presiding Officer of a House, while 
prorogation is ordered by the President.

● Bills pending in Parliament do not lapse on prorogation of the Houses.

● On dissolution of the Lok Sabha, a Bill pending in the Lok Sabha lapses.

● A Joint Parliamentary Committee is constituted by a motion adopted in one 
House and agreed to by the other.

● Departmentally related standing committees of Parliament were first set up in 
1993.

ANALYSIS 1. Not proroguing keeps the government’s options open at Parliament’s expense — As 
long as the session is not prorogued, the Speaker can recall the House at short notice 
without a fresh summons, which suits a government that may want a sudden sitting 
for a constitutional amendment. The same device, however, means Parliament neither 
meets nor formally closes, and questions and notices neither get answered nor lapse. 
The Bofors precedents show that long gaps have historically marked political crises. A 
long unexplained gap today invites the inference that the calendar is being managed 
for tactical reasons rather than legislative need.

2. There is a legal side-effect: ordinances need a House out of session — Article 123 
allows ordinances only when Parliament is not in session. While the session technically 
continues, the government’s ability to legislate by ordinance is at least arguable, since 
a House adjourned sine die but not prorogued is, in law, still in session. Governments 
usually prorogue precisely to clear the way for ordinances. Whether that constraint is 
being accepted deliberately here is not stated in the papers, but it shows why the 
difference between adjournment and prorogation matters.

3. Committees soften, but do not solve, the absence of sittings — The FCRA JPC starting 
clause-by-clause scrutiny, with the SBI chairman and the Attorney General appearing, 
shows that serious legislative work continues between sittings. Committees are where 
Bills are examined in detail and where members cooperate across parties. But 
committees cannot question Ministers on the floor, pass laws or debate urgent public 
issues. A Parliament that works mainly through committees risks being less visible to 
citizens even as it is more productive in detail.

4. The fix is a calendar, not a convention — The NCRWC’s recommendation of minimum 
sittings has never been legislated, and conventions have not prevented a steady 
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decline in sitting days. A statutory or rule-based annual calendar, published in advance, 
would make sessions predictable and allow the Opposition to plan questions and 
debates. The counter-view is that flexibility is needed for emergencies, but a calendar 
can include a power to add sittings. The real resistance is that any fixed calendar 
reduces executive control.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“The executive’s control over the summoning and prorogation of Parliament has 
weakened legislative oversight.” Critically examine in the light of the recent prolonged 
sine die adjournment of the Lok Sabha. Suggest measures to ensure regular functioning 
of Parliament. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — State that the Monsoon Session, begun on July 20 and adjourned sine 
die on August 13, has remained un-prorogued for 46 days, the third-longest gap after 
the Bofors-era 76 days in 1987 and 61 days in 1989.

2. Body — constitutional framework — Explain Article 85, the difference between 
adjournment, sine die adjournment, prorogation and dissolution, the Speaker’s power 
to recall under Rule 15, and the link with Article 123 ordinances.

3. Body — effect on oversight — Discuss fewer sittings, disruptions, lapsing notices and 
loss of Question Hour. Note that committees such as the FCRA JPC keep working but 
cannot replace floor accountability.

4. Body — reforms — Mention the NCRWC’s call for minimum sittings, an annual 
calendar, Opposition days, and mechanisms to reduce disruption such as time-bound 
debates on urgent issues.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that Parliament’s calendar should be governed by rules rather 
than executive convenience, while preserving flexibility for emergencies.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As Secretary-General of the Lok Sabha, what would you advise the Speaker about a 
long gap without prorogation?

Approach: I would advise that the Speaker has the power to recall the House, but that 
a long gap leaves members’ notices and questions in limbo. I would suggest that 
members be informed of the likely timing of the next sitting and that committees be 
given adequate support in the interval. I would also point out the implications for 
ordinance-making. Transparency about the calendar protects the Chair’s neutrality.

Q2. As a Joint Secretary piloting a Bill before a JPC, how would you prepare for clause-
by-clause scrutiny?

Approach: I would prepare a clause-wise note explaining the purpose, legal basis and 
alternatives for each provision, with data supporting the need for change. I would 
anticipate objections from civil society and the Opposition and offer amendments 
where concerns are reasonable. Witnesses such as regulators and the Attorney General 
should be briefed on the same facts. A Bill improved in committee survives longer in 
court.

Q3. An interview board asks: should India fix a minimum number of sitting days for 
Parliament?

Approach: Yes, because conventions have not stopped a decline in sittings, and the 
executive controls the calendar. A minimum, published at the start of the year, would 
help planning and accountability. It must be paired with rules to reduce disruptions, or 
more sitting days will simply mean more adjournments. Flexibility for emergencies can 
be built in.

Page 22



UPSC Darpan · 28 September 2026

1.5  Supreme Court’s Mandatory FIR for Every Missing Person Stretches a Child-
Protection Rule to Adults

THE NEWS  New Delhi. Former IPS officer R.K. Vij, writing in The Hindu on Monday, September 28, argues that the Supreme 
Court’s recent directions on missing persons need review in the case of adults. On August 5, the Court in G. Ganesh v. State 
of Tamil Nadu and Others reiterated that the police must register a First Information Report (FIR) — the formal record that 
sets a criminal investigation in motion — on receiving any information about a missing ‘person’, clarifying that the word 
covers every person, not only children. The Court had in May issued directions that included a special portal on human 
trafficking by the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA); registration of an FIR without waiting for a preliminary enquiry or leaving 
it to the family to first search; activation of the anti-human-trafficking units (AHTUs) of districts; and restoring a recovered 
child to the rightful guardian with Aadhaar verification or issue of an Aadhaar card. Vij notes that these mirror Bachpan 
Bachao Andolan v. Union of India (January 2013), which dealt only with missing children. There, the Court ordered 
mandatory FIRs so that police were activated to trace the child, and asked each State to set up a Special Juvenile Police 
Unit at every police station under the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Rules, 2007. In May 2013, when 
Madhya Pradesh raised doubts under Section 154 of the CrPC (now Section 173 of the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 
BNSS), the Court said there would be an initial presumption of abduction or trafficking unless investigation proved 
otherwise; at least one trained officer at each station was to be a Juvenile Welfare Officer under Section 63 of the JJ Act, 
2000; and a child not recovered within four months was to be referred to the AHTU. G. Ganesh concerned a child of one 
year and ten months missing from Chennai since 2011 and untraced for 14 years; the Madras High Court had dismissed the 
petition in March 2025, holding that the MHA’s June 2013 guidelines did not apply to 2011. Vij argues that a presumption 
of a cognisable offence is sound for children, whose consent has no legal relevance, but problematic for adults who leave 
home of their own will, including couples who marry without parental consent; some such couples, he writes, have been 
killed in the name of family honour after being traced. He adds that the judgment does not show that States were heard, 
and that a week or fortnight of enquiry would let police filter out cases with credible information that the person was 
neither abducted nor trafficked. The syllabus link is GS2 on vulnerable sections and GS3 on internal security and policing.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

Missing-child cases were long treated as non-cognisable ‘missing reports’ with little follow-up → Bachpan Bachao 
Andolan (2013) makes FIRs mandatory and presumes abduction or trafficking for children → Lalita Kumari (2013) makes 
FIR registration mandatory for cognisable offences generally → a 2011 Chennai case untraced for 14 years reaches the 
Supreme Court → the Court’s directions in G. Ganesh extend mandatory FIRs to every missing person, including adults 
with legal agency

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. Lalita Kumari made FIR registration a duty, with narrow exceptions — In Lalita Kumari 
v. Government of Uttar Pradesh, a five-judge Constitution Bench held in November 
2013 (reported in 2014) that registration of an FIR is mandatory under Section 154 of 
the CrPC if the information discloses a cognisable offence, and that no preliminary 
inquiry is permissible in such a case. A preliminary inquiry was permitted only to 
ascertain whether a cognisable offence is disclosed, in categories such as matrimonial 
disputes, commercial offences, medical negligence, corruption and cases with 
abnormal delay, and was to be completed within seven days. Failure to register an FIR 
invites action against the officer. The judgment rests on the victim’s right to access 
justice under Article 21.

2. Section 173 of the BNSS carries over the FIR duty with new features — The Bharatiya 
Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023, in force since July 1, 2024, replaced the CrPC, and its 
Section 173 replaces Section 154. It allows information about a cognisable offence to 
be given at any police station irrespective of where the offence occurred, which is the 
‘zero FIR’, and by electronic communication, which must be signed by the informant 
within three days. It also allows a preliminary enquiry, with the permission of an officer 
not below the rank of Deputy Superintendent of Police, for offences punishable with 
three years or more but less than seven years, to be completed within 14 days. The 
informant can approach the Superintendent of Police if the station refuses to register.

3. Trafficking is an offence under the BNS and prohibited by Article 23 — Article 23 
prohibits traffic in human beings and forced labour, and makes contravention 
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punishable by law. Section 143 of the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, 2023, which replaced 
Section 370 of the IPC, defines trafficking as recruiting, transporting, harbouring or 
receiving a person by threat, force, coercion, fraud, abuse of power or inducement for 
exploitation, and states that the victim’s consent is immaterial. The Immoral Traffic 
(Prevention) Act, 1956 deals with trafficking for commercial sexual exploitation. Anti-
human-trafficking units are district-level police units supported by the MHA to 
investigate trafficking.

4. The Juvenile Justice framework designates police officers for children — The Juvenile 
Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2000 required Special Juvenile Police 
Units and a designated juvenile or child welfare officer in each police station. The 2000 
Act was replaced by the Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of Children) Act, 2015, 
which continues the Special Juvenile Police Unit and the Child Welfare Police Officer. 
The courts have consistently held that a minor’s consent to leave home is legally 
irrelevant, which is why the presumption of an offence is justified for children.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. Police reform and vulnerable groups are joint GS2-GS3 themes — The syllabus names 
‘mechanisms, laws, institutions and bodies constituted for the protection and 
betterment of these vulnerable sections’ in GS2 and ‘internal security’ and police in 
GS3. Mains has asked about police reforms and about trafficking. The new criminal 
laws of 2023 are now a certain source of Prelims questions on changed section 
numbers.

2. Prelims will test the new codes against the old — Expect statements on which BNSS 
section replaces Section 154 CrPC, the zero FIR and e-FIR, the BNS section on 
trafficking, and the Lalita Kumari rule. Article 23’s prohibition of trafficking is a 
standard question.

PRELIMS NUGGETS

● In Lalita Kumari v. Government of Uttar Pradesh, a Constitution Bench held that 
registration of an FIR is mandatory when information discloses a cognisable 
offence.

● Section 173 of the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023 replaces Section 
154 of the CrPC on information in cognisable cases.

● Section 173 of the BNSS allows a First Information Report to be registered at any 
police station irrespective of where the offence was committed.

● An FIR given by electronic communication under the BNSS must be signed by the 
informant within three days.

● Section 143 of the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, 2023 defines the offence of 
trafficking of persons.

● Article 23 of the Constitution prohibits traffic in human beings and forced 
labour.

● In Bachpan Bachao Andolan v. Union of India (2013), the Supreme Court 
directed mandatory registration of FIRs in cases of missing children.

ANALYSIS 1. A presumption that fits children does not fit adults — For a child, the law assumes 
that leaving home is never a free choice, so a missing child is presumptively a victim, 
and an FIR is the right response. For an adult, leaving home is a lawful exercise of 
personal liberty under Article 21, including the choice of a partner, which the Supreme 
Court has repeatedly protected. An automatic FIR presuming kidnapping turns a lawful 
choice into a crime scene, and gives the police a duty to find and return an adult who 
may not want to be found. Vij’s point about honour killings shows that the harm can 
be lethal, not merely inconvenient.

2. The counter-view: trafficking of adults, especially women, is real — Many trafficked 
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adults are lured with job or marriage promises and appear, at first, to have left 
voluntarily. A delay of a week or fortnight may be the window in which a victim is 
moved across State lines. Mandatory FIRs create a record, activate AHTUs and the 
portal, and prevent police from brushing off families from poor backgrounds, which 
was the original problem. The Court’s strictness responds to real police indifference.

3. The BNSS already offers the middle path Vij asks for — Section 173(3) of the BNSS 
allows a time-bound preliminary enquiry for certain offences, and Lalita Kumari 
allowed one to check whether a cognisable offence is disclosed. A tailored rule for 
adults could require an immediate entry and search, and an FIR within a short period 
unless there is credible information — a message, a call, a statement — that the adult 
left voluntarily. Where the adult is found and states that they left by choice, police 
should record it before a magistrate and not hand them to family. This protects both 
the trafficking victim and the eloping adult.

4. Directions without hearing the States risk poor implementation — Vij notes the May 
judgment does not indicate that the States were heard. Policing is a State subject 
under Entry 2 of List II, and directions that load every station with FIRs for every 
missing adult will affect crime statistics, workloads and case closure. When the Court 
writes quasi-legislative guidelines, hearing the implementers improves both legitimacy 
and design. The G. Ganesh facts — a child untraced for 14 years — also show that the 
gap is often in follow-through, not in registration.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

The mandatory registration of FIRs protects vulnerable persons but may also intrude on 
personal liberty. Discuss with reference to the Supreme Court’s directions on missing 
persons and the provisions of the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023. (15 marks, 
250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Mention the Supreme Court’s August 5 ruling in G. Ganesh v. State of 
Tamil Nadu that an FIR must be registered for every missing person, and the earlier 
May directions on a trafficking portal, AHTUs and Aadhaar-based restoration.

2. Body — the legal basis — Explain Lalita Kumari, Section 173 BNSS (zero FIR, e-FIR, 
preliminary enquiry), Bachpan Bachao Andolan (2013) and the presumption of 
abduction or trafficking for children, and Article 23 with Section 143 BNS.

3. Body — benefits — Record creation, activation of AHTUs, prevention of police refusal, 
faster tracing, and protection of poor families.

4. Body — concerns — Adults’ agency under Article 21, risks to consenting couples and 
honour crimes, burden on police, and the lack of hearing to States. Propose a short, 
time-bound verification period and safeguards for adults found to have left voluntarily.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that the law should distinguish children, for whom the 
presumption is essential, from adults, for whom liberty must be protected alongside 
trafficking prevention.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As a Superintendent of Police, you receive a missing-person report for a 22-year-
old woman whose family suspects she eloped. What do you do?

Approach: I would register the FIR as the Court requires and start tracing at once, 
because trafficking cannot be ruled out at the start. If she is found and states she left 
voluntarily, I would have her statement recorded before a magistrate and ensure her 
safety, not hand her to her family against her will. If there is a threat from the family, I 
would provide protection. The FIR can then be closed with reasons.

Q2. As a District Magistrate, how would you make the AHTU effective?
Approach: I would ensure the AHTU is staffed with trained officers, linked with the 
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child-protection unit, labour department and railway police, and connected to the MHA 
portal. I would review untraced cases monthly and push for inter-State coordination. 
Rescue must be followed by rehabilitation, so I would link victims to shelters, 
compensation and skill schemes.

Q3. An interview board asks: is it right for courts to issue detailed guidelines to the 
police?

Approach: When the legislature and executive fail to act on a clear rights violation, 
guidelines have filled real gaps, as the missing-children directions did. But courts lack 
field data and cannot see implementation costs, so guidelines should be issued after 
hearing States and should invite legislation. The better path is for Parliament and States 
to codify good guidelines with nuance, such as different rules for adults and children.
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2. Economy

Today’s economy stories are about who pays when the rules change. The RBI wants Tata Sons listed, and families that 
run holding companies are rearranging their balance sheets to stay out of the RBI’s reach. IRDAI wants lower 
commissions, and the stock market has already marked down the firms that sell insurance. MoSPI’s new GDP series 
changes how firms are counted and what they produce. In Morbi, farmers are asking why land under transmission 
towers is valued by a formula when the lines serve a 500 GW national target. The pattern is the same each time: 
regulation that is late and then abrupt produces arbitrage, stock-market shocks and protest. Where rules are steady 
and costs are shared openly, they hold.

2.1  RBI Writes Twice to Tata Sons for a Listing Timeline as Groups Rejig Books to 
Escape NBFC Rules

THE NEWS  Mumbai. The Reserve Bank of India has written to Tata Sons twice since September 11 asking how the Tata 
Group’s holding company plans to meet the mandatory listing requirement, The Indian Express reports, citing people 
aware of the matter. This follows this magazine’s card of September 19; what is new is the RBI’s follow-up, the AGM vote 
and evidence that other groups are avoiding the same regulation. Tata Sons has told the RBI it will expedite its reply, which 
will include a time frame for listing, and its board “remains firm” on complying. The board resolved on September 17 to 
start the listing process. That came days after the RBI rejected Tata Sons’ application to surrender its Certificate of 
Registration (CoR), the licence that makes a company a registered non-banking financial company (NBFC), and directed it 
to follow the rules for NBFCs in the Upper Layer (NBFC-UL). At that meeting Tata Trusts chairman and Tata Sons nominee 
director Noel Tata repeated the Trusts’ position that the company should stay privately held. He asked for the full 
correspondence with the RBI and has since received about 600 pages.  The Economic Times reports a second pressure 
point. The board resolution of September 17 also reappointed Mr. Chandrasekaran as executive chairman for five more 
years after his current term ends in February next year. His executive role depends on his keeping a board seat, so 
shareholders must reappoint him as a director. Noel Tata has opposed the reappointment. About ten operating 
companies, including Tata Motors, Tata Steel and Tata Power, together own 12.86% of Tata Sons, so their votes matter. 
Each must vote and be seen to take a side, or abstain. The August 18 AGM lapsed for want of a quorum. The Maharashtra 
Charity Commissioner had not lifted restrictions on the Sir Ratan Tata Trust, so the joint nominee of that Trust and the Sir 
Dorabji Tata Trust could not take part. The two Trusts together hold a majority of Tata Sons. The Registrar of Companies 
has granted a three-month extension, and Section 97(1) of the Companies Act allows the National Company Law Tribunal 
(NCLT) to order an AGM and override the normal quorum requirement.  ET also reports that many groups are altering the 
balance sheets of their NBFCs and core investment companies (CICs), holding companies invested mostly in group firms, to 
fall outside the RBI’s definitions, even as the RBI sends notices asking why some have not registered. An NBFC can book 
commodity trades, buying cotton for ₹100 crore and selling it for ₹101 crore, to push its financial income below 50% of 
gross income. A CIC can buy property to bring its group investments below 90% of net assets. Others hold investments 
through LLPs or private trusts. In an op-ed in The Indian Express, Laveesh Bhandari of CSEP calls the forced listing “a 
disproportionate requirement” for the RBI’s concern about information gaps. The syllabus link is GS3 on financial-sector 
regulation and GS2 on regulatory bodies.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

RBI moves to scale-based regulation in 2021 and requires Upper Layer NBFCs to list within three years → Tata Sons is 
placed in the Upper Layer and tries to surrender its NBFC registration → RBI rejects the surrender and the board resolves 
on September 17 to list, over the Trusts’ objection → RBI sends two follow-up letters, the AGM lapses without a quorum 
and Tata operating companies face a vote they would rather avoid → other groups restructure their books to stay 
outside the NBFC and CIC definitions

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. Chapter IIIB of the RBI Act gives the central bank its power over NBFCs — Chapter IIIB 
of the Reserve Bank of India Act, 1934, inserted in 1963 and strengthened in 1997, 
governs deposit-taking and non-banking financial institutions. Section 45-IA bars an 
NBFC from carrying on financial business without a certificate of registration from the 
RBI and sets a minimum net owned fund. Section 45-IC requires every NBFC to transfer 
at least 20% of its net profit each year to a reserve fund. Sections 45JA and 45L let the 
RBI issue directions on prudential norms, disclosure and conduct. Registration 
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therefore brings a whole regime of supervision, which is why firms try to leave it.

2. The principal business test decides whether a company is an NBFC at all — The RBI 
treats a company as an NBFC if financial assets are more than 50% of its total assets 
(net of intangible assets) and income from financial assets is more than 50% of its 
gross income. This is the “50-50” or principal business test, applied to the last audited 
balance sheet. A company that meets both limbs must register, and one that fails 
either limb is outside the definition. Because the test is mechanical, a company can 
move out of it by changing the composition of its assets or income, which is the 
arbitrage ET describes.

3. Core investment companies are holding companies with their own test — A core 
investment company is an NBFC that holds at least 90% of its net assets in equity, 
preference shares, bonds, debentures or loans of group companies, with at least 60% 
of net assets in equity of group companies. It does not trade in these investments 
except to sell blocks for dilution or disinvestment. CICs with assets of ₹100 crore or 
more that access public funds must register with the RBI; smaller ones, and those 
without public funds, are largely exempt. Holding companies of large family groups 
usually fall in this category.

4. Scale-based regulation classifies NBFCs into four layers and asks the largest to list — 
The RBI’s Scale-Based Regulation framework, announced in October 2021, places 
NBFCs in a Base Layer, a Middle Layer, an Upper Layer and a notionally empty Top 
Layer, according to size and risk. Upper Layer NBFCs are identified by a scoring method 
and face bank-like norms, including a Common Equity Tier 1 requirement, 
concentration limits and a board-approved policy on listing. They must list on a stock 
exchange within three years of being identified. Once identified, an NBFC stays in the 
Upper Layer for at least five years, even if it no longer meets the criteria. Listing brings 
SEBI’s disclosure rules and a minimum public shareholding, which is normally 25% 
under Rule 19A of the Securities Contracts (Regulation) Rules, 1957.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. Shadow banking has been examined since the IL&FS failure — The default of 
Infrastructure Leasing & Financial Services in 2018 pushed NBFC regulation into Mains 
questions on financial stability. UPSC asks about the role of NBFCs in credit delivery 
and the risks they carry for banks. The Tata case adds a newer question: how far a 
regulator may reach into the ownership of a large holding company.

2. Prelims tests definitions and the regulatory perimeter — Past papers have asked 
which entities the RBI regulates, what an NBFC may not do (for example, accept 
demand deposits or issue cheques drawn on itself), and how NBFCs differ from banks. 
The principal business test and the CIC thresholds are the kind of definitional detail 
UPSC uses to frame statements.

3. GS2 and GS4 bring in corporate governance — The dispute between a promoter trust 
and a professional board, and the dilemma of operating companies with a vote, suit 
questions on corporate governance, conflicts of interest and fiduciary duty. An ethics 
case study can be framed around a director who must vote in a dispute not of his 
making.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● Under Section 45-IA of the Reserve Bank of India Act, 1934, no non-banking 
financial company can commence or carry on business without a certificate of 
registration from the RBI.

● A company is treated as an NBFC under the principal business test when its 
financial assets exceed 50% of total assets and income from financial assets 
exceeds 50% of gross income.

● A core investment company must hold at least 90% of its net assets in 
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investments in group companies, of which at least 60% must be in equity of 
group companies.

● Under the RBI’s Scale-Based Regulation framework of October 2021, NBFCs are 
classified into Base, Middle, Upper and Top Layers, and Upper Layer NBFCs must 
list within three years of identification.

● Section 45-IC of the RBI Act requires every NBFC to transfer at least 20% of its 
net profit every year to a reserve fund.

● Section 97 of the Companies Act, 2013 empowers the National Company Law 
Tribunal to call or direct the calling of an annual general meeting if a company 
defaults in holding it.

● Rule 19A of the Securities Contracts (Regulation) Rules, 1957 requires listed 
companies to maintain a minimum public shareholding, normally 25%.

ANALYSIS 1. The RBI is regulating the risk of the structure, not the size of the firm — Mr. Bhandari 
says Tata Sons is being punished for being “too successful or too big”. The RBI’s actual 
criterion is different. A holding company with large borrowing capacity sits between 
the public’s savings and a set of listed operating companies, and he himself notes that 
the RBI objected to the tens of thousands of crores lent by group firms to Tata Sons. 
Listing places that connection under the continuous disclosure of the securities 
market. It is not a punishment. The Upper Layer rule has also been public since 2021. 
The counter-view is that disclosure rules and prior approvals could have achieved the 
same transparency without forcing a private owner to sell equity, and that is a fair 
argument about proportionality rather than about the RBI’s power.

2. The holding-company rejig shows that a mechanical test invites arbitrage — The 50-
50 test and the 90% test are bright lines, and bright lines are easy to step over. A ₹100 
crore cotton trade at a ₹1 crore margin exists only to change an income ratio. Buying 
property to dilute group holdings does the same for a CIC. Each device is legal, which is 
the problem. The RBI can respond by tightening definitions, by looking at substance 
over form, or by accepting that small private holding companies with no public funds 
do not need regulation. Its recent exemption for entities below ₹1,000 crore without 
public funds or customers follows the third option and is sensible. Large groups that 
hold public money should not have the same way out.

3. Tata shows how regulation can reach a governance dispute — The listing order was 
meant to deal with systemic risk, but it has fed into a dispute between the Trusts and 
the board. The Trusts want Tata Sons private, the board has chosen to comply, and ten 
operating companies with 12.86% now have to vote on Mr. Chandrasekaran. Minority 
shareholders in Tata Motors or Tata Steel did not buy those shares to settle a question 
about Tata Sons. Directors of those companies owe their duty to their own 
shareholders, and abstention may be the most defensible choice. A regulator should 
expect this kind of spill-over when it acts on a holding company, and it should say 
clearly what it requires so that the dispute does not grow.

4. Using the NCLT to settle the AGM would hand a governance question to a tribunal — 
Section 97(1) lets the NCLT order an AGM and relax the quorum. That solves the 
procedural problem created by the Charity Commissioner’s restrictions on one Trust. 
But it would mean a tribunal choosing to go ahead without the representative of the 
majority owners. Whatever the legal merit, this would harden positions rather than 
settle them. The better outcome is for the Trusts’ internal restrictions to be resolved so 
that the owners themselves can vote.

5. Consistency matters more than the answer in any one case — India needs private 
capital from family groups, and it has seen family offices move abroad, as Mr. Bhandari 
warns. The way to protect that is predictable regulation: a rule announced in advance, 
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applied to everyone above a threshold, with time allowed to comply. Case-by-case 
relaxations for powerful groups would undermine the RBI’s credibility more than a firm 
line would. By writing twice for a timeline, the RBI is showing that the Upper Layer rule 
will be enforced.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“Regulatory arbitrage flourishes where financial regulation relies on mechanical 
thresholds.” Discuss with reference to the regulation of NBFCs and core investment 
companies in India. Should the RBI be able to require a large holding company to list its 
shares? (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Open with the RBI’s two letters to Tata Sons since September 11 
seeking a listing timeline after rejecting its surrender of NBFC registration, and ET’s 
report that groups are restructuring books to escape NBFC and CIC definitions.

2. Body — the thresholds — Explain the principal business test (50% of assets and 50% of 
income), the CIC test (90% in group companies, 60% in group equity) and how 
commodity trading, property purchases, LLPs and mergers are used to fall below them.

3. Body — why the RBI wants listing — Explain scale-based regulation of 2021, the 
Upper Layer, the three-year listing rule and the logic of market disclosure for entities 
that link public funds to large groups. Cite the concern over inter-corporate loans.

4. Body — the case against — Present the proportionality argument from the Bhandari 
op-ed: alternatives such as enhanced disclosure and prior approvals, the value of 
ownership and control, the risk of driving family capital abroad, and the spill-over into 
the Tata governance dispute and the AGM vote.

5. Conclusion — Argue for principle-based supervision that looks at substance, 
exemptions for small entities without public funds, and firm, predictable enforcement 
for large ones.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. You are an independent director of a listed Tata company that must vote on the 
reappointment of the Tata Sons chairman. What do you advise the board?

Approach: My duty is to the company and its shareholders, not to either side in the 
dispute. I would ask whether the outcome of the vote materially affects our company’s 
business, brand or financing, and take legal advice on the matter. If it does not, 
abstention with a recorded explanation is defensible and avoids the appearance of 
partisanship. If we vote, the reasons must be minuted and disclosed so that 
shareholders can judge them.

Q2. As an RBI supervisor, you find an NBFC booking large commodity trades at thin 
margins just before its year-end. How do you respond?

Approach: I would first examine whether the trades have commercial substance or 
exist only to change the income ratio. I would ask the auditors, who must now report 
on NBFC status, for their assessment. If the trades are artificial, the RBI can treat the 
entity by the substance of its business and require registration. I would also 
recommend that the definition be reviewed so that such transactions cannot change it.

Q3. An interview board asks: is a regulator ordering a private company to sell a quarter 
of its shares an attack on property rights?

Approach: Owning a company is a property right, but running a financial business with 
public money is a licensed activity with conditions. The listing rule was published in 
2021 and applies to every company in the Upper Layer, not to one group. The fair test 
is proportionality: whether a lighter measure would meet the risk. I would say the RBI 
should explain why disclosure alone is not enough, but that consistent enforcement of 
a published rule is not arbitrary.
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2.2  IRDAI Chairman Says Commission Caps Could Start January or April 2027; 
Distributor Stocks Fall Up to 36%

THE NEWS  Mumbai. The Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority of India (IRDAI) expects insurers to pass on the 
savings from lower distribution commissions to policyholders, through lower premiums, better returns or better claim 
payouts, its chairman Ajay Seth told The Economic Times in an interview. This follows this magazine’s card of September 
24; what is new is the mechanics, the likely start date and the market reaction. The consultation paper, titled ‘Recalibrating 
Economics of Insurance Distribution’, was issued on Wednesday, September 23. Comments are due by October 25. Draft 
regulations, also open to comment, will follow. “One possibility is to implement the framework from January 1, 2027, or 
from April 1, 2027,” he said.  Mr. Seth said the first-year commission on new business goes “as high as 40% to 50%”, while 
there is “hardly any” for persistency, meaning keeping a policy in force. Of the grievances IRDAI receives, “a good 40% to 
50%” fall under unfair business practices, and many of these involve mis-selling, the sale of a policy that does not suit the 
buyer. The paper proposes lower first-year commissions, with more paid as the policy is renewed. A public insurance 
registry would publish product, grievance and claims records so customers can “know your distributor”. Lenders would be 
barred from making insurance compulsory with a loan unless the bundle offers a demonstrable benefit to the borrower. 
Commission limits would cover all payments to distributors. Mr. Seth named as a dark pattern (a design that pushes a 
buyer into unintended choices) making customers give a phone number and waive curbs on promotional calls to get a 
quote. Expense ratios, he said, fell from above 20% to about 16.5% in life insurance and from about 30% to 25% in general 
insurance, then rose again to above 20% and about 32%.  The Indian Express reports the proposed first-year life-insurance 
cap at 20% of premium for distributors and 25% for agents, less than half current levels; IRDAI had removed caps in 2023. 
Expenses of management would be cut, over five years, to 12.5% of gross direct premium for life insurers and 20% for 
general insurers, with limits for 2028-29. CareEdge Ratings says 20 of 22 life insurers and 28 of 31 general insurers exceed 
those limits today. IRDAI found that premiums from general-insurance brokers rose 37% between 2022-23 and 2024-25 
while their commissions rose 173%. PB Fintech, which owns Policybazaar, fell 36% on Thursday and 3% on Friday. 
TurtleMint fell 20% on each day. HDFC Life and ICICI Prudential Life are down 4-5%. JM Financial says insurance income has 
risen from 3.5% to 5.1% of banks’ profit before tax between 2022-23 and 2025-26. ET reports that distributors will ask 
whether the caps apply to renewals of existing policies; PB Fintech earned ₹6,089 crore of its ₹6,794 crore operating 
revenue in 2025-26 from insurance commissions, ₹935 crore of it from renewals. Jefferies estimates a 10% cut in new-
business commission could reduce such distributors’ earnings by 10-12%. For individual health policies the proposed first-
year cap is 15% for distribution entities and 20% for agents, with renewal and portability commissions of 5% and 10% 
respectively. The syllabus link is GS3 on financial inclusion and regulation.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

Insurance penetration stays low and insurers compete for distribution → IRDAI’s 2023 rules remove product-wise 
commission caps and leave payouts to board policy within an overall expense ceiling → commissions grow four to five 
times faster than premiums and expense ratios climb back above earlier levels → complaints of mis-selling and bundling 
rise → the September 23 paper proposes new caps and a public registry, and distributor shares fall sharply

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. The Insurance Act, 1938 still contains the legal hooks on commission and expenses — 
The Insurance Act, 1938 is the parent law for insurance business in India. Section 40 
prohibits payment of commission or remuneration for soliciting business to anyone 
other than a licensed agent or intermediary, and after the Insurance Laws 
(Amendment) Act, 2015 the limits on commission are set by IRDAI regulations rather 
than written into the Act. Sections 40B and 40C deal with limits on expenses of 
management in life and general insurance respectively. Expenses of management 
(EoM) cover all operating costs of an insurer, including commissions, charged against 
premium income.

2. IRDAI is a statutory regulator created by the IRDA Act, 1999 — The Insurance 
Regulatory and Development Authority Act, 1999 followed the report of the Malhotra 
Committee (1994), which recommended opening the sector to private insurers and 
creating an independent regulator. The Authority has a chairperson, whole-time 
members and part-time members appointed by the Central Government. Section 14 
lays down its duties, which include protecting policyholders’ interests, regulating 
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intermediaries and specifying the code of conduct for agents. Its headquarters is in 
Hyderabad.

3. Bancassurance and intermediary categories determine who sells insurance — 
Insurance reaches customers through individual agents, corporate agents (mostly 
banks and NBFCs, which is called bancassurance), brokers, web aggregators, insurance 
marketing firms and direct sales. A corporate agent sells the products of the insurers it 
has tied up with, while a broker represents the customer and can place business with 
any insurer. Mis-selling usually arises where the seller has power over the buyer, as 
when a bank links a policy to a loan, or where the commission is higher than the value 
of the advice given.

4. Insurance for All by 2047 sets the policy goal the caps are meant to serve — IRDAI has 
adopted the goal of ‘Insurance for All by 2047’, meaning every citizen should have life, 
health and property cover by the centenary of Independence. Insurance penetration 
(premium as a share of GDP) in India remains low by international standards, and 
density (premium per person) is lower still. The regulator’s reforms since 2023, 
including the use-and-file product approval system and Bima Sugam, an online 
marketplace, were designed to raise penetration. The commission proposals are an 
admission that the earlier deregulation raised distribution costs faster than it widened 
cover.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. GS3 asks about financial inclusion and the cost of financial products — UPSC has 
asked about insurance penetration, the role of IRDAI and schemes such as PM Jeevan 
Jyoti Bima Yojana and PM Suraksha Bima Yojana. A question on why insurance 
penetration remains low despite private entry would use this card’s data on 
distribution costs directly.

2. Regulatory design is a recurring Mains theme — Questions on whether regulators 
should rely on principles or on hard caps, and on the risk of regulatory flip-flops, fit this 
case. IRDAI moved from caps to board-approved policies in 2023 and is now moving 
back. That makes it a clear example of regulatory sequencing.

3. Consumer protection and information asymmetry run across GS3 and GS4 — The 
principal-agent problem, in which the seller knows more than the buyer and is paid by 
a third party, is a basic concept of economics. Ethics papers use mis-selling as a case 
study on professional integrity and the duty of care.

PRELIMS NUGGETS

● The Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority of India is a statutory 
body established under the IRDA Act, 1999, on the recommendation of the 
Malhotra Committee.

● Section 40 of the Insurance Act, 1938 prohibits payment of commission for 
soliciting insurance business to any person other than a licensed agent or 
intermediary.

● Expenses of management of an insurer include commissions and operating 
expenses, and their limits are governed by Sections 40B and 40C of the 
Insurance Act, 1938 read with IRDAI regulations.

● Bancassurance refers to the distribution of insurance products by banks, usually 
acting as corporate agents of insurers.

● An insurance broker represents the customer and can place business with 
multiple insurers, whereas a corporate agent sells only the products of the 
insurers with which it has a tie-up.

● Persistency ratio measures the proportion of policies that remain in force, with 
premiums paid, after a given period from the date of sale.
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ANALYSIS

1. The 2023 deregulation failed because the ceiling was set on the insurer, not on the 
incentive — In 2023 IRDAI let insurers set commissions through board policy within an 
overall expense limit. The theory was that competition would keep costs down. In 
practice, insurers competed for access to large distributors, especially banks, and paid 
more to get it. That is why broker commissions rose 173% on 37% premium growth. An 
overall limit does not stop an insurer from spending heavily on sales and saving 
elsewhere. Mr. Seth’s own figures, with life expenses back above 20% and general 
above 32%, show that the flexibility was used for distribution, not for policyholders.

2. Paying more for persistency is the key idea, and front-loaded commission is the real 
problem — A 40-50% first-year commission pays the seller for the sale and almost 
nothing for whether the policy survives. This is why mis-selling happens: the agent has 
been paid before the customer discovers the product does not suit him. Moving 
money from the first year to renewals lines up the seller’s income with the customer’s 
interest. It is a better tool than a flat cut, because it rewards distributors who sell 
suitable products and penalises churn.

3. The market reaction is a measure of how much of the business depended on high 
commissions — PB Fintech earns about 90% of its operating revenue from insurance 
commissions, and banks now earn 5.1% of their profit before tax from insurance. A 
36% fall in one day shows how much of these firms’ value rested on current 
commission levels. That does not make the caps wrong. Distributors will argue that 
online platforms have higher customer-acquisition costs and improve price 
comparison, and the ET editorial accepts that effects will differ by model. IRDAI can 
meet part of this by setting different caps by channel and product, which the paper 
already does, and by deciding clearly whether the caps apply to renewals of old 
policies. Applying them backwards would undermine contracts and invite litigation.

4. The public registry could matter more than the caps — Caps can be avoided through 
side payments, which is why Mr. Seth says limits must cover all payments and why 
related-party deals will be watched. Disclosure is harder to avoid. If a customer can see 
which distributors have high complaint rates and which insurers settle claims quickly, 
competition starts to work on quality. The registry’s value depends on the data being 
complete, timely and simple enough for an ordinary buyer to use.

5. Whether policyholders gain depends on IRDAI enforcing the pass-through — Mr. Seth 
says savings must reach policyholders through lower premiums, better returns or 
better claims ratios. There is no automatic mechanism for this. Insurers could keep the 
savings as profit. IRDAI will need to publish expense and claims data by insurer and 
product so that the pass-through can be checked. Otherwise the reform will move 
money from distributors to shareholders of insurers. The ET editorial’s warning that 
industry will seek to dilute the proposals is realistic, and the regulator’s credibility 
depends on how much of the design survives the consultation.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“High distribution costs, not low incomes alone, explain India’s low insurance 
penetration.” Examine this statement in the light of IRDAI’s September 2026 consultation 
paper on commissions and expenses of management. What safeguards are needed to 
ensure that the benefits reach policyholders? (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — State the goal of Insurance for All by 2047 and the September 23 
consultation paper that proposes commission caps, lower expense limits and a public 
insurance registry, with a possible start on January 1 or April 1, 2027.

2. Body — evidence of high distribution costs — Use the data: first-year commissions of 
40-50%, broker commissions up 173% against premium growth of 37%, expense ratios 
back above 20% in life and around 32% in general insurance, and 40-50% of grievances 
relating to unfair business practices.
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3. Body — the proposals — Explain first-year caps (20% and 25% in life; 15% and 20% in 
individual health), higher weight on renewals, EoM limits of 12.5% and 20% for 2028-
29, the ban on compulsory bundling with loans, and ‘know your distributor’.

4. Body — counter-arguments and safeguards — Discuss disruption to online 
distributors and banks, the question of retrospective application to renewals, and the 
risk of side payments. Recommend transparent pass-through monitoring, product-wise 
disclosure and enforcement against related-party arrangements.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that penetration depends on trust as much as income, and 
trust depends on selling the right product at a fair cost; stable rules matter after the 
2023 reversal.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As a District Collector, you receive complaints that a bank branch is forcing farmers 
to buy life policies with crop loans. What do you do?

Approach: I would raise the matter at the District Level Consultative Committee with 
the Lead District Manager and ask the bank for an explanation. Tying insurance to a 
loan without a clear benefit to the borrower is a practice IRDAI now proposes to 
prohibit, and RBI rules already require fair treatment of customers. I would ask affected 
farmers to lodge complaints with the insurer, the Bima Bharosa portal and the 
Insurance Ombudsman, and forward a report to the bank’s controlling office and the 
regulator.

Q2. You are an IRDAI official. A large distributor argues the caps will destroy its 
business model. How do you respond?

Approach: I would ask for data on its acquisition costs, persistency and complaint rates, 
and consider whether a channel-specific cap is justified on evidence. I would explain 
that the aim is to pay for suitable, lasting sales, not to prefer one channel. I would also 
clarify whether the caps apply to existing policies, since uncertainty on that point 
causes needless harm. The final rule must be the same for all firms of the same kind.

Q3. An interview board asks: is capping commissions a return to the licence raj?
Approach: Price caps are usually a poor tool, but insurance distribution has a serious 
information problem. The buyer cannot judge a product whose value appears years 
later, and the seller is paid by the insurer, not the buyer. Where that happens, limits on 
incentives are a standard consumer-protection measure worldwide. The better long-
term answer is disclosure and competition on quality, and the proposed registry points 
that way.

2.3  New GDP Series Splits Multi-Activity Firms by MGT-7 Data and Counts Rooftop Solar 
and Government Housing

THE NEWS  New Delhi. The Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation’s (MoSPI) ‘Sources and Methods’ 
document for the new GDP series, released last Monday, contains changes that have received little attention, The Indian 
Express reports. Sources and Methods is the manual that explains where each number in the national accounts comes 
from and how it is calculated. This magazine’s card of September 22 covered the headline changes. The report lists five 
that have dominated debate over the past year: the base year moving from 2011-12 to 2022-23; ‘double deflation’ to 
arrive at real gross value added (GVA); the use of an output Producer Price Index (PPI) and a Banking Services Price Index 
(BSPI) in that deflation; better estimates of the informal sector through surveys; and the expectation of no gap, or 
discrepancy, between annual GDP measured by production and by expenditure. Today’s report covers five other changes.  
The first concerns how an enterprise is classified. Take a firm that both manufactures and sells services, with a turnover of 
₹100 and GVA of ₹50. In the old series its ‘major activity’ decided the matter: if ₹70 of turnover came from manufacturing, 
all ₹50 of GVA was counted as manufacturing. In the new series GVA is divided by share. If ₹20 of GVA comes from 
services, that goes to services and the rest to manufacturing. This is possible because of two forms companies file every 
financial year with the Ministry of Corporate Affairs: MGT-7 for public and private companies, and MGT-7A for one-person 
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and small companies. These annual returns report financial results, management structure, shareholding and loans.  
Second, the value of housing that the government provides to its employees was not counted before. Employees who get 
House Rent Allowance already show it in their pay, but those given quarters did not. The new series values this housing 
service using the cost of the houses, after deducting repair and maintenance costs and the annual consumption of fixed 
capital (depreciation). Third, the series assumes a shorter ‘average useful life’ for several asset types: dwellings are now 
taken to last 60-75 years, down from 70-80 years. A shorter life means higher annual depreciation, which affects net 
measures such as net domestic product. Fourth, household financial savings in shares, debentures, hybrid instruments and 
mutual funds are now taken from the Securities and Exchange Board of India instead of the Reserve Bank of India. This 
adds instruments such as Real Estate Investment Trusts, Infrastructure Investment Trusts and Alternative Investment 
Funds. Fifth, electricity that households produce for their own use through rooftop solar panels is now counted. The 
‘electricity, gas, water supply and other utility services’ sub-sector produced real GVA of ₹1.92 lakh crore in April-June 
2026, 8.9% higher than a year earlier. The syllabus link is GS3 on growth, its measurement and the mobilisation of 
resources, including savings.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

The 2011-12 series, launched in 2015, uses the MCA-21 corporate database but assigns each firm to one sector by its 
main activity → critics question deflators, informal-sector estimates and the gap between production and expenditure 
measures → MoSPI rebases to 2022-23 with double deflation, PPI and survey data → the Sources and Methods 
document adds activity-wise splitting through MGT-7/MGT-7A, SEBI savings data, new asset lives and rooftop solar → 
sector shares and savings estimates are redrawn

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE

1. The National Statistics Office compiles national accounts under MoSPI — The 
National Statistics Office (NSO) was formed in 2019 by merging the Central Statistics 
Office and the National Sample Survey Office within the Ministry of Statistics and 
Programme Implementation. Its National Accounts Division publishes GDP estimates, 
including quarterly estimates and the annual National Accounts Statistics. The National 
Statistical Commission, set up in 2005 on the recommendation of the Rangarajan 
Commission, is the apex advisory body on statistical standards. India follows the 
United Nations System of National Accounts, currently the 2008 version.

2. The base year is revised so that prices and the structure of the economy stay current 
— Real GDP is calculated at the prices of a base year, and the weights of sectors reflect 
the economy in that year. As the economy changes, with new industries and new 
goods, an old base overstates declining sectors and misses new ones. A revision 
updates data sources and methods as well as prices. The earlier series used 2004-05 
and then 2011-12 as the base, and the 2011-12 series was released in January 2015.

3. GVA at basic prices and GDP at market prices differ by taxes and subsidies — Gross 
value added is the value of output minus the value of inputs used up in production. 
GVA at basic prices equals GVA at factor cost plus production taxes minus production 
subsidies. GDP at market prices equals GVA at basic prices plus product taxes minus 
product subsidies. Since the 2015 revision India reports sector growth as GVA at basic 
prices and headline growth as GDP at market prices.

4. Double deflation and supply-use tables improve real estimates — Single deflation 
divides nominal GVA by one price index. Double deflation deflates output by an output 
price index and inputs by an input price index separately, and takes the difference, 
which is more accurate when input and output prices move differently. A supply-use 
table sets out, for each product, total supply (output plus imports) and total use 
(intermediate use, consumption, investment and exports). It is used to reconcile the 
production and expenditure estimates of GDP. The MCA-21 database of company 
filings, introduced in the 2011-12 series, replaced the RBI’s sample of companies as the 
main source for the corporate sector.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. GDP methodology is a standing Prelims topic — UPSC has asked about the difference 
between GDP and GVA, factor cost and market price, and nominal and real values. 
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Base-year revision, double deflation and the treatment of imputed items such as 
owner-occupied housing are natural statement-type questions.

2. Mains asks about the reliability of data for policy — The debate on India’s growth 
figures after the 2015 revision reached Mains as a question on the credibility of official 
statistics. The new series, and its detail on classification and savings, gives candidates 
material on how better data sources can address earlier criticisms.

3. Savings and investment link GDP to capital formation — The household sector is 
India’s largest net saver, and questions on falling household financial savings and rising 
physical savings have appeared. The shift of savings data from RBI to SEBI and the 
inclusion of REITs and InvITs is directly relevant.

PRELIMS NUGGETS

● The National Statistics Office was constituted in 2019 by merging the Central 
Statistics Office and the National Sample Survey Office under the Ministry of 
Statistics and Programme Implementation.

● GDP at market prices equals GVA at basic prices plus product taxes minus 
product subsidies.

● Under double deflation, output and intermediate inputs are deflated separately 
by their own price indices to arrive at real value added.

● Forms MGT-7 and MGT-7A are annual returns filed by companies with the 
Ministry of Corporate Affairs, MGT-7A being meant for one-person companies 
and small companies.

● The 2011-12 base-year series of national accounts was the first to use the MCA-
21 database of company filings for the private corporate sector.

● Consumption of fixed capital (depreciation) is the difference between gross and 
net measures of domestic product.

● India compiles its national accounts following the United Nations System of 
National Accounts, 2008.

ANALYSIS 1. Activity-wise splitting will make manufacturing look different, not necessarily smaller 
— Many Indian manufacturers earn part of their value added from services such as 
software, logistics, design and after-sales support. Under the ‘major activity’ rule, all of 
this was counted as manufacturing. The new rule moves that portion to services, so 
manufacturing’s share of GVA may fall at the margin even if factory output does not 
change. The reverse also happens for service firms with some manufacturing. Policy 
debates that rely on manufacturing’s share of GDP, such as targets for a 25% share, 
should be read with this change in mind.

2. Counting government housing and rooftop solar reflects production that already 
existed — Housing provided by the government to its employees and electricity 
produced by households for their own use are both production that was previously not 
counted. The System of National Accounts treats own-account production of goods 
and imputed housing services as part of GDP, so including them brings India closer to 
the standard. The effect is small in size but important in principle, because rooftop 
solar will grow quickly under PM Surya Ghar and would otherwise have made recorded 
electricity output understate actual generation.

3. Shorter asset lives raise depreciation and lower net measures — If dwellings last 60-
75 years instead of 70-80, more of their value is used up each year. Gross GDP is not 
affected, but net domestic product and net national income fall relative to it. Net 
measures are closer to sustainable income, so this is a more cautious and arguably 
more realistic assumption, given how buildings are actually maintained and replaced in 
India.
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4. SEBI data will show the shift of household savings to markets — Households now 
invest more through mutual funds, REITs, InvITs and AIFs than the RBI’s older sources 
captured. Taking data from SEBI should give a fuller picture of financial savings, which 
have been a concern since the post-pandemic rise in household borrowing. A caution 
applies: any change of source creates a break in the series, so comparisons with years 
before 2022-23 must be made carefully and back-series data will be needed.

5. Better methods need open data and a back series — The Sources and Methods 
document is a step towards transparency, because users can see how estimates are 
built. Its credibility will depend on MoSPI publishing the underlying data, releasing a 
back series that links the new numbers to earlier years, and explaining revisions. The 
2015 series was criticised partly because the back series came late and was disputed. 
The same mistake should not be repeated.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION
The 2022-23 base-year revision of India’s national accounts changes not only the base 
year but how enterprises, assets and savings are measured. Discuss the significance of 
these methodological changes for economic policy-making. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Explain what a base-year revision is and note that MoSPI’s Sources and 
Methods document for the 2022-23 series was released in September 2026.

2. Body — the headline changes — Briefly list double deflation using PPI and BSPI, 
survey-based informal-sector estimates and the aim of removing the discrepancy 
between production and expenditure estimates.

3. Body — the lesser-known changes — Explain activity-wise splitting through 
MGT-7/MGT-7A, valuation of government housing, shorter asset lives (60-75 years for 
dwellings), SEBI as the source for household financial savings with REITs, InvITs and 
AIFs, and rooftop solar in electricity GVA (₹1.92 lakh crore real GVA in April-June 2026, 
up 8.9%).

4. Body — policy significance — Discuss effects on manufacturing’s measured share, net 
national income, savings-investment analysis and energy-transition tracking; note the 
need for a back series and open microdata.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that credible data is an input to credible policy, and that 
methodological transparency is as important as the revision itself.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As a State’s Director of Economics and Statistics, how would you adapt State GDP 
estimates to the new national series?

Approach: I would first align the State’s base year and methods with MoSPI’s Sources 
and Methods document so that State and national estimates add up. I would request 
State-wise MGT-7 data and SEBI savings data from the Centre and build local data on 
rooftop solar from the discom’s net-metering records. Staff would need training in 
double deflation. I would publish a note explaining the changes before releasing the 
first revised estimate.

Q2. A minister asks why manufacturing’s share has fallen under the new series despite 
rising output. How do you explain it?

Approach: I would explain that the new series divides a multi-activity firm’s value 
added between manufacturing and services according to actual shares, instead of 
assigning it all to the main activity. Part of what was earlier counted as manufacturing 
is now counted as services. Output has not fallen; the classification has become more 
accurate. For policy, it is better to track factory output, employment and exports 
alongside the GVA share.

Q3. An interview board asks: do frequent revisions in GDP methodology weaken trust 
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in official statistics?
Approach: Revisions are normal and necessary, since an economy that changes must 
be measured with current weights and sources. Trust is weakened not by revision but 
by lack of explanation, late back series and closed data. If the statistical system 
publishes its methods, data and back series, and an independent body reviews them, 
revisions strengthen trust. The National Statistical Commission’s role is important here.

2.4  Morbi Farmers Reject 200%-and-30% Compensation for Transmission Towers as 
Agri-PV and Grid Stability Enter the 500 GW Debate

THE NEWS  Morbi, Gujarat. Farmers in Morbi district are protesting against how they are compensated when high-voltage 
transmission lines cross their fields, The Indian Express reports. On Friday more than 9,000 farmers, some from other 
districts, held a dharna at the Morbi Collectorate. On September 17 police booked 21 farmers after effigies of the Prime 
Minister and Home Minister were burnt. The latest protest began after notices were served on September 23 to all 
landowners with towers or line corridors of the 765 kV Halvad Transmission Line or an 800 kV line on their land. The Halvad 
line is being built by Halvad Transmission Limited, a Special Purpose Vehicle (a company set up for one project) owned by 
Adani Energy Solutions. The 800 kV line is being built by Power Grid Corporation of India. The notices asked them to appear 
within two days before a Market Rate Committee (MRC) at the Collectorate and nominate a valuer, or the government 
would nominate one for them. Farmer leader Nehul Dhirajlal Amrutiya described the formula as “200% of the value of the 
area occupied by a tower base and 30% of that of the area under a RoW (Right of Way) corridor”, and said it does not 
cover farmers’ full losses. Farmers want the lines routed through the sparsely populated Little Rann of Kutch, or laid 
underground. Collector Swapnil Khare said 21 days would be given for valuation once valuers are nominated, but admitted 
the process was “crawling”: seven MRCs have been set up, 102 survey numbers valued and 44 farmers paid. Local MLA and 
Minister of State Kantilal Amrutiya said farmers would now get “three times as much” as earlier but ruled out changing the 
route. Farmer Vinod Aghara says a 765 kV tower and corridor erected in 2025 cover 10 of his 42 bighas, and that his land’s 
value fell “from Rs 55-60 lakh to less than half”. Work on the lines has stopped.  In The Indian Express, Ashok Gulati and 
Subhodeep Basu of ICRIER argue for a different kind of farmer stake in the energy transition. India’s solar capacity rose 
from 2.82 GW before 2014 to 168.04 GW by August 2026, third after China and the U.S. About 74% is utility-scale. PM 
Surya Ghar gives ₹78,000 central subsidy for a 3 kW rooftop system and has an outlay of ₹75,021 crore, but Component A 
of PM-KUSUM, which lets farmers set up plants of up to 2 MW, has no capital subsidy. They propose banning ground-
mounted solar on farmland and promoting agri-photovoltaics (agri-PV), in which panels are mounted about 11 feet high so 
crops can grow below. An ICRIER-backed 600 kW plant in Rajasthan, financed by a ₹1.4 crore State Bank of India loan, a 
₹60 lakh farmer contribution and ₹35 lakh of Kotak Mahindra Bank CSR support, raised income from about ₹40,000 an acre 
from wheat and bajra to nearly ₹4 lakh an acre. Citing the CAG’s estimate of ₹8.5 per kWh supply cost against ₹1 realised 
from farmers, they propose a ₹4.5 feed-in tariff. Separately, The Economic Times reports that a FICCI–Nangia report, ‘Grid 
Stability in India’, says the 500 GW non-fossil target for 2030 needs matching grid-stability milestones. It recommends 
notified minimums for grid inertia, rate of change of frequency and system strength, and a single instrument for battery 
storage above 50 MW. The syllabus link is GS3 on land, energy infrastructure and inclusive growth.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

India commits to 500 GW of non-fossil capacity by 2030 → large solar and wind parks in Gujarat and Rajasthan need long 
high-voltage lines across private farmland → right-of-way law lets lines pass without land acquisition, paying only 
compensation fixed by formula → farmers see land values fall and reject the MRC process, halting work in Morbi → 
economists propose agri-PV to give farmers a share of the gains, and industry asks for grid-stability rules to match the 
capacity

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. Transmission lines use right of way, not land acquisition — Section 164 of the 
Electricity Act, 2003 allows the appropriate government to confer on a transmission 
licensee the powers that the Indian Telegraph Act, 1885 gave to telegraph authorities. 
Under Section 10 of the Telegraph Act, a line or post can be placed on any land without 
acquiring it, but the owner does not lose title and must be paid full compensation for 
damage. Section 16 provides for disputes over compensation to be decided by the 
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District Magistrate. Because title does not pass, the owner keeps the land but with 
restrictions under and near the line, and this is why compensation is paid as a 
percentage of land value rather than as a purchase price.

2. The Centre’s 2024 guidelines set compensation for tower base and corridor — The 
Ministry of Power issued guidelines in 2024 recommending compensation of 200% of 
the land value for the area under the tower base and 30% of the land value for the 
right-of-way corridor, with land value based on the circle rate or market rate. States 
may adopt these or higher rates. The figures quoted by the Morbi farmers match this 
formula. Earlier guidelines of 2015 provided lower percentages, which is why the local 
MLA says farmers will get about three times as much as before.

3. PM-KUSUM has three components aimed at farm solar — The Pradhan Mantri Kisan 
Urja Suraksha evam Utthaan Mahabhiyan, launched in 2019 by the Ministry of New 
and Renewable Energy, has three components. Component A supports decentralised 
grid-connected solar plants of up to 2 MW on farmers’ land, with the power bought by 
discoms. Component B supports standalone solar pumps. Component C supports 
solarisation of existing grid-connected pumps, including feeder-level solarisation. 
Components B and C carry central financial assistance, while Component A offers a 
procurement-based incentive to discoms rather than a capital subsidy to farmers.

4. The 500 GW goal and grid inertia — At COP26 in Glasgow in 2021 India announced a 
target of 500 GW of non-fossil electricity capacity by 2030, and its updated Nationally 
Determined Contribution of 2022 commits to about 50% of cumulative installed 
capacity from non-fossil sources by 2030. Green Energy Corridors are the transmission 
projects built to carry renewable power from resource-rich States. Grid inertia is the 
stored kinetic energy in the rotating turbines of conventional generators, which slows 
changes in frequency after a disturbance. Solar panels and batteries connect through 
inverters and provide no natural inertia, so a grid with more renewables needs 
storage, grid-forming inverters and rules on the rate of change of frequency.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. Land for infrastructure is a steady GS3 theme — UPSC has asked about land 
acquisition, the LARR Act, 2013 and the conflict between infrastructure and 
livelihoods. Right-of-way compensation for transmission lines is a less familiar but 
important variant, because no land is acquired and so the LARR Act’s protections do 
not apply.

2. Renewable targets and their constraints appear in both prelims and mains — 
Questions have covered India’s NDC, the International Solar Alliance, PM-KUSUM and 
rooftop solar. The grid-integration problem, including storage and inertia, is the next 
step and suits a Mains question on the challenges of the energy transition.

3. Farmers’ income and agri-diversification link GS3 agriculture to energy — Doubling 
farmers’ income, power subsidies and discom finances are recurring topics. Agri-PV 
joins them in a single example of land producing food and energy together.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● Section 164 of the Electricity Act, 2003 empowers the appropriate government 
to confer on a licensee the powers of a telegraph authority under the Indian 
Telegraph Act, 1885 for placing electric lines.

● Under Section 10 of the Indian Telegraph Act, 1885, the authority placing a line 
on private land acquires only a right of user and the owner retains title, subject 
to payment of compensation.

● Component A of PM-KUSUM provides for decentralised grid-connected 
renewable power plants of up to 2 MW on farmers’ land.

● PM-KUSUM, launched in 2019, is implemented by the Ministry of New and 
Renewable Energy.
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● Agri-photovoltaics refers to the use of the same land for solar power generation 
and crop cultivation, with panels raised high enough for farming beneath them.

● Grid inertia is provided by the rotating mass of synchronous generators and 
resists rapid changes in grid frequency.

● India announced a target of 500 GW of non-fossil fuel electricity capacity by 
2030 at COP26 in Glasgow.

ANALYSIS

1. The right-of-way model is fast for the state but costly for the farmer — Because 
transmission lines do not acquire land, the project avoids the social impact 
assessment, consent and resettlement provisions of the LARR Act, 2013. The farmer 
keeps the title, but that title may now be much less valuable. Mr. Aghara’s claim that 
his land value halved shows the cost the formula misses: land under a 765 kV line is 
hard to sell, mortgage or develop. The 2024 guidelines raised compensation 
considerably, but a percentage of circle rate may still be well below the loss in market 
value. That is why farmers are rejecting the process, not just the number.

2. The protest is also about process: two days’ notice and a company’s timetable — 
Farmers were given two days to appear before an MRC, including owners living 
abroad. The Collector says valuation will take 21 days once valuers are nominated, but 
the notice itself reads as coercion. Farmers also ask why the state is acting for a private 
company, since the Halvad line is owned by an Adani SPV. A transmission line serves a 
public purpose, but when the state is seen as the company’s agent, it loses trust. A 
transparent schedule, a single-window grievance process and published valuations 
would reduce the conflict.

3. Rerouting through the Little Rann is not a simple answer — The farmers’ proposal to 
route lines through the Little Rann of Kutch sounds attractive because it is sparsely 
populated. But the Little Rann holds the Wild Ass Sanctuary and saline wetlands, so a 
transmission corridor there raises environmental objections of its own. Longer routes 
also raise costs and losses. Undergrounding extra-high-voltage lines is far more 
expensive than overhead lines. The honest trade-off is between higher compensation 
for farmers and higher project cost, which will eventually be recovered through tariffs 
from consumers.

4. Agri-PV turns farmers from land-givers into producers of power — Gulati and Basu’s 
proposal changes the relationship: instead of giving land to someone else’s project for 
compensation, the farmer earns from power sales while still growing crops. The ICRIER 
pilot’s tenfold income increase is striking, but it is one plant with CSR support. Scaling 
it needs finance at priority-sector rates, discoms that pay on time, and crops that 
tolerate shade. The proposal to ban ground-mounted solar on farmland goes too far, 
because much farmland in arid areas is marginal and its owners may prefer leasing it. 
Agri-PV should be encouraged, not made the only option.

5. Capacity without grid stability will produce curtailment, not clean power — The 
FICCI–Nangia report makes a point that the protest also shows: generation targets 
mean little without transmission and system rules. A grid with more inverter-based 
power needs defined standards for inertia and frequency response, and storage. If 
transmission lines stall in Morbi and stability rules lag, renewable plants will be 
curtailed and the 500 GW figure will overstate clean electricity delivered. The energy 
transition therefore depends on land and grid governance as much as on panel prices.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION
“India’s energy transition is constrained less by generation capacity than by land and 
grid.” Discuss with reference to right-of-way conflicts over transmission lines and the 
potential of agri-photovoltaics. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 1. Introduction — Cite the 500 GW non-fossil target for 2030 and the Morbi protest, 
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MAINS QUESTION

where more than 9,000 farmers opposed compensation for 765 kV and 800 kV lines.

2. Body — the land constraint — Explain the right-of-way model under the Telegraph Act 
and Section 164 of the Electricity Act, the 200% tower-base and 30% corridor formula, 
the MRC process and the fall in land values; note the absence of LARR Act protections.

3. Body — the grid constraint — Use the FICCI–Nangia report: a grid built for large 
conventional plants now absorbs small, weather-dependent inverter-based power; 
need for inertia and frequency standards, storage above 50 MW and congestion 
management.

4. Body — agri-PV as a solution — Explain PM-KUSUM Component A, the lack of capital 
subsidy compared with PM Surya Ghar, and the ICRIER pilot income increase; note the 
benefit to discoms from lower agricultural power subsidy and the limits of scaling.

5. Conclusion — Argue for market-linked compensation with fair process, farmer-owned 
generation where possible and notified grid-stability standards alongside capacity 
targets.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As Collector of Morbi, how would you restart work on the transmission lines 
without using force?

Approach: I would first extend the deadline for appearing before the MRCs and hold 
village-level meetings with the companies and farmer leaders. I would publish the 
valuation method, the rates adopted and the payments made so far, and set a time 
limit for paying compensation after valuation. Complaints of crop damage should be 
registered and inquired into promptly, including the high-tension line that fell in Nichi 
Mandal. Speedy payment to the farmers already valued would show that the process 
works.

Q2. You are a Secretary in the Ministry of Power. Farmers say circle-rate compensation 
undervalues land under towers. What reform would you consider?

Approach: I would ask States to base compensation on actual market value where 
circle rates are clearly outdated, and to consider an annual payment for corridor land 
instead of a single payment. A share of line revenue or a lease model could be tested. I 
would also commission a study on the actual fall in land values near extra-high-voltage 
lines. Any higher cost must be assessed against delays, which also cost consumers.

Q3. An interview board asks: should ground-mounted solar on farmland be banned to 
protect food security?

Approach: Food security matters, but a blanket ban would take away a choice from 
farmers on marginal, dry land who may earn more from leasing it. India’s food problem 
is more about productivity and water than about the small share of land under solar. I 
would prefer incentives for agri-PV and restrictions only on high-quality irrigated land. 
The decision should rest on land quality data, not a single rule for the whole country.

Page 41



UPSC Darpan · 28 September 2026

3. Agriculture & Food

Both of today’s farm stories are about risk that was concentrated and then came due. Uttar Pradesh planted one 
sugarcane variety almost everywhere for a decade, a fungus adapted to it, and the State’s sugar output fell by nearly a 
third. India depends on one monsoon, El Niño has weakened it, and the rabi crop is now at risk. The answers are also 
similar: spread varieties so one pathogen cannot take the whole crop, and use imports so one bad season does not 
become a price shock. Neither works if it comes too late.

3.1  Red-Rot-Resistant Co-20016 Cleared for Release as UP Sugar Output Falls from 126.4 
to 89.5 Lakh Tonnes

THE NEWS  New Delhi. Uttar Pradesh, India’s largest sugarcane-growing State, has seen its sugar output fall from 126.4 lakh 
tonnes to 89.5 lakh tonnes between 2019-20 and 2025-26, The Indian Express reports. Sugar years run from October to 
September. The main cause is that Co-0238, also called Karan 4, the variety grown on most of the State’s cane area, has 
become susceptible to red rot, a fungal disease. The resulting yield losses have reduced the cane crushed by UP’s 120-odd 
sugar mills by more than a fifth in six years. Figures from the State’s Sugar Industry and Cane Development Department 
show cane crushed falling from 1,118.02 lakh tonnes in 2019-20 to 878.12 lakh tonnes in 2025-26. UP’s Assembly elections 
are due in February-March 2027.  The industry is now relying on a new variety, Co-20016 (Karan 20), developed by the 
Indian Council of Agricultural Research’s Sugarcane Breeding Institute (ICAR-SBI) at Coimbatore. On May 27 a Varietal 
Identification Committee under the All-India Coordinated Research Project (AICRP) on Sugarcane picked it as a potential 
replacement for Co-0238. An official said it will go next to the Central Varietal Release Committee, expected to meet in 
October. Once it is approved and notified for commercial cultivation, farmers can plant it in the spring (February-March), 
summer (April-May) or autumn (mid-September to mid-November) seasons. In August 2023 the Indian Sugar & Bio-energy 
Manufacturers Association (ISMA) and ICAR-SBI began joint trials of improved varieties at mill locations in subtropical India 
(UP, Uttarakhand, Bihar, Haryana and Punjab) and tropical India (Maharashtra, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Gujarat, Madhya 
Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh and Telangana). In the subtropical trials, Co-20016 and Co-21012 were tested for three years 
over two plant crops and one ratoon crop, which is the regrowth from stubble after harvest. Sixteen mills took part, 11 of 
them in UP. ISMA Director General Deepak Ballani called the results “very encouraging”. The AICRP trials are complete for 
Co-20016 and under way for Co-21012.  At ISMA’s trial sites, Co-20016 gave a three-year average yield of 144.6 tonnes per 
hectare against 116.4 tonnes for Co-0238. Its mean sucrose content in cane juice at ten months was 18.7%, against 18.3%. 
Most important, it is resistant to red rot, and specifically to the highly virulent ‘CF13’ pathotype of the fungus 
Colletotrichum falcatum. A pathotype is a strain of a pathogen that differs in which plant varieties it can infect. When Co-
0238 was released in 2009 it was rated moderately resistant to the then-prevalent pathotypes CF07 and CF08. “The CF13 
pathotype emerged due to the intensive monoculture planting of Co-0238 in UP as well as other sub-tropical states,” said 
Dr. Bakshi Ram, former ICAR-SBI director, who bred Co-0238. As the fungus changed, the variety “suffered varietal 
breakdown”. He said he had warned against over-cultivation, especially in the waterlogging-prone central, eastern and 
Terai belts of UP, where wet fields help red rot spread, but “neither the mills nor farmers followed my advice”. The syllabus 
link is GS3 on cropping patterns, agricultural research and technology, and farm support prices.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

ICAR-SBI releases high-yielding, high-sugar Co-0238 in 2009 → mills and farmers plant it on most of UP’s cane area, 
making UP India’s top sugar producer → monoculture lets the red-rot fungus evolve a new CF13 pathotype and the 
variety’s resistance breaks down → UP’s cane crushed falls by over a fifth and sugar output by nearly a third in six years 
→ Co-20016, resistant to CF13, is identified in May and goes to the Central Varietal Release Committee in October

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. Red rot is a fungal disease often called the cancer of sugarcane — Red rot is caused 
by the fungus Colletotrichum falcatum (sexual stage Glomerella tucumanensis). It 
infects the stalk, turns the internal tissue red with white patches, gives off a sour smell 
and causes leaves to wither and the cane to dry. It spreads mainly through infected 
setts (the stem cuttings used for planting), and through water, soil and crop residue. 
Waterlogging and high humidity favour it. Control depends on resistant varieties, 
healthy seed cane, crop rotation and destroying infected clumps, since chemical 
control is of limited use once the stalk is infected.

2. The ‘Co’ prefix marks canes bred at Coimbatore — The Sugarcane Breeding Institute 
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at Coimbatore, now under ICAR, was established in 1912. Varieties bred there carry 
the prefix ‘Co’ followed by the year of the cross and a number, so Co-0238 and Co-
20016 are Coimbatore canes. The institute’s early work crossing the noble cane 
Saccharum officinarum with the wild Saccharum spontaneum produced varieties 
suited to north India. Varieties are tested under the All India Coordinated Research 
Project on Sugarcane and released by the Central Varietal Release Committee, and are 
then notified under the Seeds Act, 1966.

3. Monoculture creates genetic vulnerability — When a single variety covers most of a 
region, a pathogen that overcomes that variety’s resistance can spread across the 
whole area. Plant breeders call this varietal breakdown. The standard remedy is 
varietal diversity: several varieties with different resistance genes, replaced every few 
years. The Irish potato famine and the southern corn leaf blight in the United States in 
1970 are the classic cases of genetic uniformity turning a disease into a disaster.

4. Cane pricing combines a central FRP and State advised prices — The Fair and 
Remunerative Price (FRP) of sugarcane is fixed by the Central Government under the 
Sugarcane (Control) Order, 1966, issued under the Essential Commodities Act, 1955, 
on the recommendation of the Commission for Agricultural Costs and Prices. The FRP 
is linked to a basic sugar recovery rate, with a premium for higher recovery. Several 
States, including Uttar Pradesh, announce a higher State Advised Price (SAP) that mills 
in the State must pay. Sugar output also matters for the ethanol blending programme, 
because mills divert cane juice and B-heavy molasses to ethanol, which reduces the 
sugar they produce.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. Prelims has asked about crop diseases and research institutions — UPSC has tested 
knowledge of crop diseases, their causal organisms, and the location of ICAR institutes. 
Red rot and its fungus, the Coimbatore institute and the ‘Co’ nomenclature are likely 
material for statement questions.

2. Mains asks about cropping patterns and the sugar economy — Questions have 
covered the sugarcane pricing system, cane arrears, the water intensity of sugarcane 
and the ethanol programme. This story adds the dimension of genetic vulnerability and 
the need for a pipeline of new varieties.

3. Agricultural research and extension is a GS3 syllabus item — The syllabus mentions 
technology missions and e-technology in the aid of farmers. The slow path from 
breeding to identification, release and seed multiplication illustrates why good 
varieties take years to reach farmers.

PRELIMS NUGGETS

● Red rot of sugarcane is caused by the fungus Colletotrichum falcatum.

● The ICAR-Sugarcane Breeding Institute is located at Coimbatore, and varieties 
developed there carry the prefix ‘Co’.

● A ratoon crop is the crop that regrows from the stubble left after the harvest of 
the earlier crop.

● The Fair and Remunerative Price of sugarcane is fixed by the Central 
Government under the Sugarcane (Control) Order, 1966, issued under the 
Essential Commodities Act, 1955.

● The Fair and Remunerative Price of sugarcane is fixed on the recommendation 
of the Commission for Agricultural Costs and Prices.

● The sugar season in India runs from October to September.

● New crop varieties are released for commercial cultivation by the Central 
Varietal Release Committee and notified under the Seeds Act, 1966.
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ANALYSIS

1. Co-0238 was a success that became a risk because nothing replaced it — Co-0238 
raised both yields and sugar recovery and made UP India’s top sugar producer. The 
error was not in breeding it but in the absence of a varietal replacement plan. Mills 
encouraged farmers to plant it because it raised recovery, and farmers planted it 
because it paid. Nobody bore the cost of the rising risk until the CF13 pathotype 
appeared. The lesson is that variety diversity is a public good that neither mills nor 
individual farmers will provide unless the State plans for it.

2. Co-20016 should not become the next Co-0238 — A variety with 24% higher yield and 
red-rot resistance will be planted widely and quickly. If it covers most of UP’s cane 
area, the same process can happen again, with a new pathotype able to infect it. The 
State should plan a spread across several varieties, including Co-21012 once its trials 
are complete, with a limit on any one variety’s share in disease-prone belts. Mills’ cane 
development departments, which supply seed to farmers, are the right place to 
enforce this.

3. Seed multiplication is the real bottleneck — Sugarcane is planted from setts, not 
seeds, and the multiplication rate is low. Even after the Central Varietal Release 
Committee approves Co-20016 in October, it will take several seasons to produce 
enough healthy seed cane. Tissue-culture plantlets and single-bud methods can speed 
this up. Distributing infected setts would carry red rot into the new variety’s fields, so 
certified disease-free seed is essential. Without a multiplication plan, the variety will 
help only a small share of the crop before the 2027 election and beyond.

4. The fall in UP’s cane affects farmers, mills and the ethanol programme — A fall of 
more than a fifth in cane crushed is lost income for farmers who were already paid at a 
fixed price per tonne, since lower yields mean fewer tonnes. Mills lose throughput 
while fixed costs stay, which can lead to delayed cane payments. Lower sugar output 
also leaves less cane juice and molasses for ethanol, putting pressure on blending 
targets and raising the question of food versus fuel. A crop-disease problem therefore 
becomes a question for rural incomes, State politics and energy policy.

5. Waterlogging and agronomy matter as much as genetics — Dr. Bakshi Ram points to 
waterlogged fields in central, eastern and Terai UP as the places where red rot spreads 
fastest. Resistant varieties buy time, but drainage, crop rotation, removal of infected 
clumps and hot-water treatment of setts reduce the pressure on resistance genes. An 
approach that relies only on a new variety will wear out that variety faster.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“Genetic uniformity in high-yielding crop varieties trades short-term productivity for 
long-term vulnerability.” Examine this statement with reference to the red rot crisis in 
Uttar Pradesh’s sugarcane. Suggest measures to build resilience in India’s crop 
improvement system. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — State the fall in UP’s sugar output from 126.4 to 89.5 lakh tonnes 
between 2019-20 and 2025-26, attributed to red rot in the dominant variety Co-0238.

2. Body — how uniformity created vulnerability — Explain the release of Co-0238 in 
2009, its spread through monoculture, the emergence of the CF13 pathotype of 
Colletotrichum falcatum and varietal breakdown; use Dr. Bakshi Ram’s warning about 
waterlogged belts.

3. Body — the new variety — Describe Co-20016: bred at ICAR-SBI Coimbatore, 
identified by the AICRP committee on May 27, yield of 144.6 against 116.4 tonnes per 
hectare, sucrose 18.7% against 18.3%, resistance to CF13; mention the ISMA–ICAR 
trials.

4. Body — measures for resilience — Suggest varietal diversity with caps on any single 
variety’s share, faster seed multiplication through tissue culture, certified disease-free 
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setts, drainage and rotation, pathogen surveillance to spot new pathotypes, and a 
regular replacement pipeline.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that productivity gains must be protected through diversity 
and surveillance, and that the same lesson applies to wheat, rice and other crops 
grown as near-monocultures.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As Cane Commissioner of Uttar Pradesh, how would you roll out Co-20016 once it is 
released?

Approach: I would set up a seed programme through mills’ cane development wings 
and research stations, using tissue culture to multiply healthy planting material quickly. 
Distribution would prioritise fields where red rot has been worst, but with a limit on the 
share of any village or mill zone under one variety. I would pair seed supply with 
training on sett treatment and drainage. Pathogen surveillance would continue to 
detect any new pathotype early.

Q2. A mill owner asks you to allow unrestricted planting of Co-20016 because it raises 
his recovery. How do you respond?

Approach: I would explain that the mill’s long-term supply depends on the variety not 
breaking down as Co-0238 did. A mix of varieties protects his crushing capacity as much 
as the farmers’ income. I would offer him priority access to Co-21012 and other 
approved varieties to keep his recovery high while limiting the risk. The cost of the Co-
0238 collapse is the evidence.

Q3. An interview board asks: who should bear the loss when a recommended variety 
fails?

Approach: Farmers followed advice from research bodies and mills, so it is unfair for 
them to bear the full loss alone. Crop insurance and State relief should cover disease 
outbreaks of this scale, and mills that promoted a variety share responsibility. At the 
same time, research institutions should monitor released varieties and issue warnings 
when their share becomes risky. Accountability should mean a better system, not 
blame.

3.2  Monsoon 11.9% Below Normal, El Niño Strengthening: Editorial Urges Duty-Free 
Pulses After Edible Oil Duty Cut

THE NEWS  New Delhi. India’s rainfall during the southwest monsoon from June 1 to September 27 has been 11.9% below 
the historical average, and 23 of the country’s 36 meteorological subdivisions have cumulative deficits of more than 10%, 
The Indian Express notes in an editorial headlined ‘As monsoon falters, keep food imports open’. The worst-hit areas are 
the southern States, Marathwada and Vidarbha in Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Saurashtra and Kutch, and the Northeast. Rain 
was markedly deficient in June and August and was concentrated in a few regions: Odisha, Chhattisgarh, east Madhya 
Pradesh, Jharkhand, Gangetic West Bengal and Uttar Pradesh. The paper calls this a skewed distribution in time and space. 
Maharashtra has declared drought in nearly three-fourths of its tehsils, the administrative units below a district, and Chief 
Minister Devendra Fadnavis has said the situation could be worse than the great famine of 1972. This magazine covered 
the Maharashtra drought on September 22 and 24; today’s new angle is a policy prescription on trade.  El Niño, the 
periodic warming of the eastern and central Pacific Ocean that tends to weaken the Indian monsoon, has entered a strong 
phase. According to the editorial, global climate models expect it to become “very strong” from October to January-
February and weaken to a moderate-to-weak event by April-May. Its effect on the monsoon has been felt since August. 
Kharif (monsoon-season) yields will suffer somewhat even though acreage has not fallen much. The paper argues that the 
bigger damage will come in the rabi (winter-spring) season. Deficient rain may leave little water in wells, ponds, reservoirs 
and aquifers, and El Niño tends to bring a warm, short winter, so a poor rabi harvest could follow a “not-so-great kharif”.  
The editorial praises the Fadnavis government for activating the State’s Drought Management Code. This triggers crop-loss 
assessment and relief such as waiver of land revenue and restructuring or pausing of farm-loan recovery, and the paper 
says other States should follow. It says the Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana and the VB-G RAM G scheme will be tested 
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on how quickly they pay insurance claims and start rural relief works. On supply, it notes that the Centre last week cut 
import duties on crude palm and soyabean oil from 16.5% to 11% and on sunflower oil to 5.5%, and already allows imports 
of arhar (tur) and urad at nil duty. It argues that imports of all other pulses, including yellow peas, chana and masoor, 
should also be duty-free. The Hindu reports from Bengaluru that the Opposition BJP and Janata Dal (Secular) have refused 
to join an all-party delegation the Karnataka government planned to send to Prime Minister Narendra Modi to seek Central 
drought assistance. The delegation follows a four-day special session of the State legislature on drought, farm distress and 
the Kasturirangan Committee report. The syllabus links are GS3 on food security, buffer stocks, and the public distribution 
system and trade, and GS1 on the monsoon and El Niño.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

El Niño warms the Pacific and weakens monsoon circulation from August → all-India rain falls 11.9% below average and 
23 of 36 subdivisions record deficits above 10% → Maharashtra declares drought in about three-fourths of its tehsils and 
Karnataka seeks Central aid → low reservoir and groundwater levels and a warm winter threaten the rabi crop → the 
Centre cuts edible-oil duties and the editorial calls for duty-free pulses to head off price spikes

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE

1. IMD measures the monsoon against a long period average — The India 
Meteorological Department compares seasonal rainfall with the Long Period Average 
(LPA), the mean rainfall over a 50-year base period, which for the June-September 
season is about 87 cm on the 1971-2020 base. For all-India seasonal rainfall, 96-104% 
of LPA is normal, 90-96% below normal and less than 90% deficient, while 104-110% is 
above normal and above 110% excess. For a subdivision or district, rainfall within 19% 
of the normal is classed as normal, 20-59% below as deficient and 60-99% below as 
large deficient. A shortfall of 11.9% puts all-India rainfall so far in the deficient range.

2. El Niño and the Indian Ocean Dipole shape the monsoon — El Niño is the warm phase 
of the El Niño–Southern Oscillation, in which sea surface temperatures in the central 
and eastern equatorial Pacific rise above normal. It shifts rising air and rainfall 
eastwards, away from the Indian region, and is associated with many, though not all, 
Indian droughts. La Niña, the cool phase, tends to favour good monsoons. A positive 
Indian Ocean Dipole, in which the western Indian Ocean is warmer than the eastern, 
can offset part of El Niño’s effect.

3. Drought declaration follows the Manual for Drought Management — Drought is not a 
notified disaster under a separate law, but relief is governed by the Disaster 
Management Act, 2005 and the Ministry of Agriculture’s Manual for Drought 
Management, first issued in 2016 and later revised. The manual uses mandatory 
indicators such as rainfall deficit and dry spells, followed by impact indicators such as 
crop condition, vegetation indices, soil moisture and water availability. States declare 
drought and meet relief from the State Disaster Response Fund, and may seek 
additional help from the National Disaster Response Fund through a memorandum to 
the Centre, which is what Karnataka’s delegation would seek.

4. Trade tools for food prices include duties, export curbs and stock limits — The Centre 
can change the effective customs duty on imports by notification under Section 25 of 
the Customs Act, 1962, within the tariff rates set by the Customs Tariff Act, 1975. It can 
restrict exports under the Foreign Trade (Development and Regulation) Act, 1992, and 
impose stock limits on traders under Section 3 of the Essential Commodities Act, 1955. 
Under the WTO Agreement on Agriculture, India’s bound tariffs on most farm goods 
are much higher than its applied tariffs, which gives it room to raise or cut duties 
without breaching its commitments. India imports more than half of the edible oil it 
consumes and a significant share of its pulses.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. The monsoon and El Niño are standard Prelims material — UPSC has asked about El 
Niño, La Niña, the Indian Ocean Dipole and their effect on the Indian monsoon, and 
about how IMD defines normal and deficient rainfall. The subdivision count and LPA 
concept are the likely areas for statements.
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2. Food security and trade policy is a GS3 theme — Questions have covered buffer 
stocks, the public distribution system, export bans on rice and wheat, and India’s 
dependence on edible-oil imports. The debate over whether trade policy should 
protect farmers or consumers fits a 15-mark question.

3. Drought management tests governance — Mains questions on disaster management 
have included drought, and ethics case studies often use relief distribution. The 
Drought Management Code and PMFBY claim settlement provide concrete 
administrative detail.

PRELIMS NUGGETS

● For all-India seasonal rainfall, IMD classifies rainfall below 90% of the Long 
Period Average as deficient.

● IMD divides India into 36 meteorological subdivisions for rainfall monitoring.

● El Niño refers to the anomalous warming of sea surface temperatures in the 
central and eastern equatorial Pacific Ocean.

● A positive Indian Ocean Dipole is associated with warmer sea surface 
temperatures in the western Indian Ocean than in the eastern Indian Ocean.

● The Central Government can reduce the effective rate of customs duty by 
issuing exemption notifications under Section 25 of the Customs Act, 1962.

● Stock limits on traders of essential commodities are imposed under Section 3 of 
the Essential Commodities Act, 1955.

● Under the WTO Agreement on Agriculture, a bound tariff is the maximum rate a 
member has committed not to exceed, while the applied tariff is the rate 
actually charged.

ANALYSIS 1. The rabi season is where the real risk lies — The editorial’s central point is correct: a 
monsoon deficit shows up most in the following winter crop, because rabi depends on 
stored water in reservoirs, ponds and aquifers. Wheat, chana and mustard are the 
main rabi crops, and a warm winter reduces wheat yields at the grain-filling stage. The 
government should therefore plan now, while imports can still be contracted at 
reasonable prices, rather than wait for rabi output estimates in February and March.

2. Cutting duties early is cheaper than export bans and stock limits later — India has 
often responded to food-price spikes late, with export bans and stock limits that hurt 
farmers and traders and damage India’s reputation as a reliable supplier. Lowering 
import duties in advance lets the private trade build stocks, spreads imports over time 
and limits price spikes. The cut in edible-oil duties from 16.5% to 11% and nil duty on 
tur and urad are the right direction. Extending nil duty to yellow peas, chana and 
masoor would complete it for pulses.

3. The farmer’s interest must be balanced, not ignored — Open imports can depress 
prices for farmers who do harvest a crop, especially chana, which is a major rabi pulse. 
The counter-view is that duty cuts during a rabi sowing season send a signal against 
planting pulses. The balance is to keep duties low during the deficit period and restore 
them before harvest arrives, with procurement at MSP through PM-AASHA to support 
prices where they fall below MSP. The measure should have a published end date so 
that farmers can plan.

4. Edible-oil dependence is a structural weakness that droughts expose — India imports 
more than half its edible oil, so a domestic oilseed shortfall hits prices immediately. 
Duty cuts help consumers but do nothing for self-reliance. The National Mission on 
Edible Oils is meant to raise oilseed output, but drought years are when oilseed crops, 
mostly rainfed, suffer most. The long-term answer is irrigation for oilseeds and better 
seed varieties, not only lower tariffs.
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5. Drought relief tests both States and the Centre — Maharashtra’s Drought 
Management Code shows the value of a ready-made protocol that starts crop-loss 
assessment and relief automatically. Karnataka’s situation shows the political side: the 
Opposition’s refusal to join the delegation turns a request for relief into a partisan 
contest. Drought assistance from the National Disaster Response Fund should depend 
on assessed need, and the process should be transparent enough that it is not seen as 
rewarding or punishing States. Quick PMFBY claim payments will decide whether 
farmers can sow the next crop.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“Trade policy is an instrument of food security as much as production policy.” In the 
context of a deficient monsoon and a strengthening El Niño, discuss how India should use 
import duties and other trade tools to protect both consumers and farmers. (15 marks, 
250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Note the 11.9% monsoon deficit to September 27, deficits above 10% 
in 23 of 36 subdivisions, drought in about three-fourths of Maharashtra’s tehsils, and 
El Niño expected to be very strong from October.

2. Body — why the rabi crop matters — Explain how low reservoir and groundwater 
levels and a warm, short winter can reduce rabi output, especially wheat and pulses, 
and push up food prices.

3. Body — trade tools — Discuss the edible-oil duty cut (crude palm and soyabean oil 
from 16.5% to 11%, sunflower to 5.5%), nil duty on tur and urad, the case for duty-free 
yellow peas, chana and masoor, and the contrast with export bans and stock limits 
under the Essential Commodities Act.

4. Body — balancing farmers — Address the risk of depressed farm prices, time-bound 
duty cuts, MSP procurement, PMFBY payouts and drought codes; mention WTO bound 
versus applied tariffs as policy space.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that planned, early and time-bound trade measures, 
combined with long-term investment in rainfed oilseeds and pulses, protect both 
consumers and farmers better than late emergency controls.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As District Collector of a Marathwada district after drought is declared, what are 
your first steps?

Approach: I would start crop-loss assessment through revenue and agriculture staff, 
using satellite and field data, so that relief and insurance claims can be processed 
together. Drinking water would come first, through tanker planning and protection of 
existing sources. I would open works under the rural employment scheme near villages 
and ensure the land-revenue waiver and loan restructuring reach farmers. Fodder 
camps and monitoring of migration and distress would follow.

Q2. You are in the Department of Consumer Affairs. Pulse prices are rising. Would you 
cut import duties or impose stock limits?

Approach: I would prefer early duty cuts, because they increase supply without 
disrupting trade. Stock limits discourage traders from holding stocks and tend to raise 
prices once they are lifted. I would publish a time frame for the duty cut and review it 
before the rabi harvest. Stock limits would be a last resort, used only where there is 
clear evidence of hoarding.

Q3. An interview board asks: does relying on imports in a drought weaken India’s food 
self-reliance?

Approach: Self-reliance does not mean never importing; it means being able to feed 
the country in bad years at reasonable cost. Imports in a drought year protect poor 
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consumers and cost less than letting prices rise sharply. The concern is valid for edible 
oils, where dependence is structural, and the answer there is higher domestic 
production. For cereals, India’s buffer stocks provide security, and trade is a 
supplement rather than a substitute.
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4. International Relations

Every story today is about a great power deciding what India is worth to it, and India answering with its own price. 
Washington has put a floor under its rivalry with Beijing while keeping a tariff gun pointed at New Delhi; the authors of 
that gun came to the Foreign Secretary’s door; Moscow offers India a permanent seat but only if Germany and Japan 
are kept out; and Tehran has finished a railway India once meant to build, on a route that US sanctions still control. The 
lesson is that India’s leverage lies less in how others need it than in what it builds itself — energy options, industrial 
ecosystems and corridors that do not depend on anyone’s permission.

4.1  After the Xi–Trump Washington Summit, a Managed US–China Rivalry Leaves India 
Exposed on Tariffs and Strategy

THE NEWS  Washington. The Xi–Trump summit was carded here on September 24 and 25; what is new on September 28 is 
the papers’ verdict — thin outcomes, a durable framework, and India left outside the shelter China has secured. President 
Donald Trump received Chinese President Xi Jinping at the airport on September 23 with a military flyover, an honour The 
Indian Express notes no sitting U.S. President had given a visitor since John F. Kennedy greeted Harold Macmillan in 1962. 
The outcomes: the trade truce struck at Busan last October, due to expire on November 10, was extended by two months, 
to January 10, 2027; tariffs were cut on $30 billion of “non-sensitive” goods each way; a board of trade and investment is 
to be operationalised; China reaffirmed $17 billion a year of U.S. farm purchases with no new commitment, and will buy 10 
million tonnes of coal (The Economic Times); an AI dialogue, with its next round in November, and a channel for AI-related 
incidents were agreed. Semiconductors, rare earths and a frozen $14 billion Taiwan arms package were left unresolved. 
The leaders will meet again at APEC in Shenzhen and the G-20 in Miami — four meetings in a year. A trade truce is a 
temporary promise not to escalate tariffs while talks continue. The Hindu’s editorial, “New equilibrium”, reads the 
“constructive relationship of strategic stability” as a rivalry with a floor under it, and warns that the Indian assumption of 
being Washington’s “bulwark” against China “increasingly appears open to question”. The sharpest point for India is tariffs. 
On September 18 Mr. Trump signed the Lindsey O. Graham Sanctioning Russia and Iran Act (SRIA), allowing 100% tariffs on 
top buyers of Russian energy — primarily China and India. Ajay Srivastava of the Global Trade Research Initiative told IE the 
truce “gives Beijing protection while India remains exposed”, recalling that in July 2025 Washington spared China but put 
an additional 25% tariff on India for Russian crude; analyst Evan Feigenbaum doubted Mr. Trump would use the law against 
China and asked whether India, “a softer target”, would be hit. An Indian official countered that China wanted the truce 
until the end of Mr. Trump’s term and got two months. In IE, Salman Khurshid and Pushparaj Deshpande warn India risks 
the “Thucydides Trap” — the theory that war follows when a rising power challenges a ruling one — which Mr. Xi invoked 
on U.S. soil. The syllabus link is GS2: the effect of developed countries’ policies on India’s interests.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

The 2025 tariff war and China’s rare-earth curbs show that coercion hurts both sides → the Busan truce of October 2025 
and Mr. Trump’s May 2026 Beijing visit set up the vocabulary of ‘constructive strategic stability’ → Mr. Xi’s September 
state visit extends the truce to January 10, 2027 and opens an AI channel → the SRIA, signed on September 18, 
authorises 100% tariffs on buyers of Russian energy → with China shielded by the truce, India becomes the likelier target 
and its ‘bulwark’ premise weakens

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. The ‘Thucydides Trap’ is Graham Allison’s name for the danger of a power transition 
— The phrase was coined by the Harvard political scientist Graham Allison and 
popularised in his 2017 book Destined for War. It draws on the ancient Greek historian 
Thucydides, who wrote of the Peloponnesian War that it was the rise of Athens and 
the fear this instilled in Sparta that made war inevitable. Allison studied sixteen cases 
over roughly five hundred years in which a rising power challenged a ruling one and 
found that twelve ended in war. Chinese leaders, including Mr. Xi, have used the 
phrase to argue that confrontation is avoidable if the established power 
accommodates the rising one; the Khurshid–Deshpande article extends it to the 
danger of two great powers colluding to constrain a third.

2. The Quad was revived in 2017 on the premise that India balances China, and remains 
a partnership, not an alliance — The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue of India, the 
United States, Japan and Australia first met in 2007 at the initiative of Japanese Prime 
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Minister Shinzo Abe but lapsed after Australia withdrew in 2008. It was revived at the 
level of officials in Manila in November 2017 on the sidelines of the ASEAN summit, 
and held its first leaders’ summit virtually in March 2021 and its first in-person summit 
in Washington in September 2021. It has no treaty, no secretariat and no mutual-
defence clause, and works on vaccines, critical technologies, maritime domain 
awareness and infrastructure. Its strategic logic, from Washington’s side, has rested on 
India as the continental counterweight to China, which is the premise The Hindu now 
calls into question.

3. Strategic autonomy is India’s successor doctrine to non-alignment, and it rules out 
treaty alliances — Non-alignment, formalised at the Belgrade conference that founded 
the Non-Aligned Movement in 1961, meant staying out of the Cold War blocs. After 
1991 the idea evolved into strategic autonomy — the freedom to decide each issue on 
India’s own interests — and more recently into multi-alignment, the practice of 
partnering with rival groupings at once, such as the Quad on one side and BRICS and 
the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation on the other. India is not a treaty ally of the 
United States, though it has signed the four ‘foundational’ defence agreements: 
GSOMIA (2002), LEMOA (2016), COMCASA (2018) and BECA (2020). The 1971 Indo-
Soviet Treaty of Peace, Friendship and Cooperation remains the closest India has come 
to an alliance.

4. U.S. presidential tariff power is borrowed from Congress through specific statutes — 
The U.S. Constitution gives Congress, not the President, the power to lay duties (Article 
I, Section 8). Congress has delegated slices of it: Section 232 of the Trade Expansion 
Act, 1962 allows tariffs on national-security grounds, Section 301 of the Trade Act, 
1974 allows action against unfair foreign trade practices, and the International 
Emergency Economic Powers Act (IEEPA), 1977 grants economic powers after the 
President declares a national emergency under the National Emergencies Act, 1976. 
The broad 2025 tariffs imposed under IEEPA were challenged in U.S. courts on the 
ground that the Act does not mention tariffs at all. A law like SRIA, passed by Congress 
for the specific purpose of tariffs on Russian-energy buyers, is far harder to challenge, 
which is why India reads it as a more durable threat than an executive order.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. The GS2 syllabus names the effect of great-power policy on India’s interests — The 
line “effect of policies and politics of developed and developing countries on India’s 
interests” was written for stories like this one. UPSC has asked in Mains whether the 
Quad is changing its character, and how China uses its economic relations and trade 
surplus as instruments of power in Asia. A US–China ‘managed rivalry’ is the next 
logical question: what happens to India when the two powers it balances between 
start managing each other.

2. Prelims tests the vocabulary of groupings and strategic concepts — Membership of 
the Quad, APEC, the Supply Chain Resilience Initiative and similar groupings is standard 
Prelims material, and India’s absence from APEC is a classic trap. Named theories such 
as the Thucydides Trap and doctrines such as strategic autonomy also appear in PSIR 
and in the Essay paper.

3. GS3 now asks about supply chains as a strategic asset — The de-Sinification argument 
— that factories move easily but industrial ecosystems do not — connects this story to 
GS3 questions on manufacturing, the Production Linked Incentive schemes and India’s 
place in global value chains. An answer that links foreign policy to industrial depth will 
stand out.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● The term ‘Thucydides Trap’ was coined by Graham Allison and refers to the risk 
of war when a rising power challenges an established power, drawing on the 
Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta.
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● The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue comprises India, the United States, Japan 
and Australia; it was revived at the officials’ level in November 2017 in Manila 
and held its first leaders’ summit, virtually, in March 2021.

● India is not a member of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum, 
which has 21 member economies.

● Section 232 of the U.S. Trade Expansion Act, 1962 permits import restrictions on 
national-security grounds, and Section 301 of the U.S. Trade Act, 1974 permits 
action against unfair foreign trade practices.

● The Supply Chain Resilience Initiative was launched in 2021 by the trade 
ministers of India, Japan and Australia.

● India’s four foundational defence agreements with the United States are 
GSOMIA (2002), LEMOA (2016), COMCASA (2018) and BECA (2020).

ANALYSIS 1. A managed rivalry lowers India’s scarcity value more than an open one ever did — 
When the United States and China were sliding towards confrontation, India’s size and 
geography made it indispensable to Washington, and New Delhi could extract 
technology, defence cooperation and tolerance of its Russia ties. A rivalry with a floor 
under it — four summits a year, an AI channel, a board of investment — reduces 
Washington’s need for a counterweight in a hurry. That is the real meaning of The 
Hindu’s warning about the ‘bulwark’ premise. The counter-view is that the structural 
contest over technology, Taiwan and the Asian order is unresolved, as the Indian 
Express explainer by G. Venkat Raman shows, so India’s value is deferred rather than 
lost. Both can be true: India remains strategically relevant, but it can no longer assume 
relevance translates into leniency.

2. China bought its shelter with leverage India does not yet have — The truce protects 
China because China could hurt the United States back, most visibly by withholding 
rare earths and magnets, as Mr. Venkat Raman notes the 2025 confrontation 
demonstrated. Mr. Feigenbaum’s phrase “softer target” names India’s problem 
precisely: it has few instruments that would make a 100% tariff costly for Washington. 
The government official’s point that China got only two months is fair, and short 
extensions are indeed checkpoints on Chinese compliance. But a two-month shelter is 
still a shelter, and India has none. The lesson is not to retaliate but to build chokepoint 
value of its own — in pharmaceuticals, IT services, talent and eventually components 
— over a decade.

3. SRIA turns the Russian-oil question from a negotiation into a standing legal threat — 
The July 2025 penalty tariff was an executive act that could be traded away in a deal. A 
statute passed by Congress stays on the books whoever occupies the White House, 
and gives any President a ready weapon. Mr. Srivastava’s warning is that the threat is 
aimed at pushing India into a “deeply unequal” trade agreement in exchange for 
temporary relief. The counter-view is that India and the United States already agreed a 
framework deal in February, so the tariff threat may be a bargaining lever that settles 
into a negotiated rate rather than a punishment. Either way, the burden of proof has 
shifted to India to show why it should be exempt.

4. The Khurshid–Deshpande critique is partisan in tone but its central question is 
legitimate — Their charge that the government has “kowtowed” and committed to 
$500 billion of American purchases is an Opposition argument and should be read as 
one. Yet their core question — whether Washington sees India as a sovereign equal or 
a junior partner — is the same one The Hindu’s editorial asks in neutral language. Their 
own article also concedes why India cannot swing towards Beijing: China has breached 
India’s territory, runs a trade surplus with India of about $100 billion, and has blocked 
India’s bids for the UNSC and the Nuclear Suppliers Group. That leaves India where 
strategic autonomy has always placed it: hedging with both, dependent on neither, 
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and needing domestic strength to make the hedge credible.

5. Watch the Taiwan language and the island-chain debate, not the pandas — Mr. Xi 
pressed Washington to move from saying it “does not support” Taiwan independence 
to explicitly opposing it, and the $14 billion arms package has been frozen since May. 
ET’s columnist Kai Xue describes a U.S. debate between a Council on Foreign Relations 
report on critical minerals and a Defense Priorities report arguing that the first island 
chain is too vulnerable to defend — and notes that India is not mentioned in either. If 
American strategic thinking narrows to the Western Pacific, India’s Indian Ocean role 
becomes a regional concern rather than a pillar. Seema Sirohi’s line in ET captures 
India’s bind: it wants neither a US–China confrontation nor a condominium of the two.

6. De-Sinification shows where India’s durable leverage actually lies — G. Venkat 
Raman’s op-ed in The Hindu argues that moving a factory out of China is easy but 
moving the supplier networks, tooling and skills behind it is not. Japan’s TDK expanding 
battery production in Haryana and Murata Manufacturing expanding in India show 
that parts of those ecosystems are arriving. The test he sets is whether such 
investments deepen linkages with Indian suppliers or stay assembly shells, and he 
applies the same test to Chinese investment. This is the strongest answer to the 
Thucydides problem: a country with a deep industrial base cannot be treated as a 
softer target for long.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“The emerging US–China ‘managed rivalry’ challenges the long-held assumption that 
India’s value to Washington lies in balancing China.” Critically examine this statement in 
the light of the September 2026 Washington summit, and suggest how India can preserve 
its strategic autonomy. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Open with the summit: Mr. Trump receiving Mr. Xi at the airport for 
the first time since 1962, the Busan truce extended to January 10, 2027, $30 billion of 
reciprocal tariff cuts, an AI dialogue and four leader-level meetings in a year — modest 
outcomes but a framework of ‘constructive strategic stability’.

2. Body — why the assumption is weakening — Show the contrast between 
Washington’s measured language towards Beijing and the SRIA, signed on September 
18, allowing 100% tariffs on Russian-energy buyers, with China shielded by the truce. 
Cite the July 2025 precedent of an additional 25% tariff on India but not China, and the 
U.S. debate over island-chain strategies in which India is not mentioned.

3. Body — why it has not collapsed — Argue that Taiwan, chip controls and the Asian 
order remain unsettled; the Quad, the four foundational agreements and new tracks 
such as TRUST continue; and China’s own hostility — the border, a trade deficit of 
about $100 billion and blocked UNSC and NSG bids — keeps India and the United 
States structurally aligned.

4. Body — preserving autonomy — Recommend diversified energy sourcing, a trade deal 
that does not trade energy policy for temporary relief, deeper supplier ecosystems 
through China-plus-one investments such as TDK and Murata, and active multi-
alignment through BRICS, the SCO and Indo-Pacific partnerships.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that strategic autonomy is sustained by capability rather than 
by being needed; India must convert the reorganisation of global production into 
industrial depth so that it is never again the softer target.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. You are Joint Secretary in charge of the Americas division. The SRIA determination 
on India is due within weeks. What goes into your brief for the Minister?

Approach: I would lay out three scenarios — no tariff, a negotiated rate tied to the 
trade deal, and the full 100% — with the sectors and export values exposed under 
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each, prepared with the Commerce Ministry. I would map which members of Congress 
and which agencies influence the determination and ensure our engagement reaches 
them, not only the White House. I would also set out what India can credibly offer, such 
as energy purchases and progress on the February framework, and what it cannot, such 
as a commitment on Russian oil that dictates national energy policy. The brief must 
separate what is negotiable from what is sovereign.

Q2. An interview board asks: is non-alignment back in fashion now that the United 
States and China are talking?

Approach: The label is less important than the logic. Non-alignment was about staying 
out of blocs; today India is inside many groupings at once, which is multi-alignment. 
What the summit shows is that great powers will deal with each other over the heads 
of others when it suits them, so India must avoid depending on any one partner’s 
strategic need for it. The practical content of autonomy is energy diversity, a strong 
manufacturing base and credible defence, not a slogan.

Q3. You are Industries Secretary of a State with an electronics cluster. How do you 
make sure China-plus-one investment builds an ecosystem and not an assembly shell?

Approach: I would identify the components the anchor investor still imports and run a 
supplier-development programme with local MSMEs, tied to the investor’s 
procurement plans. I would work with the Centre on skilling for tooling and precision 
manufacturing and fix logistics bottlenecks such as power quality and container 
movement. I would track the share of local value addition each year, because that 
number, not the investment announcement, shows whether the ecosystem is taking 
root.

4.2  SRIA Co-Sponsors Meet Foreign Secretary Misri as a 30-Day US Sanctions 
Determination on India Looms

THE NEWS  New Delhi. Days after the U.S. Congress passed a new Russia sanctions law aimed at buyers of Russian crude, 
Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri on Sunday, September 27, hosted a five-member bipartisan Congressional delegation at his 
residence, led by Brian Mast, Chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee. New since this magazine’s September 21 
and 24 cards: the law’s own backers came calling, and a clock is running. A Congressional delegation, or CODEL, is an 
official visit abroad by members of the U.S. Congress. The Hindu reports that the delegation included the Bill’s co-sponsor 
Jimmy Patronis, Republican James Gallagher and Democrat Haley Stevens, both of whom voted for it, and Shri Thanedar, 
an Indian-born lawmaker who voted against it — one of five Indian-Americans who opposed the Bill, largely over the 
powers it gives the U.S. President. The Lindsey O. Graham Sanctions against Russia and Iran Act (SRIA) was passed by 
Congress on September 16 and signed by President Donald Trump on September 18, The Indian Express reports. The 
papers describe its force differently: The Hindu says it “mandates” that the President impose up to 100% sanctions on 
countries that buy Russian oil and extends sanctions on trade with Iran; The Indian Express says it creates a “potential 
mechanism” for tariffs of up to 100% on imports from such countries but “does not automatically impose” them. A 
determination on what sanctions, if any, apply to India is expected next month, with a 30-day deadline pending, The Hindu 
reports; officials would not say whether Mr. Misri received any assurance on a waiver, which the law allows under certain 
conditions. MEA spokesperson Randhir Jaiswal said talks “covered the entire gamut of India-U.S. relations, including the 
recently enacted SRIA legislation”, as well as energy security, counter-terrorism and freedom of navigation. Mr. Mast, an 
Army veteran, supports secondary sanctions on China and India. On Friday in New York, Mr. Misri met Under Secretary for 
Economic Affairs Jacob Helberg — on Pax Silica, semiconductors and critical minerals — and Under Secretary for Political 
Affairs Allison Hooker, on energy security, SRIA, civil nuclear cooperation, TRUST and the Indian Ocean Strategic Venture. 
Mr. Rubio had told External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar the U.S. would help partners with energy security. India imports 
over 88% of its crude oil, and Russia supplies nearly half of those imports, IE notes. Mr. Jaishankar also met Venezuela’s 
Foreign Minister Felix Plasencia Gonzalez, saying energy ties are “gaining momentum”. Secondary sanctions penalise third 
countries for dealing with a sanctioned state. The syllabus link is GS2 on India–U.S. relations and GS3 on energy security.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE
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Russia’s war in Ukraine and Western sanctions push discounted Russian crude towards Asia → India raises Russia’s share 
to nearly half its crude imports → Washington imposes an extra 25% tariff on India in July 2025 but spares China → 
Congress passes SRIA on September 16 and the President signs it on September 18 → the Bill’s co-sponsor and 
supporters meet the Foreign Secretary as a determination with a 30-day deadline approaches

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE

1. Secondary sanctions project a country’s law beyond its borders, and India recognises 
only UN sanctions — Primary sanctions bind a country’s own citizens and companies; 
secondary sanctions threaten third-country firms with loss of access to the sanctioning 
country’s market or financial system if they deal with the target. Their extraterritorial 
reach is contested in international law, and the European Union adopted a Blocking 
Statute in 1996 (Council Regulation 2271/96) to forbid EU firms from complying with 
certain U.S. sanctions on Cuba, Iran and Libya. India has no such law. Its stated position 
is that it is bound only by sanctions imposed by the UN Security Council under Article 
41 of Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which all members must carry out under Article 
25.

2. CAATSA and the S-400 are the precedent India has already lived through — The 
Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA), 2017, in Section 
231, requires sanctions on persons who engage in a significant transaction with 
Russia’s defence or intelligence sectors. The United States applied it to China’s 
Equipment Development Department in 2018 and to Turkey’s defence procurement 
agency in December 2020, both over purchases of the Russian S-400 air-defence 
system. India signed its own S-400 contract with Russia in October 2018 and has not 
been sanctioned, though no formal waiver was announced. The lesson India drew is 
that statutory sanctions leave wide presidential discretion, and discretion is shaped by 
the overall relationship.

3. Congress writes sanctions law, and the President decides how hard to apply it — 
Under the U.S. Constitution a Bill must pass both the House of Representatives and the 
Senate and be signed by the President, who may veto it; Congress can override a veto 
by a two-thirds vote of each House. Sanctions statutes typically require the executive 
to make a ‘determination’ about which countries or entities are in breach within a 
fixed period, and usually allow a waiver on national-interest grounds with a report to 
Congress. The House Foreign Affairs Committee has jurisdiction over foreign-policy 
legislation in the House, and its chair is one of the most influential voices on sanctions. 
This is why India’s engagement must reach Capitol Hill, not only the State Department.

4. India built rupee payment channels to keep Russian trade outside the dollar system 
— In July 2022 the Reserve Bank of India allowed international trade to be invoiced 
and settled in rupees, through Special Rupee Vostro Accounts that partner-country 
banks open with Indian banks. The mechanism reduces, but does not remove, 
exposure to U.S. sanctions, because shipping, insurance and many banking 
relationships still pass through dollar-linked institutions. Separately, the G7 imposed a 
price cap of $60 a barrel on seaborne Russian crude from December 2022, enforced 
through Western shipping and insurance services; India is not a party to it. Energy 
security, in India’s official usage, means access to affordable energy from diverse 
sources.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. GS2 asks how India manages partners who are rivals of each other — India–U.S. and 
India–Russia relations are usually asked separately, but the questions increasingly turn 
on the collision between them — the S-400 and CAATSA, and now Russian oil and SRIA. 
The syllabus line on the effect of developed countries’ policies on India’s interests fits 
exactly.

2. GS3 energy security has become a foreign-policy question — Answers on energy 
security that list only domestic measures now look incomplete. Import dependence of 
over 88%, the concentration on one supplier, payment channels and sanctions 
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exposure are the dimensions an examiner will look for.

3. Prelims tests the architecture of sanctions and institutions — Questions on which 
body can impose binding sanctions, what CAATSA is, and what the G7 price cap covers 
are fair game. So are payment mechanisms such as rupee vostro accounts, which link 
this topic to the economy syllabus.

PRELIMS NUGGETS

● Sanctions imposed by the UN Security Council under Article 41 of Chapter VII of 
the UN Charter are binding on all member states by virtue of Article 25.

● Section 231 of the U.S. Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act 
(CAATSA), 2017 provides for sanctions on persons engaging in significant 
transactions with Russia’s defence or intelligence sectors.

● The United States imposed CAATSA sanctions on Turkey’s defence procurement 
agency in December 2020 over its purchase of the S-400 system.

● The Reserve Bank of India permitted invoicing and settlement of international 
trade in rupees through Special Rupee Vostro Accounts in July 2022.

● The G7 price cap on seaborne Russian crude oil, set at $60 a barrel, came into 
effect in December 2022; India is not a party to it.

● The European Union’s Blocking Statute of 1996 prohibits EU persons from 
complying with specified extraterritorial sanctions of third countries.

● A U.S. Bill becomes law when passed by both Houses of Congress and signed by 
the President; a presidential veto can be overridden by a two-thirds vote in each 
House.

ANALYSIS 1. The delegation’s composition was the message, and India read it correctly — A co-
sponsor, two supporters and one opponent is not a random group; it is a sample of the 
coalition that will watch how the President applies the law. Mr. Mast’s record — 
support for secondary sanctions on China and India, and a history of engagement with 
South Asia — makes him a critic India must persuade rather than a friend it can rely on. 
Mr. Thanedar’s opposition was about presidential power, not about India, which 
means India cannot treat Indian-American legislators as an automatic lobby. The 
lesson is that Congress, not only the executive, is now an arena India must work, as it 
did during the CAATSA years.

2. Whether the law ‘mandates’ or merely ‘permits’ is the whole ballgame — The Hindu 
says SRIA mandates up to 100% sanctions; The Indian Express says it creates a 
mechanism that does not trigger automatically. The truth likely lies in the combination 
of a required determination, a 30-day clock and a waiver that is available under 
conditions. That structure hands the President discretion, and with this President 
discretion is a bargaining chip. India’s risk is therefore not a mechanical tariff but a 
negotiation in which Russian oil, the trade deal and purchases of American goods are 
bundled together. The counter-view is that discretion is also India’s opening: CAATSA 
showed that the executive can decline to punish a partner it values.

3. The energy arithmetic makes a quick exit from Russian crude costly — With over 88% 
of crude imported and Russia supplying nearly half of that, replacing Russian barrels 
means finding roughly two-fifths of India’s crude needs elsewhere, probably at higher 
prices. Mr. Jaishankar’s meeting with Venezuela’s Foreign Minister and Mr. Rubio’s 
offer of help both point to diversification, but diversification towards the United States 
would swap one dependence for another. The deeper point is that energy policy is 
being written by sanctions law in Washington. Diversification is good policy in its own 
right; the danger is doing it under a deadline, which weakens India’s bargaining 
position with every supplier.
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4. Compartmentalisation is India’s best strategy, and the Friday meetings show it 
working — On the same trip Mr. Misri advanced Pax Silica on semiconductors and 
critical minerals, TRUST on critical technologies, civil nuclear cooperation and the 
Indian Ocean Strategic Venture. Keeping these tracks moving signals that India sees 
the relationship as larger than one law, and gives Washington reasons not to 
overreach. The counter-view is that the United States practises linkage, not 
compartmentalisation, and has shown it will use tariffs to pull concessions from 
unrelated areas. India’s answer should be to make the technology tracks valuable to 
American firms as well, so that punishing India has domestic costs in the United States.

5. India’s objection is legal in form but political in substance — India can argue that it is 
bound only by UN sanctions and that extraterritorial secondary sanctions have no basis 
in international law, and the argument is correct. But the EU, with a Blocking Statute, 
still found its firms complying with U.S. sanctions because the dollar system and U.S. 
market access matter more than legal principle. India’s real protection lies in the value 
of the partnership and in making its own payment and insurance channels more 
resilient. Principle should be stated, but it will not by itself stop a determination.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“Secondary sanctions laws such as the U.S. Sanctioning Russia and Iran Act test the limits 
of India’s strategic autonomy.” Examine the options available to India to reconcile its 
energy security with its strategic partnership with the United States. (15 marks, 250 
words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Define secondary sanctions and state that SRIA, passed by Congress on 
September 16 and signed on September 18, allows tariffs of up to 100% on buyers of 
Russian oil, with a determination on India due next month under a 30-day deadline.

2. Body — the stakes — Use the figures: over 88% of crude imported, Russia nearly half 
of it. Recall the July 2025 extra 25% tariff on India, and the CAATSA–S-400 precedent in 
which India avoided sanctions through the weight of the relationship.

3. Body — India’s options — Set out diplomatic engagement with both the executive and 
Congress, as with the Mast delegation; a waiver negotiation; gradual diversification 
towards Venezuela, the Gulf and the United States; resilient payment channels such as 
rupee vostro accounts; and compartmentalising technology tracks such as TRUST, Pax 
Silica and civil nuclear cooperation.

4. Body — limits — Note that linkage by Washington can tie energy to the trade deal, 
that diversifying under a deadline raises costs, and that legal objections to 
extraterritoriality carry little practical weight, as the EU’s experience shows.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that strategic autonomy in energy is protected by options, not 
declarations; India should diversify steadily while insisting that its energy policy is set in 
New Delhi.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. You are Secretary, Petroleum and Natural Gas. The determination could go against 
India in thirty days. What contingency plan do you order?

Approach: I would ask refiners for a sourcing plan that can replace a defined share of 
Russian crude within one quarter, with the cost impact on each refinery. I would review 
strategic reserve levels and the terms of term contracts with Gulf suppliers, and check 
which payment and insurance channels would be affected by sanctions. I would 
coordinate with the Finance Ministry on the fiscal cost of absorbing price increases. The 
aim is to ensure no disruption to consumers, whatever the decision.

Q2. An interview board asks: should India retaliate if the United States imposes a 100% 
tariff?

Approach: Retaliation would satisfy public anger but could harm India more, since the 
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United States is a larger export market for India than India is for it. India should first use 
WTO consultations, diplomatic channels and the trade negotiations to seek a lower rate 
or a waiver. Targeted, proportionate counter-measures can be kept in reserve as a 
signal. The larger response is to diversify markets and energy sources so that one 
country’s decision cannot hold India hostage.

Q3. As a diplomat posted in Washington, how would you engage members of Congress 
who voted for the law?

Approach: I would meet them with facts rather than complaints: the scale of India’s 
import dependence, the price effect on a large developing economy, and India’s record 
on counter-terrorism and maritime security that serves U.S. interests. I would involve 
American companies that gain from technology and energy cooperation with India, 
because they carry weight with legislators. I would also brief Indian-American 
legislators without assuming their support. Respectful, continuous engagement matters 
more than a single visit.

4.3  Russia Backs India’s Claim to a Permanent UNSC Seat but Rules Out Germany and 
Japan

THE NEWS  United Nations, New York. Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov told the UN General Assembly that Russia 
supports India’s and Brazil’s candidatures for permanent seats on the UN Security Council, but that any reform “cannot 
involve any additional seats being allocated to Western countries, especially to Germany and Japan, who are now on the 
path to militarism and revanchism”, The Hindu reports from a Press Trust of India dispatch. Revanchism means a policy of 
seeking to recover lost territory or reverse a past defeat. “We are in favour of broadening the representation of Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America,” Mr. Lavrov said, adding, “we must satisfy the interests of the African continent.” He said Russia 
is “trying to fix the situation in the world” with its allies and partners: BRICS, the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation and 
the Eurasian Economic Union. The new element is that a permanent member has, in the same sentence, endorsed India 
and vetoed India’s partners. India, Brazil, Germany and Japan form the G4, a group that has since 2004 backed one 
another’s claims to permanent seats. The September 25 and 26 cards covered the Charter provisions; this card goes 
further, to the blocs and the process. The same general debate of the 81st session saw External Affairs Minister S. 
Jaishankar speak, The Economic Times reports. Without naming Pakistan’s Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif, who spoke on 
Friday, he said “a serial practitioner of terrorism misrepresented facts before this assembly”, that “our right to defend 
ourselves against terrorism will be exercised”, and that “friendship and goodwill cannot co-exist with terrorism. And 
understandings premised on that will naturally be called into question.” Mr. Sharif had raised Kashmir and the Indus 
Waters Treaty, which India holds in abeyance. Mr. Jaishankar called for reformed multilateralism, saying “the post-1945 
order is giving way to new realities” and that “a mindset of extreme competition has set in, undermining institutions and 
establishing choke points” in finance, market access, supply chains and technology — what he called “the weaponisation of 
everything”. He called attacks on commercial vessels that have killed Indian seafarers “completely unacceptable”. On the 
sidelines, he met Canada’s Foreign Minister Anita Anand and said the two countries are preparing to take ties “to a higher 
level”; Prime Minister Mark Carney has said Prime Minister Narendra Modi is expected to visit Canada around December 
and that talks are progressing on a trade agreement aimed at more than doubling bilateral trade to 70 billion Canadian 
dollars a year by 2030. The syllabus link is GS2: important international institutions, their structure and mandate.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

The 1945 Charter fixes five permanent members and makes amendment subject to their consent → the only expansion, 
in 1965, adds elected seats, not permanent ones → the G4, Uniting for Consensus and the African Union harden rival 
models from 2004-05 → talks move to the consensus-bound IGN from 2009 and stall → Russia, at war and at odds with 
the West, endorses India and Brazil while barring Germany and Japan, splitting the G4

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. The G4 is a mutual-support bloc, which is why an offer to one member is a wedge 
against the others — India, Brazil, Germany and Japan formed the G4 in 2004 to back 
each other’s claims to permanent seats. In 2005 they tabled a draft resolution 
proposing six new permanent seats — for themselves and two African states — and 
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four new non-permanent seats, with the new permanent members forgoing the veto 
until a later review. The draft was never put to a vote because it could not gather the 
two-thirds majority needed. G4 ministers continue to meet on the sidelines of each 
General Assembly session and issue joint statements supporting expansion in both 
categories.

2. Uniting for Consensus opposes any new permanent member — Uniting for Consensus 
(UfC) grew out of the ‘Coffee Club’ of the 1990s and is led by Italy, with members 
including Pakistan, Argentina, Mexico, South Korea, Spain, Turkey and Canada. Each 
has a regional rival in the G4 — Pakistan against India, Italy against Germany, South 
Korea against Japan, Argentina and Mexico against Brazil. UfC proposes only new non-
permanent seats, some with longer, renewable terms, arguing that more permanent 
members would entrench privilege. Its blocking strength comes from the Charter 
requirement that amendments be adopted by two-thirds of the General Assembly.

3. Africa’s Ezulwini Consensus demands permanent seats with the veto, and the L.69 
group bridges continents — The African Union’s common position, the Ezulwini 
Consensus of 2005, seeks two permanent seats for Africa with all the prerogatives of 
current members, including the veto, and five non-permanent seats, with Africa 
choosing its own representatives. A Committee of Ten African heads of state, the C-10, 
coordinated by Sierra Leone, carries this position in the negotiations. The L.69 group is 
a cross-regional group of developing countries from Africa, Asia, Latin America and the 
small island states, of which India is a member, that supports expansion in both 
categories. Mr. Lavrov’s reference to ‘the interests of the African continent’ nods to 
this bloc, whose votes decide any reform.

4. The IGN process runs by consensus, and the only expansion ever made added elected 
seats — Reform is negotiated in the Intergovernmental Negotiations (IGN), an informal 
plenary of the General Assembly that began work in 2009 after a General Assembly 
decision in 2008. It works by consensus and has never adopted a single negotiating 
text with positions attributed to countries, which India has long demanded so that 
talks can move to bargaining. The only enlargement of the Council came through a 
1963 amendment, in force from 1965, which raised membership from 11 to 15 by 
adding elected seats. Under Article 108 any amendment needs two-thirds of the 
General Assembly and ratification by two-thirds of members including all five 
permanent members — so a single permanent member’s opposition to Germany and 
Japan is, in practice, a veto on the G4 model.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. Mains keeps asking why India’s permanent-seat bid is stuck — UPSC has asked about 
the impediments India faces in its pursuit of a permanent seat, and questions on 
reformed multilateralism recur. Lavrov’s statement is a ready example of how support 
from individual permanent members can itself become an obstacle when it is 
conditional.

2. Prelims tests bloc membership and Charter mechanics — The composition of the G4, 
the identity of Uniting for Consensus members, the African Union’s Ezulwini Consensus 
and the amendment procedure under Articles 108 and 109 are the natural Prelims 
questions. The 1965 expansion from 11 to 15 members is a classic factual item.

3. India’s UNGA speech is GS2 and GS3 material at once — Mr. Jaishankar’s statement 
joins counter-terrorism (GS3 internal security), maritime security of seafarers, West 
Asia and the critique of the post-1945 order. An answer on India’s multilateral 
diplomacy can use one speech to show how these strands connect.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● The G4 comprises India, Brazil, Germany and Japan, which support each other’s 
bids for permanent membership of the UN Security Council.

● The Uniting for Consensus group, led by Italy and including Pakistan, opposes 
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the creation of new permanent seats on the Security Council.

● The African Union’s Ezulwini Consensus of 2005 seeks two permanent seats with 
veto power and five non-permanent seats for Africa on the Security Council.

● The UN Security Council was enlarged from 11 to 15 members by a Charter 
amendment that came into force in 1965; all the added seats were non-
permanent.

● Security Council reform is discussed in the Intergovernmental Negotiations 
(IGN), an informal process of the UN General Assembly that operates by 
consensus.

● Under Article 108 of the UN Charter, an amendment comes into force when 
adopted by two-thirds of the General Assembly and ratified by two-thirds of UN 
members, including all five permanent members of the Security Council.

ANALYSIS 1. Russia’s endorsement is real, but it is priced in G4 solidarity — Moscow has long 
supported India’s claim, and India values that consistency. But by explicitly ruling out 
Germany and Japan, Mr. Lavrov has made support for India part of Russia’s quarrel 
with the West. India cannot accept a seat on those terms without abandoning the G4 
compact, and it has no reason to, since no reform model passes without broad 
support. The practical effect is to hand Uniting for Consensus an argument: if 
permanent members themselves choose among candidates, the permanent category 
looks less like reform and more like patronage.

2. Every permanent member now holds a veto over someone, which makes a package 
deal nearly impossible — China has resisted India’s and Japan’s elevation; Russia now 
openly rejects Germany and Japan; and the G4 model depends on all four rising 
together with two African states. Because Article 108 requires ratification by all five, 
each candidate faces at least one hostile permanent member. This is the structural 
reason India’s campaign has moved from demanding a seat to arguing for the 
legitimacy of the whole system, as Mr. Jaishankar did. The counter-view is that 
geopolitics shifts and today’s objection can be traded tomorrow; the Soviet Union’s 
protection of India on Kashmir and in 1971 showed that permanent-member 
alignments are interest-driven, not permanent.

3. Africa is the swing constituency, and India must court it on Africa’s terms — Mr. 
Lavrov’s insistence that Africa’s interests be satisfied is not incidental; the fifty-odd 
African votes decide any General Assembly majority. The Ezulwini Consensus insists on 
the veto for new permanent members, while the G4 has offered to defer it, a 
difference that has kept the two apart. India’s role in the African Union’s admission as 
a permanent member of the G20 at the New Delhi summit in 2023 is capital it can 
draw on. A joint G4–Africa position, even at the cost of accepting the veto question, is 
the only arithmetic that could reach two-thirds.

4. Jaishankar reframed the case from a seat to a critique of the order — By calling out 
the “weaponisation of everything” — choke points in finance, markets, supply chains 
and technology — Mr. Jaishankar positioned India as the voice of countries hurt by 
great-power competition, not merely as a candidate. This is smarter diplomacy: a claim 
to represent the Global South is more persuasive than a claim to size. His line that 
‘understandings premised on’ goodwill will be ‘called into question’ where terrorism 
persists signals that the Indus Waters Treaty’s abeyance is linked to Pakistan’s conduct. 
The risk is that the Council is exactly where India’s disputes with Pakistan would be 
litigated, so assertiveness on terrorism must be matched by scrupulous adherence to 
international law.

5. The Canada reset improves ties but will not change Canada’s vote on the Council — 
India and Canada are repairing a relationship that collapsed in 2023, with a trade 
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agreement and a prime ministerial visit in view. That is valuable for trade, students and 
security cooperation. But Canada is a member of Uniting for Consensus and has 
opposed new permanent seats, so warmer bilateral ties do not translate into support 
on UNSC reform. The case illustrates a general rule: India’s bilateral gains and its 
multilateral goals move on separate tracks and must be pursued separately.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“Support from individual permanent members has not brought India closer to a 
permanent seat on the UN Security Council.” Analyse the structural and political 
obstacles to Security Council reform, and suggest a realistic strategy for India. (15 marks, 
250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Begin with Mr. Lavrov’s statement at the 81st UNGA: support for India 
and Brazil, but no seats for Germany and Japan, which Russia accuses of ‘militarism 
and revanchism’.

2. Body — structural obstacles — Explain Article 108’s requirement of two-thirds of the 
General Assembly plus all five permanent members, the consensus-bound IGN with no 
attributed negotiating text, and the single precedent of 1965, which added only 
elected seats.

3. Body — political obstacles — Describe the rival blocs: the G4’s 2005 model, Uniting for 
Consensus led by Italy with Pakistan, the African Union’s Ezulwini Consensus 
demanding the veto, and the L.69 group. Show how each permanent member opposes 
at least one candidate, and how conditional support such as Russia’s splits coalitions.

4. Body — strategy — Recommend a joint G4–Africa position, pressing for text-based 
negotiations, using India’s Global South credentials and the G20 admission of the 
African Union, and running for the 2028-29 elected seat to demonstrate performance. 
Mention Mr. Jaishankar’s framing of reformed multilateralism.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that India’s seat will come, if at all, as part of a broad 
legitimacy bargain, not from the favour of any single power, and that credibility in the 
Assembly matters as much as endorsements from the P5.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. You are India’s Permanent Representative in New York. How do you respond to 
Russia’s statement without offending Moscow or the G4?

Approach: I would welcome Russia’s support for India publicly, while restating India’s 
consistent position for expansion in both categories and its solidarity with G4 partners. 
Privately I would explain to German and Japanese colleagues that India does not accept 
any selective approach. I would then use the moment to push for text-based 
negotiations in the IGN. The aim is to bank the support without accepting its 
conditions.

Q2. An interview board asks: is a permanent seat worth the diplomatic capital India 
spends on it?

Approach: A permanent seat would give India a say in decisions on sanctions, 
peacekeeping and the use of force that affect it directly. But the process is slow and 
may not conclude in this generation, so the effort should not crowd out practical goals. 
India gains much of the benefit through elected terms, leadership in groupings such as 
the G20 and BRICS, and a record of responsible conduct. I would pursue the seat as a 
long-term aim while measuring diplomacy by concrete gains.

Q3. As a desk officer for Africa in the MEA, how would you build African support for 
India’s reform position?

Approach: I would start with what Africa wants: representation, the veto question and 
development partnership. I would propose regular G4–C-10 consultations and show 
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where India’s offers, such as lines of credit, training and the G20 membership India 
championed, align with African priorities. I would avoid appearing to trade votes for 
aid, since that damages credibility. Trust built over years matters more than lobbying 
before a vote.

4.4  Iran Completes the Chabahar–Zahedan Rail Link as Kashmir’s Old Trade Routes Re-
enter the Connectivity Debate

THE NEWS  New Delhi / Tehran. Iran has announced completion of the 730-km Chabahar–Zahedan rail link, which is 
expected to give India easier access to Afghanistan, Central Asia and eastern Russia, The Economic Times reports. The line 
has 33 stations, 39 tunnels and 201 bridges, was under construction for years, and will become fully operational in three to 
four months, ET has learnt; Iranian authorities have begun final preparations and safety checks. Chabahar is Iran’s port on 
the Gulf of Oman, where India has developed a terminal; Zahedan is a city in south-eastern Iran near the borders of 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. ET notes that Afghanistan and the Central Asian countries, being landlocked — without a 
coastline — lack a direct and efficient rail link to international sea routes, and the project connects them to the Indian 
Ocean Region and India. India is in talks with Iran for an arrangement under which a local ports authority would manage 
Chabahar port, with the right to be transferred to India once U.S. sanctions are lifted, ET had reported earlier; the port’s 
status was discussed when Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian met Prime Minister Narendra Modi on the margins of the 
BRICS summit in New Delhi. The context is sharp: Iran on Sunday stood firm on its conditions for reopening the Strait of 
Hormuz, which it has closed — including the lifting of sanctions on Iranian oil and an end to the U.S. naval blockade — after 
President Donald Trump rejected them, The Hindu reports from Agence France-Presse. In The Hindu’s op-ed pages, 
Peoples Democratic Party President Mehbooba Mufti argues that Jammu and Kashmir and Ladakh should again become 
India’s “northern economic gateway” to Central Asia. For centuries, she writes, Kashmir “was never a cul-de-sac” but a 
crossroads whose caravan routes linked Kashmir and Ladakh with Central Asia, Tibet and the subcontinent; she recalls Mir 
Sayyid Ali Hamadani, revered as Shah-i-Hamadan, traditionally associated with the arrival of Persian and Central Asian 
craftsmen. She proposes looking beyond the Line of Control (LoC) with Pakistan and the Line of Actual Control (LAC) with 
China “where political and security conditions permit”: confidence-building and trade connectivity with Pakistan, practical 
dialogue with China on trans-Himalayan connectivity, and pilot corridors expanded on experience, arguing that regulated 
connectivity can create incentives for stability and jobs for young Kashmiris. The syllabus link is GS2 on India and its 
neighbourhood and GS3 on infrastructure, with a GS1 geography anchor.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

Pakistan denies India overland transit to Afghanistan and Central Asia → India invests in Iran’s Chabahar port and the 
INSTC to go around it → U.S. sanctions on Iran slow India’s role, and Iran builds the Chabahar–Zahedan railway itself → 
the line is completed while Hormuz is closed and Iran is under blockade, so India negotiates to hold management rights 
in trust until sanctions lift → the question returns of whether India’s own northern routes through Kashmir and Ladakh 
could ever be reopened

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. Chabahar is India’s only port project abroad that bypasses Pakistan, and India runs 
its Shahid Beheshti terminal — Chabahar lies in Iran’s Sistan-Baluchestan province on 
the Gulf of Oman, outside the Strait of Hormuz, and has two terminals, Shahid 
Kalantari and Shahid Beheshti. India develops the Shahid Beheshti terminal through 
India Ports Global Limited (IPGL), a company under the Ministry of Ports, Shipping and 
Waterways. India, Iran and Afghanistan signed a trilateral transit and transport 
agreement on Chabahar in May 2016, and IPGL took over operations of the terminal in 
December 2018. In May 2024 IPGL and Iran’s Ports and Maritime Organisation signed a 
ten-year contract for the terminal’s operation, with an Indian investment commitment 
and a credit window for related infrastructure.

2. The INSTC and the Ashgabat Agreement turn Chabahar from a port into a corridor — 
The International North–South Transport Corridor (INSTC) was agreed by India, Iran 
and Russia in St Petersburg in 2000 as a multimodal route of ship, rail and road linking 
Mumbai to Iranian ports and onward through Iran and the Caspian region to Russia; 
other countries have since joined. Its main western route uses Bandar Abbas, inside 
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Hormuz, while Chabahar with a rail link to Zahedan offers an eastern branch. India 
acceded to the Ashgabat Agreement in 2018, a transit arrangement among Central 
Asian and Gulf states for an international transport and transit corridor between 
Central Asia and the Persian Gulf. Together these give India a legal and physical path to 
Central Asia that avoids Pakistan.

3. U.S. sanctions shaped Chabahar’s fate, first with an exception and then with its 
withdrawal — When the United States reimposed sanctions on Iran in 2018, it granted 
an exception for the development of Chabahar and an associated railway, justified by 
Afghanistan’s reconstruction. After the Taliban took Kabul in August 2021 that 
rationale weakened, and in 2025 Washington announced it was revoking the 
exception. This is why India’s role in Chabahar is now being structured, per ET, as 
management held by an Iranian ports authority with rights to pass to India once 
sanctions lift. India built rail cooperation into its early plans, but the Chabahar–
Zahedan line has been completed by Iran.

4. Kashmir’s historic routes ran north and west, and every one now crosses a disputed 
line — Before 1947 the main outlet of the Kashmir Valley was the Jhelum Valley Road 
through Muzaffarabad to Rawalpindi, and Leh was a caravan hub on the route over the 
Karakoram Pass to Yarkand in Xinjiang. Both routes now run into territory India claims 
but does not control, across the Line of Control or the Line of Actual Control. A 
Srinagar–Muzaffarabad bus began in 2005 and cross-LoC barter trade in 2008, both as 
confidence-building measures after the 2003 ceasefire; India suspended cross-LoC 
trade in April 2019, citing misuse. The China–Pakistan Economic Corridor runs through 
Gilgit-Baltistan, which India regards as part of Jammu and Kashmir, and India has 
refused to join the Belt and Road Initiative on grounds of sovereignty.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. Connectivity to Central Asia is a recurring GS2 theme — Chabahar, the INSTC and 
India’s Central Asia policy are regularly asked through questions on India’s 
neighbourhood and extended neighbourhood, and through the tension between 
India’s connectivity goals and U.S. sanctions on Iran. The completion of the railway 
gives a new, concrete hook.

2. Prelims loves map-based connectivity facts — The location of Chabahar relative to 
Hormuz and Gwadar, the countries on the INSTC, the parties to the Ashgabat 
Agreement and the passes of Ladakh are classic map items. Questions often place a 
port in the wrong province or on the wrong gulf to test precision.

3. History and culture with a live connection, as the selection filter demands — 
Mehbooba Mufti’s argument ties Kashmir’s medieval Central Asian links — Shah-i-
Hamadan and the craft traditions associated with him — to present-day border policy. 
GS1 questions on cultural exchange along trade routes and GS3 questions on border-
area development can both use it.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● Chabahar port is located in Iran’s Sistan-Baluchestan province on the Gulf of 
Oman, outside the Strait of Hormuz.

● India develops and operates the Shahid Beheshti terminal at Chabahar through 
India Ports Global Limited.

● The International North–South Transport Corridor was agreed by India, Iran and 
Russia in 2000 as a multimodal route linking the Indian Ocean to Russia through 
Iran.

● India acceded to the Ashgabat Agreement, a transit arrangement for a transport 
corridor between Central Asia and the Persian Gulf, in 2018.

● Zahedan is the capital of Iran’s Sistan-Baluchestan province, near the borders 
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with Afghanistan and Pakistan.

● The Karakoram Pass historically linked Ladakh with Yarkand in Xinjiang on the 
caravan trade route.

● Cross-LoC trade between Jammu and Kashmir and Pakistan-occupied Kashmir 
began in 2008 and was suspended by India in April 2019.

ANALYSIS

1. A railway makes Chabahar a corridor, but the corridor’s value depends on who is at 
the other end — Without a rail link, Chabahar was a port serving mainly southern Iran 
and occasional aid shipments. With 730 km of track to Zahedan, it can carry bulk 
freight towards Afghanistan and, through Iran’s network, to Central Asia and Russia. 
But Afghanistan is governed by the Taliban, Central Asian states trade heavily with 
Russia and China, and freight follows cost and reliability, not maps. The railway is 
necessary for Chabahar to matter; it is not sufficient. India will need cargo guarantees, 
customs agreements and shipping schedules before the line turns into trade.

2. India helped conceive the project and now waits outside it — ET’s report that a local 
ports authority would manage Chabahar until sanctions lift describes an asset held in 
trust. It protects India’s investment legally but leaves operations, pricing and priorities 
in Iranian hands for an unknown period. That is the direct cost of U.S. sanctions to an 
Indian strategic project, and it overlaps with the SRIA pressure on Russian oil, since the 
law also extends sanctions on trade with Iran. The counter-view is that stepping back 
preserves India’s position without inviting penalties, and that the arrangement keeps 
the door open. Both are true, but a strategic asset one cannot use in a crisis is only 
partly an asset.

3. The Hormuz closure makes Chabahar more valuable in theory and harder to use in 
practice — Chabahar’s great geographic advantage is that it lies outside the Strait of 
Hormuz, which Iran has closed. In a world where Hormuz is shut, a port on the open 
Gulf of Oman is an obvious alternative for trade with Iran and beyond. But the same 
war has brought a U.S. naval blockade and wider sanctions, which fall on Chabahar as 
an Iranian port. Geography says Chabahar should matter more today; law and war say 
India can do less with it. India’s policy has to hold both truths without assuming either 
will last.

4. Mehbooba Mufti is right that connectivity can be security, but the evidence from 
2008-2019 is mixed — Her strongest point is economic: a land corridor spreads jobs 
across the geography it crosses, unlike air links, and Jammu and Kashmir has a young 
population with few opportunities. The cross-LoC trade of 2008-2019 is the test case: it 
kept channels open during tense periods, but it was barter-based, small in volume and 
ended amid allegations of misuse. Any revival would need modern customs, banking 
and scanning, not goodwill alone. The counter-view is the security one: routes through 
Pakistan-occupied territory would implicitly engage CPEC and the sovereignty dispute, 
which India has consistently refused to legitimise.

5. Chabahar and Kashmir are two halves of the same problem: Pakistan stands 
between India and Central Asia — India built Chabahar and the INSTC precisely 
because the direct northern routes — the Jhelum Valley Road and the old roads to 
Central Asia — run through territory it does not control. Mehbooba Mufti’s proposal is 
the direct route; Chabahar is the detour. The realistic near-term path through the 
Himalaya lies with China across the LAC, where she proposes practical dialogue, rather 
than across the LoC. India’s strategy should therefore keep investing in the detour 
while treating any opening on the direct routes as a bonus of political normalisation, 
not a substitute for it.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION “India’s access to Central Asia is hostage to geography, sanctions and unresolved 
borders.” In the light of the completion of the Chabahar–Zahedan rail link and the debate 
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on reopening Kashmir’s historic routes, discuss the prospects and limits of India’s 
connectivity strategy towards Central Asia. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — State that Iran has completed the 730-km Chabahar–Zahedan rail link, 
with 33 stations, 39 tunnels and 201 bridges, expected to be operational in three to 
four months, giving India easier access to Afghanistan, Central Asia and eastern Russia.

2. Body — geography — Explain that Pakistan blocks overland transit, which is why India 
invested in Chabahar, the INSTC (2000) and the Ashgabat Agreement (2018). Note 
Chabahar’s location outside Hormuz and its rivalry with Gwadar and CPEC.

3. Body — sanctions — Discuss U.S. sanctions on Iran, the withdrawal of the Chabahar 
exception, the reported plan for an Iranian ports authority to manage the port until 
sanctions lift, and the added pressure from SRIA and the current Hormuz closure and 
U.S. naval blockade.

4. Body — borders — Discuss Mehbooba Mufti’s case for reviving Kashmir’s routes, the 
experience of cross-LoC trade from 2008 to 2019, the sovereignty objection to CPEC 
through Gilgit-Baltistan, and the possibility of trans-Himalayan dialogue with China.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that India should combine the maritime detour through 
Chabahar with gradual, security-vetted pilot corridors in the north, and that 
connectivity will follow political settlement rather than lead it.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. You head India Ports Global Limited. Iran’s railway is ready but sanctions prevent 
India from operating Chabahar directly. What do you do?

Approach: I would ensure that the arrangement with Iran’s ports authority is written to 
protect our equipment, contracts and eventual transfer of management, with legal 
advice on sanctions exposure for every Indian entity involved. I would keep Indian staff 
and systems ready so that we can resume operations quickly when conditions allow. I 
would work with the Commerce and External Affairs ministries to identify humanitarian 
or exempt cargo that can move lawfully. The goal is to keep the asset alive without 
putting Indian firms at risk.

Q2. As Deputy Commissioner of a border district in Jammu and Kashmir, you are asked 
to assess a pilot trade corridor. How would you approach it?

Approach: I would begin with what went wrong in the 2008-2019 cross-LoC trade: 
barter, weak documentation and gaps in screening. I would propose infrastructure for 
scanning, digital records and banking before any opening, and consult traders, security 
agencies and local youth on what goods and jobs a corridor could generate. I would 
recommend starting with a limited list of goods and clear review points. Security and 
livelihoods can be served together only if the rules are enforced from day one.

Q3. An interview board asks: is opening borders for trade a security risk in Kashmir?
Approach: Every opening carries risk, and past misuse cannot be ignored. But closure 
also has costs: unemployment and isolation feed the alienation that militancy exploits. 
Regulated trade with modern checks can be safer than informal flows that exist 
anyway. The decision should rest on security capacity and political conditions, and 
should be taken step by step, with the ability to pause if the channel is abused.
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5. Environment & Ecology

All three stories today are about who gets to set the terms when the ground itself is shifting. At COP31, two fossil-fuel-
heavy hosts have written an agenda that talks about electrification and oceans but not about leaving coal, oil and gas 
or paying for climate damage. At the UN, island states have secured a promise that their statehood and sea zones will 
outlast their coastlines. In Kashmir, the Railways have accepted that a strategic line through an earthquake-prone 
valley town costs more than it is worth. In each case the real decision is about who carries the risk.

5.1  COP31’s Shared Australia–Türkiye Presidency Leaves Fossil-Fuel Transition and 
Loss-and-Damage Finance Off Its Priority List

THE NEWS  Trabzon, Türkiye. The next United Nations climate change conference, COP31, will be held in Antalya, Türkiye, 
in November 2026 under an arrangement never tried before, The Hindu reports in a Science-page analysis by Rishika 
Pardikar. Türkiye hosts the event, and its Minister of Environment, Murat Kurum, will serve as COP31 President; Australia 
will oversee the negotiations, with its Minister for Climate Change and Energy, Chris Bowen, as Vice-President. The split 
came about because neither country would concede its bid to host. A COP (Conference of the Parties) is the annual 
meeting of parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). A pre-COP, a routine preparatory 
meeting, will be held in Fiji on October 5–8, where Pacific Island countries and Australia will discuss what to negotiate. 
Both hosts are heavy fossil-fuel users. Australia is the world’s third-largest fossil-fuel exporter, after Russia and the U.S., 
and Australia and Türkiye rely on coal, gas and oil for around 90% and 80% of their domestic energy needs respectively. 
The presidency’s primary goal is to electrify industry and vehicles, “to raise the share of final energy demand met by 
electricity from just over 20% today to 35% by 2035”. ‘Oceans and Seas’ is also a priority and Türkiye has put ‘zero waste 
and a circular economy’ on the list. None of the priorities, however, refers directly to transitioning away from fossil fuels, 
and none mentions loss and damage financing (money for harm that adaptation cannot prevent) or the wider climate-
finance question. At COP30 in Belém, Brazil, last year, the European Union pushed a “fossil fuel roadmap”; most UNFCCC 
parties did not oppose it, and India did not either, on condition that it respect common but differentiated responsibilities 
and not expect uniform transition pathways. Critics said it diverted attention from developing countries’ demand to triple 
adaptation finance. Outside the UNFCCC, the first conference on ‘Transitioning Away from Fossil Fuels’ was held in Santa 
Marta, Colombia, in April 2026, co-hosted by Colombia and the Netherlands; the second is due in 2027, co-hosted by 
Tuvalu and Ireland. The paper argues that Nepal’s August 26 floods (carded here on September 22) will add pressure on 
both counts. The Türkiye Presidency replied that it would “create space for Parties to discuss the transition”, called 
electrification its “flagship thematic priority”, and pointed to a new ‘Climate Implementation Bridge’ to close the finance 
gap; the Australian Presidency did not respond. The syllabus link is GS3 on climate change and GS2 on international 
groupings and agreements.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

UNFCCC (1992) and the Paris Agreement (2015) make each country set its own targets → the 2023 Global Stocktake calls 
for transitioning away from fossil fuels but sets no timeline → the EU tables a ‘fossil fuel roadmap’ at COP30 while 
developing countries press for adaptation finance → Australia and Türkiye, both fossil-dependent, split the COP31 
presidency after neither yields → their agenda foregrounds electrification and oceans and leaves out fossil transition and 
loss-and-damage money

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. The UNFCCC is the parent treaty and CBDR is its founding bargain — The UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change was adopted in 1992 and opened for 
signature at the Rio Earth Summit; it entered into force in 1994 and has near-universal 
membership. Its objective in Article 2 is to stabilise greenhouse gas concentrations at a 
level that prevents dangerous human interference with the climate system. Article 3 
sets out the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities and respective 
capabilities (CBDR-RC): all countries must act, but developed countries should take the 
lead because of their historical emissions and greater resources. The Conference of the 
Parties is the Convention’s supreme decision-making body, and it decides by consensus 
because no voting rules have ever been adopted.

2. The Paris Agreement replaced imposed targets with nationally determined ones — 
Adopted at COP21 in 2015 and in force from 2016, the Paris Agreement sets the goal in 
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Article 2 of holding warming well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels and pursuing 
efforts to limit it to 1.5°C. Article 4 requires every party to prepare and communicate a 
Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) every five years, each more ambitious than 
the last. Article 8 recognises the importance of averting, minimising and addressing 
loss and damage, building on the Warsaw International Mechanism of 2013. Article 9 
says developed countries shall provide financial resources to assist developing 
countries, and Article 14 creates a Global Stocktake every five years to assess collective 
progress.

3. The first Global Stocktake named fossil fuels, but only as a call, not a deadline — The 
first Global Stocktake concluded at COP28 in Dubai in 2023. Its decision called on 
parties to contribute to “transitioning away from fossil fuels in energy systems, in a 
just, orderly and equitable manner”, to triple global renewable energy capacity and to 
double the rate of energy-efficiency improvement by 2030. It was the first COP text to 
name fossil fuels as a whole rather than coal alone; at COP26 in Glasgow in 2021 the 
language had been softened to a “phasedown” of unabated coal power at India’s 
intervention. Because NDCs are self-determined, the Stocktake’s wording guides but 
does not bind any single country.

4. Climate finance now has a new goal and a new fund, both contested — COP29 at 
Baku in 2024 set the New Collective Quantified Goal (NCQG) on climate finance: 
developed countries are to take the lead in mobilising at least $300 billion a year for 
developing countries by 2035, with a wider call to scale up finance from all sources to 
$1.3 trillion a year. Developing countries, including India, criticised the figure as far too 
low. The Fund for responding to Loss and Damage (FRLD) was agreed at COP27 in 
Sharm el-Sheikh in 2022 and operationalised at COP28, with the World Bank as interim 
trustee. India’s own commitments are net-zero emissions by 2070, announced at 
Glasgow, and an updated NDC of 2022 that pledges to cut the emissions intensity of 
GDP by 45% from 2005 levels by 2030 and to reach about 50% of installed electric 
power capacity from non-fossil sources by 2030.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. GS3 asks about the COP process and India’s negotiating stance — Mains has 
repeatedly asked candidates to assess the outcomes of COP summits and India’s 
commitments, including the Paris Agreement, the Glasgow ‘Panchamrit’ pledges and 
the NDC. A question on COP31 would most likely ask whether the UNFCCC process can 
deliver a fossil-fuel transition while respecting CBDR, which is exactly the tension this 
story exposes.

2. Prelims keeps returning to the architecture of climate treaties — UPSC has asked 
about the Paris Agreement’s provisions, the Green Climate Fund, the Warsaw 
International Mechanism and which COP produced which outcome. The NCQG, the 
FRLD, the Global Stocktake language and the rotation of COP presidencies among UN 
regional groups are natural next questions, as are the pre-COP and the role of the COP 
President.

3. Loss and damage links climate change to GS2 and ethics — Loss and damage is a 
question of justice between polluters and victims, and so appears in GS4 case-study 
framing as well as GS2 international relations. The September 22 card on Nepal’s 
floods and today’s agenda gap together give a candidate a live example of how the 
victims of climate change struggle to get compensation onto the negotiating table.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change was adopted in 
1992 and entered into force in 1994; its Conference of the Parties is its supreme 
decision-making body.

● Article 3 of the UNFCCC enshrines the principle of common but differentiated 
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responsibilities and respective capabilities.

● Under Article 4 of the Paris Agreement, each party must prepare, communicate 
and maintain successive Nationally Determined Contributions, updated every 
five years.

● Article 8 of the Paris Agreement deals with loss and damage, and Article 14 
provides for a Global Stocktake every five years, the first of which concluded at 
COP28 in 2023.

● The New Collective Quantified Goal on climate finance, agreed at COP29 in 
Baku, calls on developed countries to take the lead in mobilising at least $300 
billion a year for developing countries by 2035.

● The Fund for responding to Loss and Damage was agreed at COP27 in Sharm el-
Sheikh and operationalised at COP28 in Dubai.

● India has announced a target of net-zero emissions by 2070, and its updated 
NDC of 2022 commits to reducing the emissions intensity of GDP by 45% from 
2005 levels by 2030.

ANALYSIS 1. An agenda without fossil fuels is itself a negotiating position — Choosing 
electrification as the ‘flagship’ lets both hosts claim ambition without naming the 
supply side, where Australia is a top exporter. Electrifying demand is necessary, but it 
cuts emissions only if the electricity is clean, and nothing in the priority list commits 
anyone to stop digging or drilling. The Türkiye Presidency’s answer — it will ‘create 
space’ and ‘listen carefully’ — is the classic formula of a host that does not want a fight 
it might lose. The counter-view is fair: a COP President who pushes a text the room will 
not accept produces collapse, not progress, and consensus rules mean the presidency 
cannot impose fossil language anyway.

2. Silence on loss and damage matters more to India’s neighbourhood than silence on 
fossil fuels — Fossil-fuel language can be added by any party as an agenda item, as the 
EU did at the last minute at COP30. Finance is harder, because it needs donors to 
arrive with money. The FRLD exists, but its resources are modest relative to the 
damage suffered by countries like Nepal, and the NCQG’s $300 billion is already 
stretched between mitigation and adaptation. When the presidency does not even list 
the broader finance question, the risk is that COP31 becomes an energy-technology 
summit while South Asian and small-island victims receive statements of sympathy. 
The ‘Climate Implementation Bridge’ may help, but until its size and source are known, 
it is a name rather than a fund.

3. India’s conditional acceptance of the roadmap is a smart hedge, but a hedge with a 
cost — By not opposing the EU’s fossil fuel roadmap while insisting on CBDR and non-
uniform pathways, India avoided being cast as a blocker and kept room for coal, which 
still dominates its power generation. That positioning protects development space. Its 
cost is that India cannot easily lead the coalition of vulnerable countries demanding 
finance if it also needs flexibility on coal, and the small island states are pressing for 
exactly the fossil language India is cautious about. A consistent Indian line would tie 
any global transition roadmap explicitly to delivered finance and technology, so that 
the conditionality works in both directions.

4. The rise of processes outside the UNFCCC signals frustration with consensus — The 
Santa Marta conference and the planned Tuvalu–Ireland meeting in 2027 are coalitions 
of the willing working outside the formal treaty. Such forums move faster because they 
do not need everyone to agree, and they build norms that later enter COP texts. The 
danger is fragmentation: rich countries and vulnerable states can agree among 
themselves while large emerging economies stay outside, weakening the universal 
framework that gives developing countries their CBDR protection. India should watch 
these forums closely, because norms made without it may later be presented to it as 
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settled.

5. A split presidency blurs accountability — When one minister is President and another 
runs the negotiations, it becomes harder to say who is responsible for the outcome. 
Australia’s Presidency did not respond to the newspaper’s questions while Türkiye’s 
did, which already shows the asymmetry. For negotiators, a split can be an advantage, 
allowing one host to reach out to the Pacific and the other to the Mediterranean and 
Central Asia. For civil society and vulnerable states seeking commitments, it means two 
doors to knock on and no single one that can open the room.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“COP31’s priorities reflect the energy interests of its hosts more than the needs of the 
most vulnerable.” Critically examine this statement in the light of the unresolved 
questions of the fossil-fuel transition and loss-and-damage finance. What position should 
India take at COP31? (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — State that COP31 will be held in Antalya in November 2026 under an 
unprecedented split presidency — Türkiye’s Murat Kurum as President and Australia’s 
Chris Bowen as Vice-President overseeing negotiations — and that its priorities are 
electrification (from just over 20% to 35% of final energy demand by 2035), oceans and 
a circular economy.

2. Body — the case for the statement — Note that Australia is the third-largest fossil-fuel 
exporter and both hosts rely on fossil fuels for about 90% and 80% of domestic energy; 
that the priority list omits the transition away from fossil fuels called for in the 2023 
Global Stocktake; and that it omits loss-and-damage and broader finance despite 
disasters such as Nepal’s August 26 floods.

3. Body — the counter-view — Argue that electrification is a real mitigation lever, that 
consensus rules limit what any presidency can do, that parties can still add agenda 
items as the EU did at COP30, and that the Climate Implementation Bridge and the 
NCQG provide a finance track, however inadequate.

4. Body — India’s position — Recommend that India support a transition roadmap only 
with CBDR-RC and non-uniform pathways, as it did at COP30; demand that any 
roadmap be tied to delivered finance under Article 9 and a scaled-up FRLD; align with 
vulnerable neighbours on adaptation finance; and showcase its 2070 net-zero and 
2030 NDC targets.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that a COP judged only by technology announcements will fail 
its most vulnerable members, and that India’s credibility rests on linking ambition to 
finance in both directions.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. You are a member of India’s negotiating team at COP31. A group of small island 
states asks India to back strong fossil-fuel phase-out language. How do you respond?

Approach: I would acknowledge that their survival is at stake and that India shares 
their interest in limiting warming. I would explain that India can support a transition 
roadmap that respects common but differentiated responsibilities and allows different 
pathways, as it did at COP30. I would propose a joint push with them on adaptation 
and loss-and-damage finance, where our interests fully coincide. That keeps India a 
partner rather than an obstacle.

Q2. As a District Magistrate in a flood-prone Himalayan district, what does the COP31 
finance debate mean for you?

Approach: Most money for recovery reaches my district through national disaster 
funds, not directly from international funds, so global finance matters only if it 
strengthens national systems. I would document losses carefully, since good loss data 
supports India’s claims in international forums. I would prioritise early-warning systems 
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and risk-sensitive land-use planning, which save lives regardless of what COP decides. 
And I would ensure that relief reaches the poorest households first, because they bear 
the heaviest climate losses.

Q3. An interview board asks: is a country that depends on fossil fuels fit to preside over 
a climate summit?

Approach: Dependence is not disqualifying; in fact, a fossil-dependent host that 
commits to change can carry more credibility with similar economies than a country 
that has little to lose. The test is conduct, not profile: whether the presidency builds a 
fair process, listens to vulnerable countries and brings donors to the table. A presidency 
that uses its position to keep difficult issues off the agenda does fail that test. So the 
answer depends on what Türkiye and Australia do between now and November.

5.2  UN General Assembly’s Declaration on Sea-Level Rise Guarantees Island States’ 
Statehood and Fixes Their Maritime Zones

THE NEWS  United Nations, New York. On September 24, the UN General Assembly approved the Declaration on Sea Level 
Rise by consensus, The Hindu reports on its Science page. Its most important provision concerns international law: the 
Declaration affirms that low-lying countries especially threatened by rising seas, such as Fiji, Tuvalu and Vanuatu, will 
continue to retain their statehood, sovereign rights and UN membership. It also says maritime zones will continue to be 
defined in line with the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), even if rising waters cause coastlines to retreat 
further inland. In plain terms, a country’s territorial sea and its Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) — the belt of sea in which it 
alone may fish and exploit oil, gas and minerals — are measured from a baseline on its coast; if the coast moves inland, the 
zones could shrink, and a country whose land disappears entirely could, in theory, lose its claim to be a state. The 
Declaration closes both doors. It arose from a high-level meeting in 2024, after which member countries negotiated it 
under a mandate calling for an action-oriented agreement. Spanning four pages, it organises action around four pillars: 
science and data; adaptation and financing; livelihoods, socio-economic development, data-sharing and early warnings; 
and the legal consequences of sea-level rise. It asks for responses that protect livelihoods and cultural heritage and involve 
affected communities. The world’s low-lying island states, organised as the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) in 
international forums including the COP climate talks, need these assurances because the surrounding seas threaten to 
swallow most or all of their habitable territory in coming decades. If that happens, the Declaration will ensure that their 
citizens retain their nationality and economic rights. The current global mean rate of sea-level rise is 4–5 mm a year, the 
paper notes. The pact also commits UN members to keep engaging on sea-level rise, including a further high-level meeting 
before the 84th session of the General Assembly ends. A General Assembly declaration is not a treaty: it does not bind 
states in the way a ratified convention does, but a text adopted by consensus is strong evidence of what states accept as 
the law. The syllabus link is GS1 (geographical phenomena and their effects), GS2 (international institutions) and GS3 
(climate change and disaster management).

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

Warming expands ocean water and melts land ice → global mean sea level rises at 4–5 mm a year → UNCLOS measures 
maritime zones from coastal baselines, so a retreating coast could shrink zones and a submerged state could lose 
statehood → Pacific states and AOSIS press for legal certainty, followed by the ILC’s study and the 2024 UN high-level 
meeting → the General Assembly adopts a consensus Declaration on September 24, 2026 freezing zones and affirming 
continuity of statehood

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. UNCLOS measures every maritime zone from a baseline on the coast — The UN 
Convention on the Law of the Sea was adopted in 1982 and entered into force in 1994; 
India ratified it in 1995. The normal baseline, under Article 5, is the low-water line 
along the coast as marked on large-scale charts officially recognised by the coastal 
state, and Article 7 allows straight baselines where the coast is deeply indented or 
fringed with islands. From the baseline, the territorial sea extends up to 12 nautical 
miles, the contiguous zone up to 24 nautical miles and the Exclusive Economic Zone up 
to 200 nautical miles, while the continental shelf extends at least 200 nautical miles 
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and, where the natural prolongation of land continues, further subject to limits. 
UNCLOS says nothing explicit about what happens when a baseline moves because the 
sea rises, which is the gap the Declaration fills.

2. Article 121 separates islands from rocks, which is why shrinking land matters — 
Under Article 121 of UNCLOS, an island is a naturally formed area of land, surrounded 
by and above water at high tide, and it generates the same maritime zones as other 
land territory. But rocks that cannot sustain human habitation or economic life of their 
own get no EEZ or continental shelf. As seas rise, some small islands could be reduced 
to rocks or disappear below high tide, and their owners could lose vast ocean areas. 
For atoll nations, whose sea area is many times their land area, this is an economic 
threat even before it is an existential one.

3. The Montevideo criteria assume a territory that may one day be underwater — The 
Montevideo Convention on the Rights and Duties of States, 1933, lists in Article 1 the 
classic qualifications of a state: a permanent population, a defined territory, a 
government and the capacity to enter into relations with other states. These criteria 
are widely treated as reflecting customary international law. International law has long 
presumed that a state, once established, continues to exist even if it loses effective 
control for a time, but it has never faced a state whose entire territory is permanently 
lost. The Declaration strengthens the presumption of continuity so that the loss of 
territory alone does not end statehood.

4. The ICJ and the ILC have prepared the legal ground — The International Law 
Commission, the UN body that codifies and develops international law, has been 
studying ‘sea-level rise in relation to international law’ since 2019, covering the law of 
the sea, statehood and the protection of affected persons. In July 2025 the 
International Court of Justice delivered an advisory opinion, requested by the General 
Assembly on an initiative led by Vanuatu, holding that states have legal obligations 
under treaties and customary law to protect the climate system, and that breaching 
them can engage state responsibility. The Pacific Islands Forum declared in 2021 that 
its members’ maritime zones, once notified under UNCLOS, would not be reduced by 
sea-level rise. The General Assembly Declaration generalises that regional position to 
the whole UN membership.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. GS1 and GS3 link physical geography to law and disasters — UPSC has asked about 
the causes and consequences of sea-level rise, the vulnerability of coastal and island 
regions, and the effect of climate change on India’s coasts. A strong answer now can 
add the legal dimension, which shows the examiner the candidate understands that 
climate change redraws political as well as physical maps.

2. Prelims regularly tests UNCLOS zones and definitions — Questions on the width of the 
territorial sea, contiguous zone and EEZ, and on the difference between the EEZ and 
the continental shelf, are standard Prelims fare. The island-versus-rock rule in Article 
121 and the concept of baselines are the natural next layer, along with AOSIS and the 
ICJ’s 2025 climate advisory opinion.

3. GS2 asks how India engages with small island states — India’s outreach to the Pacific 
through the Forum for India–Pacific Islands Cooperation and to the Indian Ocean island 
states is a recurring theme. Support for the island states’ legal security is a low-cost, 
high-value way for India to show solidarity with the Global South, and this Declaration 
is a concrete example to cite.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● Under UNCLOS, the territorial sea extends up to 12 nautical miles, the 
contiguous zone up to 24 nautical miles, and the Exclusive Economic Zone up to 
200 nautical miles, all measured from the baseline.

● Under Article 5 of UNCLOS, the normal baseline is the low-water line along the 
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coast as marked on large-scale charts officially recognised by the coastal state.

● Under Article 121(3) of UNCLOS, rocks which cannot sustain human habitation 
or economic life of their own have no Exclusive Economic Zone or continental 
shelf.

● The Montevideo Convention of 1933 lists a permanent population, a defined 
territory, a government and the capacity to enter into relations with other states 
as the qualifications of a state.

● The Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) is a coalition of low-lying coastal and 
small island countries that negotiates as a bloc in the UNFCCC climate talks.

● A declaration adopted by the UN General Assembly is not legally binding in 
itself, unlike a ratified treaty, but may be evidence of emerging customary 
international law.

● The International Court of Justice delivered an advisory opinion in July 2025 on 
the obligations of states in respect of climate change, at the request of the UN 
General Assembly.

ANALYSIS 1. Freezing maritime zones rewrites UNCLOS in practice without amending it — UNCLOS 
was written on the assumption that coasts are stable, and its baselines were 
understood by many lawyers as ‘ambulatory’, moving with the low-water line. The 
Declaration effectively fixes them, but it does so through a consensus resolution rather 
than a formal amendment, which would take years and might never get enough 
ratifications. That is a pragmatic choice. Its weakness is that a declaration does not 
bind, so a state that later wishes to challenge a neighbour’s fixed zone could argue that 
it never accepted the change as law. Consensus adoption, however, makes that 
argument much harder to sustain.

2. Statehood without territory is a new idea that international law is not fully ready for 
— A state without land raises practical questions the Declaration does not answer: 
where its government sits, where its citizens live, who issues passports and under 
whose law disputes are settled. Arrangements like governments-in-exile or bilateral 
treaties granting residence to island citizens offer partial models. The Declaration 
secures the legal shell of statehood and the economic value of the sea, which is what 
island states most urgently needed. But the lived reality of displaced communities — 
jobs, land, culture — depends on receiving countries, and the Declaration can only 
encourage, not compel, their generosity.

3. The Declaration protects rights but does not stop the water — Legal continuity is 
insurance, not prevention. At 4–5 mm a year, sea-level rise is steady, and it 
compounds storm surges such as those Hurricane Polo drove onto a Mexican island on 
September 26, pictured on the same page. The Declaration’s pillars on science, 
adaptation and financing are where lives are saved, yet they carry no new money in 
the paper’s account. There is a real danger that states treat the legal guarantee as the 
achievement and neglect the finance needed for sea walls, relocation and early 
warnings. Its value will be judged at the next high-level meeting by what has been 
funded, not what has been declared.

4. India has its own reasons to welcome frozen baselines — India has a long coastline, 
the low-lying atolls of Lakshadweep, the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, and the sinking 
Sundarbans delta shared with Bangladesh. Its EEZ is a major economic asset for 
fisheries and offshore energy. A rule that zones do not shrink as coasts retreat protects 
India too, and supporting it aligns India with small island states at little cost. The 
counter-consideration is that fixed baselines could entrench existing maritime 
boundary claims in contested waters elsewhere, so India will want the rule applied 
consistently rather than selectively.
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5. Consensus was possible because the costs fall on no one immediately — Big maritime 
powers accepted the text because freezing zones takes nothing from them now, and it 
avoids the chaos of redrawing boundaries every decade. Harder questions — who pays 
for relocation, who accepts migrants — were left to future meetings. This is how 
international law often advances: first the easy principle, then the costly 
implementation. The test is whether the General Assembly’s follow-up meeting before 
the 84th session ends turns principle into obligations, or whether the Declaration joins 
the long list of commitments that were celebrated and forgotten.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“Sea-level rise challenges not just coastlines but the very foundations of international 
law.” In the light of the UN General Assembly’s Declaration on Sea-Level Rise (2026), 
discuss the legal questions raised by rising seas for statehood and maritime zones, and 
assess their significance for India. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — State that on September 24, 2026 the UN General Assembly adopted 
by consensus a Declaration affirming that low-lying states such as Fiji, Tuvalu and 
Vanuatu retain statehood, sovereign rights and UN membership, and that maritime 
zones remain as defined under UNCLOS even if coasts retreat. Mention the current rise 
of 4–5 mm a year.

2. Body — the legal questions — Explain baselines under UNCLOS Articles 5 and 7, the 
zones measured from them, and the island–rock distinction under Article 121. Explain 
the Montevideo criteria of statehood, especially defined territory, and the problem of 
a state with no land. Mention the ILC’s study and the ICJ’s 2025 advisory opinion.

3. Body — what the Declaration does and does not do — It fixes zones and affirms 
continuity, and organises action around science, adaptation and finance, livelihoods 
and early warning, and legal consequences. But it is not binding, provides no new 
money in itself, and leaves relocation, nationality and hosting of displaced citizens to 
future engagement.

4. Body — significance for India — Discuss India’s long coastline, Lakshadweep, the 
Andaman and Nicobar Islands and the Sundarbans; the EEZ as an economic asset; 
solidarity with AOSIS and Pacific partners; and India’s interest in consistent application 
of the rule.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that the Declaration secures legal certainty, which is 
necessary, but that the real test is whether the follow-up process delivers adaptation 
finance and humane mobility for those who will lose their homes.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As the Administrator of Lakshadweep, what would you do in response to rising sea 
levels?

Approach: I would commission detailed shoreline and elevation mapping for every 
inhabited island and identify the most vulnerable settlements and freshwater lenses. I 
would promote nature-based protection, such as coral reef and beach vegetation 
conservation, before costly hard structures. I would strengthen cyclone and storm-
surge early-warning systems and evacuation plans. And I would involve island 
communities in these decisions, since the Declaration itself stresses livelihoods and 
cultural heritage.

Q2. You are a Joint Secretary in the Ministry of External Affairs. How should India use 
this Declaration diplomatically?

Approach: I would position India as a reliable partner of small island states by 
supporting follow-up work on legal consequences and by offering concrete help in 
early-warning systems, hydrography and disaster response. I would coordinate with the 
Ministry of Earth Sciences to share ocean data. I would ensure India’s own maritime 
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interests are protected by supporting consistent application of fixed zones. This 
combination turns a UN text into goodwill and practical partnerships.

Q3. An interview board asks: should a state that has lost all its land still be counted as a 
state?

Approach: I would argue yes, because statehood is about a people’s right to self-
determination, not merely a piece of land, and it would be unjust for victims of climate 
change to lose their nationality and resources because of emissions they did not cause. 
Recognising continued statehood also protects their rights to the sea’s resources, 
which can finance their future. The practical questions of where the people live and 
how the government functions must be solved through agreements with host 
countries. The principle, however, should favour continuity.

5.3  Railways Shelve the Uri–Baramulla Line and Qazigund–Srinagar–Budgam Doubling 
After Ecological and Local Objections

THE NEWS  Srinagar, September 27. The Indian Railways has shelved the proposed 40-km new railway line that was to 
connect the border region of Uri with Baramulla, the last point of the existing railway line in the Kashmir Valley, after 
concerns over its ecological impact, The Indian Express reports. It has also shelved the doubling — the laying of a second 
track alongside the existing single line — of the 74-km Qazigund–Srinagar–Budgam stretch. The decision comes six months 
after the Railway Ministry put on hold the proposed Anantnag–Pahalgam and Anantnag–Shopian rail links following 
protests by farmers. In a letter to the General Manager of Northern Railway, the Joint Director (Works) of the Railway 
Board wrote that the “Baramulla Uri (40 Km) New Line Project and Qazigund Srinagar Budgam (74 Km) Doubling, projects 
of Northern Railway have been returned by Cabinet Secretariat and are no longer under consideration.” The Cabinet 
Secretariat is the office that services the Union Cabinet and its committees; a proposal ‘returned’ by it has not been 
approved and has in effect been sent back without a decision to proceed. The Baramulla–Uri line was planned as an 
extension of the Udhampur–Baramulla rail line and was viewed as a strategic link that would extend rail connectivity 
towards the Line of Control (LoC), the de facto border with Pakistan-occupied territory, allowing faster movement of 
troops, equipment and other military logistics to forward areas. The ecological concerns were specific: the line was 
proposed to bisect Baramulla town and some village habitations, and to run through orchards, fragile highlands and 
mountains in high-seismic Zone 5, the category of highest earthquake risk in India’s seismic zoning; the corridor is also 
vulnerable to extreme weather. Baramulla MLA Javid Hassan Baig had opposed the line and moved a resolution in the 
ongoing Assembly session calling for it to be kept in abeyance until a “comprehensive and independent geological, 
geotechnical and seismic assessment” of the corridor was carried out. Welcoming the decision, Mr. Baig said, “Baramulla 
simply cannot afford a project that cuts through the very heart of the town and compromises its future development”, 
adding that development must protect the town’s heritage, environment, land resources and future generations, and 
calling the move “a welcome and responsible step in the larger interest of Baramulla.” The conceptual link is to GS3 on 
infrastructure, environmental impact assessment, disaster management and security of border areas, and to GS2 on the 
voice of elected local representatives in Union projects.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

The Udhampur–Srinagar–Baramulla line links the Valley to the national network → the Army and planners seek to 
extend rail to Uri near the LoC and add capacity by doubling the Valley line → the alignment would cut through 
Baramulla town, orchards and Zone 5 mountains → farmers’ protests stall the Anantnag branch lines and the Baramulla 
MLA demands an independent seismic study → the Cabinet Secretariat returns both proposals and the Railway Board 
drops them

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. The USBRL made the Kashmir railway a national project of extreme engineering — 
The Udhampur–Srinagar–Baramulla Rail Link (USBRL), about 272 km long, was 
declared a national project in 2002 to connect the Kashmir Valley with the Indian rail 
network. The Valley section from Qazigund to Baramulla opened first, followed by the 
Pir Panjal tunnel between Banihal and Qazigund; the most difficult section through the 
Chenab and Anji gorges was completed later, including the Chenab bridge, the world’s 
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highest railway arch bridge. With through-trains from Katra to Srinagar in 2025, the 
Valley became rail-connected to the rest of India. Baramulla, on the Jhelum river, 
remains the line’s northern terminus, and Uri lies further west down the Jhelum valley 
near the LoC.

2. Seismic Zone V marks India’s highest earthquake hazard — The Bureau of Indian 
Standards classifies India into seismic zones in its code IS 1893 on earthquake-resistant 
design, with Zone V the highest hazard category. The whole of Kashmir, much of the 
Himalaya, the Northeast and the Andaman and Nicobar Islands fall in this zone. The 
2005 Kashmir earthquake, centred near Muzaffarabad in Pakistan-occupied Kashmir, 
caused serious damage in the Uri and Baramulla areas on the Indian side. Linear 
infrastructure in such zones faces landslides, slope failure and liquefaction, so 
geotechnical investigation is essential before alignment is fixed.

3. Railways sit outside prior environmental clearance, but forests and land do not — 
The Environment Impact Assessment Notification, 2006, issued under the Environment 
(Protection) Act, 1986, lists the projects that need prior environmental clearance in its 
Schedule; railway lines are generally not listed, so most rail projects do not require a 
formal EIA. Rail projects still need forest clearance where forest land is diverted. The 
Forest (Conservation) Act, 1980, renamed the Van (Sanrakshan Evam Samvardhan) 
Adhiniyam in 2023, exempts forest land within 100 km of international borders, the 
LoC or the Line of Actual Control needed for strategic linear projects of national 
importance and concerning national security. That exemption means strategic lines in 
border areas can proceed with little forest-law scrutiny.

4. Land acquisition carries its own social-impact safeguards — Railways are a Union 
subject under Entry 22 of the Union List. The Railways Act, 1989, was amended in 2008 
to provide a separate procedure for acquiring land for special railway projects. The 
Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and 
Resettlement Act, 2013, otherwise requires a Social Impact Assessment and provides 
for compensation and rehabilitation. Since the Jammu and Kashmir Reorganisation Act, 
2019, central laws apply in the Union Territory of Jammu and Kashmir, which has an 
elected Legislative Assembly.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. GS3 asks about the trade-off between infrastructure and fragile ecology — Mains has 
repeatedly asked about development in the Himalaya, including the Char Dham road 
project, hydropower in Uttarakhand, and the Joshimath subsidence of 2023. The 
Kashmir rail decision gives a rare example of a project being dropped rather than 
pushed through, and can be used to argue that carrying-capacity studies should come 
before, not after, alignment decisions.

2. Border infrastructure is a GS3 security topic — Questions on infrastructure in border 
areas and its role in national security, especially along the LAC and LoC, are recurring. A 
balanced answer notes that strategic value is real but must be weighed against seismic 
risk and local consent, and that roads, tunnels and airlift can sometimes meet military 
needs with a smaller footprint.

3. Prelims draws on seismic zones and forest law — UPSC has asked which regions lie in 
Zone V and about the provisions of the Forest (Conservation) Act and its 2023 
amendment. The 100-km border exemption for strategic linear projects is a likely 
Prelims fact, as is the fact that railways generally lie outside the EIA Notification’s 
Schedule.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● Seismic zoning in India is set out by the Bureau of Indian Standards in IS 1893, in 
which Zone V denotes the highest seismic hazard.

● The Udhampur–Srinagar–Baramulla Rail Link was declared a national project in 
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2002, and Baramulla is the northern terminus of the Kashmir rail line.

● The Environment Impact Assessment Notification, 2006, is issued under the 
Environment (Protection) Act, 1986, and railway projects are generally not listed 
in its Schedule requiring prior environmental clearance.

● The Van (Sanrakshan Evam Samvardhan) Adhiniyam, 1980, as amended in 2023, 
exempts forest land within 100 km of international borders, the LoC or the LAC 
for strategic linear projects of national importance concerning national security.

● Railways are a subject in the Union List of the Seventh Schedule.

● The Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land Acquisition, 
Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 2013, requires a Social Impact Assessment 
before land is acquired, subject to exemptions.

ANALYSIS 1. The decision shows that local political voice can now shape Union infrastructure in 
Kashmir — Since 2019, Union projects in Jammu and Kashmir have often moved with 
little local debate. Here, an elected MLA’s Assembly resolution and farmers’ protests 
over the Anantnag lines preceded two rounds of shelving within six months. Whether 
the MLA’s resolution was the cause or merely coincided with the Cabinet Secretariat’s 
decision cannot be established from the paper, which gives no official reason beyond 
ecological concerns. But the pattern suggests the Centre now weighs local resistance in 
the Valley more seriously, which is good for legitimacy, because infrastructure imposed 
on unwilling communities breeds grievance in a sensitive region.

2. Dropping the project entirely is a blunter tool than an independent study — The MLA 
asked for the line to be kept in abeyance pending a ‘comprehensive and independent 
geological, geotechnical and seismic assessment’. Shelving goes further. If the strategic 
case is strong, the better course may have been to commission that study and consider 
alternative alignments, such as bypassing Baramulla town or tunnelling. A total 
shelving leaves the underlying question — can rail safely reach Uri? — unanswered. 
The counter-view is that repeated studies can become a way to keep a bad project 
alive, and a clean decision frees resources for safer investments.

3. The strategic loss is real but can be partly offset — The line was meant to speed 
troops and supplies to forward areas along the LoC, and rail can move heavy loads 
more cheaply than roads. Its absence will be felt in a crisis. But Uri is already served by 
road, and the vulnerability of a rail line in a Zone 5 corridor near the LoC — to 
earthquakes and to hostile fire — would limit its reliability exactly when it was needed. 
Strengthening roads, tunnels and logistics hubs may deliver most of the benefit with 
less ecological and seismic risk. The shelving of doubling is harder to justify on strategic 
grounds, and may reflect land and town-planning concerns more than ecology.

4. Railways’ exemption from EIA leaves ecology to politics — Because railway lines are 
generally outside the EIA Notification’s Schedule and strategic border projects enjoy 
forest-law exemptions, there was no statutory forum where the seismic and ecological 
risks of this line had to be assessed and made public. That is why the debate took the 
form of protests and Assembly resolutions. A mandatory, public geo-hazard and social 
impact assessment for large linear projects in the Himalaya would move such decisions 
from street to evidence. The counter-argument is delay; but in a Zone 5 corridor, a 
failed alignment costs far more than a year of study.

5. Orchards are an economic factor, not just a landscape — The corridor runs through 
orchards, and Kashmir’s horticulture, especially apples, is a major source of rural 
income. Land acquired for a line removes productive assets permanently, while 
compensation is one-time. Farmers’ protests over the Anantnag lines show that land, 
the first factor of production, is at the heart of the resistance. Rail connectivity would 
help orchard owners send fruit to markets faster, so the trade-off is not simply ecology 
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versus development; it is which development, for whom, and at whose cost.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“Strategic infrastructure in ecologically fragile and seismically active border regions must 
balance national security with ecological and social costs.” Discuss with reference to the 
recent shelving of the Uri–Baramulla rail line. Suggest an institutional framework for 
deciding such projects. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — State that the Railways have shelved the 40-km Baramulla–Uri new 
line and the 74-km Qazigund–Srinagar–Budgam doubling, both ‘returned by Cabinet 
Secretariat’, six months after the Anantnag–Pahalgam and Anantnag–Shopian links 
were paused after farmer protests.

2. Body — the strategic case — Explain that the line was an extension of the Udhampur–
Baramulla line towards the LoC, meant for faster movement of troops, equipment and 
logistics, and for civilian connectivity; mention the USBRL’s achievement in linking the 
Valley.

3. Body — ecological and social costs — Explain that the line would bisect Baramulla 
town and villages, cross orchards and fragile highlands in seismic Zone 5, and face 
extreme weather; cite the MLA’s demand for an independent geological, geotechnical 
and seismic assessment, and the 2005 earthquake’s impact on the area.

4. Body — institutional framework — Propose mandatory geo-hazard and social impact 
assessments for Himalayan linear projects despite the EIA exemption for railways; 
alternative alignment studies; consultation with elected local bodies; and a joint civil–
military review so that strategic claims are tested, not assumed.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that in the Himalaya, security and sustainability are not 
opposites, because an unsafe line is also an unreliable one, and that decisions should 
rest on public evidence rather than protest.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As Deputy Commissioner of Baramulla, how would you handle residents who feel 
relieved and others who wanted the rail link for jobs and trade?

Approach: I would hold open meetings to explain the decision and what it means, so 
rumours do not fill the gap. I would work with the horticulture and transport 
departments to improve road-based cold-chain and market links for orchard owners, 
who wanted faster transport. I would record the concerns of those who favoured the 
line and forward them to the Railways, so any future proposal starts with local input. 
The aim is to keep trust whichever way the decision goes.

Q2. You are an officer in the Railway Board. The Army insists the Uri line is essential. 
What do you advise?

Approach: I would advise commissioning an independent geological, geotechnical and 
seismic study, as the MLA requested, and examining alternative alignments that avoid 
Baramulla town. I would ask the Army to specify the logistics need precisely, so that we 
can compare rail with road and tunnel options. If the study shows a safe and 
acceptable route, a revised proposal can go back to the Cabinet. That respects both the 
strategic need and the reasons for the earlier rejection.

Q3. An interview board asks: is it right to drop a strategic project because of local 
opposition?

Approach: Local opposition alone should not decide national security, but it often 
signals real costs that planners have missed, here seismic risk and the splitting of a 
town. A project that is unsafe or that alienates the local population in a border region 
can harm security rather than strengthen it. The right approach is to test the objections 
with independent evidence and consider alternatives. If the evidence supports the 
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objections, dropping the project is a sign of good governance, not weakness.
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6. Health & Life Sciences

Both stories today are about a regulator discovering that licensing is not the same as control. The drug regulator has 
licensed pharmacies and manufacturers for decades, yet medicines containing narcotics leak into addiction markets; 
hospitals have been accredited for two decades, yet patients cannot see how any of them actually performs. The answer  
in both cases is to measure what happens after the licence is issued and to make someone answerable for it.

6.1  CDSCO Told to Close Gaps That Let Narcotic Medicines Leak Into Drug Markets, as 
Hospitals Face National Quality Grading

THE NEWS  New Delhi. The Central Drugs Standard Control Organisation (CDSCO), the national drug regulator, is reviewing 
its framework to stop the illegal diversion of pharmaceutical drugs containing narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances 
(NDPS), The Economic Times reports. ‘Diversion’ means medicines made legally — codeine-based cough syrups or certain 
painkillers and sedatives, for example — leaking out of the licensed supply chain and being sold for addiction rather than 
treatment. The move follows the 10th apex-level meeting of the National Committee for Coordination on Drug Trafficking 
(NCORD), held in June under the chairmanship of Union Home Minister Amit Shah, where CDSCO was tasked with 
addressing regulatory gaps to control illegal diversion by March 2027. This continues the theme of the September 23 card 
on Mr. Shah’s December 31, 2029 deadline to uproot the drug trade; what is new today is the drug regulator’s specific 
assignment. A vision document on drug control for 2026–2029, seen by ET, sets defined responsibilities, timelines, targets 
and monitoring mechanisms; one of CDSCO’s specific targets is to “address regulatory gaps to control illegal pharma 
diversion” by March next year. The Drugs Consultative Committee (DCC) will examine whether gaps in the framework or its 
implementation contribute to diversion and recommend measures, which CDSCO is expected to use for an action plan. At 
the NCORD meeting, Mr. Shah highlighted organised criminal networks’ growing use of encrypted communication, darknet 
platforms, cryptocurrencies, synthetic drugs and drones. He said seizure-centric policing alone would not be adequate and 
called for a tech-driven, intelligence-led strategy covering supply reduction, demand reduction, treatment, rehabilitation 
and capacity building. In a separate report, ET says the government is firming up a national quality framework to grade 
public and private hospitals on quality and safety, aligned with international standards. The idea has gained momentum 
under the new team at NITI Aayog, which last week held a stakeholder consultation under member M Srinivas on a 
“credible, sustainable and patient-centric framework”. Parameters under discussion include patient-reported outcome and 
experience measures, readmission rates and medication errors, with sub-indicators such as post-transplant survival and 
postoperative mortality after cancer surgery. An official said the framework should be ready by year-end and grading could 
begin next financial year. The paper notes that private hospitals follow the National Accreditation Board for Hospitals & 
Healthcare Providers (NABH) framework, but its reports and outcomes are not publicly disclosed, whereas the UK’s 
National Health Service reports and audits outcomes. The government also expects grading to boost medical tourism. The 
syllabus link is GS2 (health, government policies) and GS3 (internal security, drug trafficking).

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

Legally made medicines containing narcotic and psychotropic substances pass through a licensing system split between 
the Centre and States → weak tracking of sales lets them leak into addiction markets while traffickers turn to darknet, 
crypto and drones → the Home Ministry’s NCORD shifts strategy from seizures to networks and sets a 2026–2029 vision 
→ CDSCO is given a March 2027 deadline and the DCC is asked to find the gaps → a parallel push by NITI Aayog seeks to 
make hospital quality measurable and public

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. The Drugs and Cosmetics Act splits drug regulation between the Centre and the 
States — The Drugs and Cosmetics Act, 1940, and its Rules of 1945 regulate the 
import, manufacture, distribution and sale of drugs in India. CDSCO, headed by the 
Drugs Controller General of India (DCGI) under the Ministry of Health and Family 
Welfare, approves new drugs and clinical trials, regulates imports and sets standards. 
State drug controllers license the manufacture and sale of most drugs, including every 
chemist shop, and carry out most inspections. The Act creates two advisory bodies: the 
Drugs Technical Advisory Board on technical matters and the Drugs Consultative 
Committee, made up of Central and State representatives, to secure uniformity in the 
Act’s administration across the country.

2. The Schedules of the Drugs Rules govern how risky medicines are sold — Schedule H 
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of the Drugs Rules lists prescription-only drugs that a chemist may sell only against a 
registered medical practitioner’s prescription. Schedule H1 was added for certain 
antibiotics, anti-tuberculosis drugs and habit-forming drugs, and requires chemists to 
keep a separate register of the prescriber, patient, drug and quantity. Schedule X 
covers narcotic and psychotropic drugs with the strictest record-keeping and storage 
conditions. Diversion usually happens where these record-keeping duties are weakly 
enforced, since the State inspectorate is thin compared with the number of retail 
outlets.

3. The NDPS Act and the NCB form the enforcement side — The Narcotic Drugs and 
Psychotropic Substances Act, 1985, prohibits the production, possession, sale and 
transport of narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances except for medical and 
scientific purposes, and imposes graded punishments based on small, intermediate 
and commercial quantities. The Narcotics Control Bureau, constituted in 1986 under 
the Act, is the nodal central agency for coordinating drug-law enforcement and 
functions under the Ministry of Home Affairs. The Act gives effect to India’s obligations 
under the UN Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, 1961, the Convention on 
Psychotropic Substances, 1971, and the UN Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic 
Drugs and Psychotropic Substances, 1988. Article 47 of the Constitution directs the 
State to endeavour to prohibit the consumption, except for medicinal purposes, of 
drugs injurious to health.

4. Hospital quality in India rests on voluntary accreditation and State-level regulation — 
Health, including hospitals and dispensaries, is a State subject under Entry 6 of the 
State List. The Clinical Establishments (Registration and Regulation) Act, 2010, provides 
for registration and minimum standards of clinical establishments, but applies only in 
States and Union Territories that have adopted it. NABH is a constituent board of the 
Quality Council of India that accredits hospitals against quality and patient-safety 
standards; accreditation is voluntary, though government insurance schemes use it for 
empanelment and higher reimbursement. For public facilities, the Health Ministry runs 
the National Quality Assurance Standards (NQAS), with certification of district hospitals 
and health centres. None of these systems publishes comparable clinical outcomes, 
such as surgical mortality, for each hospital.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. GS2 and GS3 both claim the drug problem — Mains has asked about drug abuse 
among youth, the drug trade as a threat to internal security, and the link between 
narcotics, terror financing and porous borders, particularly in Punjab and the 
Northeast. Pharmaceutical diversion is the less-discussed side of the problem, and a 
candidate who can explain how legal medicines feed addiction will stand out from 
answers that only discuss the Golden Crescent and Golden Triangle.

2. Prelims tests the regulatory map — UPSC has asked about the functions of CDSCO, the 
NDPS Act, the Narcotics Control Bureau and the international drug conventions. The 
DTAB and DCC under the Drugs and Cosmetics Act, the Schedules H, H1 and X, and the 
voluntary character of NABH accreditation under the Quality Council of India are high-
probability facts.

3. Health-system quality is a recurring governance theme — Questions on the regulation 
of private hospitals, medical tourism and patient rights have appeared in GS2 and the 
Essay paper. The hospital-grading plan offers a live example of using transparency 
rather than inspection as a regulatory tool, and of NITI Aayog’s role in shaping health 
policy.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● The Central Drugs Standard Control Organisation, headed by the Drugs 
Controller General of India, functions under the Ministry of Health and Family 
Welfare and derives its powers from the Drugs and Cosmetics Act, 1940.
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● The Drugs Consultative Committee, constituted under the Drugs and Cosmetics 
Act, 1940, advises the Centre, the States and the Drugs Technical Advisory Board 
on securing uniformity in the administration of the Act.

● Under the Drugs Rules, drugs listed in Schedule H1 may be sold only on 
prescription, and the chemist must maintain a separate register recording the 
prescriber, patient, drug and quantity.

● The Narcotics Control Bureau was constituted under the Narcotic Drugs and 
Psychotropic Substances Act, 1985, and functions under the Ministry of Home 
Affairs.

● The National Accreditation Board for Hospitals & Healthcare Providers is a 
constituent board of the Quality Council of India, and hospital accreditation by it 
is voluntary.

● The Clinical Establishments (Registration and Regulation) Act, 2010, applies only 
in those States and Union Territories that have adopted it, since hospitals are a 
State List subject.

● Article 47 of the Constitution directs the State to endeavour to bring about 
prohibition of the consumption, except for medicinal purposes, of intoxicating 
drinks and drugs injurious to health.

ANALYSIS 1. Pharma diversion is a regulatory failure before it is a policing problem — A codeine 
cough syrup or a controlled sedative that reaches an addict passed through a licensed 
manufacturer, a licensed distributor and a licensed chemist first. That is why the 
NCORD assignment goes to the drug regulator, not only to the police. The gap lies in 
the split system: the Centre approves the product, but States license the thousands of 
outlets that sell it, and their inspectorates are small. Asking the DCC — which exists 
precisely to bring the Centre and States together — to find the gaps is therefore the 
right forum. Its weakness is that it is advisory, so the real test will be whether States 
accept binding measures.

2. Track-and-trace is the obvious answer, but it has costs — The most effective tool 
against diversion is a digital record that follows each pack of a controlled medicine 
from factory to patient, flagging unusual volumes at any point. The September 24 card 
on the NHRC’s recommendation of QR-code track-and-trace for spurious medicines 
points the same way. Such systems impose costs on small manufacturers and chemists 
and risk making legitimate pain relief harder to obtain for patients who need it, such as 
cancer patients needing opioids, already a problem in India. A good design should 
target a narrow list of high-risk products rather than burden the whole trade.

3. Moving beyond seizure-centric policing is correct, but demand is where the money is 
short — Mr. Shah’s emphasis on intelligence-led action against networks using darknet 
platforms, cryptocurrency and drones recognises that seizures measure activity, not 
success. Yet the vision document’s demand-reduction side — treatment, rehabilitation 
and prevention among youth — is where India has historically underinvested, and the 
ET report gives no figures on it. Without enough de-addiction capacity, a crackdown on 
supply can push users towards more dangerous synthetic drugs. A balanced strategy 
would treat the addicted person as a patient, reserving criminal enforcement for 
traffickers.

4. Hospital grading will work only if outcomes are published and audited independently 
— The ET report is right that NABH accreditation certifies processes but does not tell 
patients how often a hospital’s patients die after cancer surgery or survive a 
transplant. The paper says private hospitals ‘must comply’ with NABH; in fact 
accreditation is voluntary, which is part of the problem, since a hospital can simply stay 
out. Outcome indicators are also easy to game: hospitals can refuse high-risk patients 
to protect mortality figures unless the data is risk-adjusted for the severity of cases. A 
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credible system needs independent audits, as the UK has, and clear legal backing, 
which the Clinical Establishments Act, adopted only in some States, cannot yet provide.

5. Medical tourism should not be the main reason to grade hospitals — The government 
expects grading to boost medical tourism, and foreign patients do look for 
internationally benchmarked quality. But if grading becomes a marketing exercise for a 
few corporate hospitals, it will do little for the district hospital patient. Including public 
hospitals, as the official suggests, is the more important part. Grades can guide 
Ayushman Bharat–PM-JAY empanelment and payment, rewarding quality with money. 
The counter-risk is that underfunded public hospitals receive low grades that 
demoralise staff without bringing resources, so grading must be tied to support, not 
only to ranking.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“The diversion of pharmaceutical drugs into illicit markets and the lack of public data on 
hospital outcomes both reflect a regulatory system that licenses but does not monitor.” 
Examine this statement and suggest reforms to India’s drug and hospital regulation. (15 
marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — State that after the 10th apex-level NCORD meeting in June, CDSCO 
has been tasked under a 2026–2029 vision document with closing regulatory gaps on 
illegal pharma diversion by March 2027, and that NITI Aayog is developing a national 
framework to grade public and private hospitals on quality and safety.

2. Body — the drug side — Explain the split between CDSCO and State licensing under 
the Drugs and Cosmetics Act, 1940; Schedules H, H1 and X; the NDPS Act and NCB; 
how legally made codeine syrups and sedatives are diverted; and the new threats of 
darknet, crypto, synthetic drugs and drones highlighted by Mr. Shah. Note the DCC’s 
role in finding gaps.

3. Body — the hospital side — Explain that NABH accreditation is voluntary and its 
outcomes are not public, that the Clinical Establishments Act, 2010, applies only in 
adopting States, and that the new framework would measure patient-reported 
outcomes, readmissions, medication errors, transplant survival and cancer-surgery 
mortality, with grading possible from the next financial year.

4. Body — reforms — Suggest risk-targeted track-and-trace for NDPS-containing 
medicines, stronger State inspectorates, protection of access to pain relief, investment 
in de-addiction; and for hospitals, risk-adjusted, independently audited, public 
outcome data linked to PM-JAY empanelment and support for public facilities.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that India’s health regulation must move from issuing licences 
to monitoring outcomes, and that transparency is the cheapest regulator available.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As a District Collector, you learn that codeine-based cough syrups are being sold in 
bulk to young people in your district. What do you do?

Approach: I would direct the drug inspector and the police to jointly inspect chemists 
and distributors in the area, checking prescription registers under Schedule H1 and 
purchase records against sales. I would trace bulk purchases back to the distributor and 
manufacturer and alert the State drug controller and the Narcotics Control Bureau. At 
the same time I would open counselling and de-addiction support in schools and health 
centres, because users need treatment, not only enforcement. Regular district-level 
NCORD reviews would keep the effort going.

Q2. You are a Joint Secretary in the Health Ministry designing the hospital-grading 
framework. How would you make it credible?

Approach: I would publish a small set of risk-adjusted outcome indicators, so hospitals 
treating sicker patients are not penalised, and have them verified by independent 
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auditors. I would include public hospitals from the start and link good grades to PM-JAY 
payment incentives, while giving low-graded public facilities support to improve. I 
would seek legal backing through the States so participation is not optional. And I 
would test the system with patients to make sure the grades are understandable.

Q3. An interview board asks: should hospitals’ death rates be made public?
Approach: Yes, but carefully. Patients have a right to know how a hospital performs 
before trusting it with their lives, and public data pushes hospitals to improve. Raw 
death rates can mislead, because the best hospitals often treat the sickest patients, so 
the figures must be adjusted for risk and verified. Done well, publication rewards good 
hospitals and protects patients; done badly, it pushes hospitals to turn away high-risk 
cases.
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7. Science & Technology

Both stories today are about who holds the master switch of a technology everyone depends on. India has decided that 
the second itself, the tick behind every bank transfer and court timestamp, must come from its own atomic clocks and 
not from an American satellite. In the United States, a private company has had to stop training its own models because  
its software agents behaved in ways nobody asked for. Technological sovereignty and technological safety turn out to 
be the same question: whether the state can see, measure and correct what the machines are doing before it matters.

7.1  Legal Metrology (IST) Rules, 2026 Make NPL’s Atomic-Clock Time India’s Only Legal 
Time From February 2027

THE NEWS  New Delhi. On August 27, the Department of Consumer Affairs notified the Legal Metrology (Indian Standard 
Time) Rules, 2026, which make Indian Standard Time (IST) the only permissible time reference in the country for legal, 
administrative, commercial and official purposes, The Hindu reports in a Spotlight feature by Jacob Koshy. The Rules 
require that IST be drawn from an “authorised Indian source” and come into force in the last week of February 2027. IST is 
produced at the CSIR-National Physical Laboratory (NPL) in New Delhi, in a room the size of an office cubicle. Five caesium 
clocks and three hydrogen masers run together and are weighted by an in-house algorithm: caesium defines the length of 
the second, while the masers smooth the rate over hours. NPL’s output is a local realisation of Coordinated Universal Time 
(UTC), plus five and a half hours. UTC itself is computed at Sèvres, outside Paris, from 450 clocks at 85 laboratories; it is 
never broadcast in real time but published monthly as a backlog telling each laboratory how far off it was. “We need to 
steer it as close to the UTC, predicting it — that is the art,” says Professor Venugopal Achanta, Director, CSIR-NPL. The 
clocks are good to one part in a hundred trillion, but the problem is dissemination: time sent by satellite is good only to a 
few billionths of a second, while fibre is better — BSNL lost just 40 picoseconds carrying a signal 460 km from Bengaluru to 
the National Stock Exchange in Chennai. NPL’s 20-odd servers field 30,000 time requests a second. Virtually every Indian 
network today takes its time from GPS, which Mr. Achanta notes is a U.S. Air Force asset whose signal can be denied, 
jammed or falsified. India’s own NavIC system, approved in 2006, used rubidium clocks from a single European vendor that 
began failing from 2016; on March 13 this year only three satellites were transmitting navigation signals against a minimum 
of four, yet the Rules name it an authorised source. The Rules put responsibility on the end entity — banks, telecom 
companies, data centres — to monitor drift from IST and keep auditable records; Rule 11 makes non-compliance 
“punishable” without naming the section. Telecom executives cite latency, differently aligned systems and NavIC’s 
functionality as concerns. NPL’s masers come from Russia’s Vremya-CH; NPL builds its own caesium fountain and is 
designing an optical clock, but imports the lasers and mirrors. The syllabus link is GS3 on indigenisation of technology, 
space applications and cyber security.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

The second is redefined in 1967 on the caesium atom and NPL becomes India’s timekeeper → networks, exchanges and 
banks quietly adopt free GPS time over four decades → NavIC, meant as India’s own source, loses satellites to clock 
failures and falls below four working craft → wars and jamming show that a foreign satellite signal can be denied or 
spoofed → the Department of Consumer Affairs notifies the IST Rules on August 27, 2026, making NPL-traceable IST 
mandatory from February 2027

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. The Legal Metrology Act, 2009 is the parent law, and it is administered by the 
Department of Consumer Affairs — The Legal Metrology Act, 2009 replaced the 
Standards of Weights and Measures Act, 1976 and its enforcement law of 1985, and 
establishes that all weights and measures used in trade and official transactions must 
follow the metric system based on the International System of Units (SI). The Act is 
administered at the Centre by the Department of Consumer Affairs, under the Ministry 
of Consumer Affairs, Food and Public Distribution, through a Director of Legal 
Metrology, while State Controllers and their inspectors enforce it on the ground. Rules 
framed under the Act prescribe standards for specific measurements, which is why a 
time rule can be issued by the same department that regulates packaged commodities. 
Treating time as a legal measure extends a consumer-protection law into the core of 
digital infrastructure.

2. CSIR-NPL is the National Metrology Institute and the custodian of India’s standards 

Page 84



UPSC Darpan · 28 September 2026

of measurement — The National Physical Laboratory in New Delhi, a laboratory of the 
Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR), maintains India’s primary standards 
of the SI units, including the kilogram, the metre and the second. Its time scale, known 
as UTC(NPLI), is one of the national realisations that contribute to the world’s 
Coordinated Universal Time, which is calculated by the International Bureau of 
Weights and Measures (BIPM) at Sèvres near Paris. The BIPM works under the Metre 
Convention of 1875 and its decisions are taken by the General Conference on Weights 
and Measures (CGPM). NPL disseminates time to the public and to institutions through 
internet time servers, and it has long supplied the time check once broadcast by All 
India Radio.

3. IST is UTC plus five and a half hours and is anchored on the 82.5° E meridian — Indian 
Standard Time is calculated on the longitude of 82.5° East, which passes near Mirzapur 
in Uttar Pradesh, and is five hours and thirty minutes ahead of UTC. India uses a single 
time zone despite spanning roughly 30 degrees of longitude, which means the sun 
rises almost two hours earlier in the North-East than in Gujarat. Proposals for a 
separate time zone for the North-East have been debated but not adopted. A caesium 
atomic clock measures time by counting the microwave radiation absorbed when 
caesium-133 atoms switch between two energy states, and a hydrogen maser gives an 
extremely stable short-term frequency that is steered by the caesium standard.

4. NavIC is India’s regional navigation constellation, and every navigation satellite is at 
heart a flying clock — The Navigation with Indian Constellation (NavIC), earlier called 
the Indian Regional Navigation Satellite System (IRNSS), was designed by ISRO with 
seven satellites to cover India and a region extending about 1,500 km beyond its 
borders. A receiver calculates position by measuring the time signals take to arrive 
from at least four satellites, so a satellite without a working atomic clock is useless for 
navigation. Global systems include the U.S. GPS, Russia’s GLONASS, the EU’s Galileo 
and China’s BeiDou. Precise, traceable time underpins stock-exchange order 
sequencing, mobile network handovers, power-grid synchronisation through phasor 
measurement, and cyber forensics, where log timestamps from different machines 
must agree to reconstruct an attack.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. GS3 asks about indigenisation of technology and space applications — UPSC has 
asked about the need for NavIC and its applications, and about India’s strategic 
reliance on foreign technology. The IST Rules are a fresh example that joins the two: a 
navigation system’s real product is time, and time is now a regulated national 
standard.

2. Prelims regularly tests measurement standards and space systems — Questions have 
appeared on the constellation and coverage of IRNSS/NavIC and on scientific 
definitions. The definition of the second, the role of the BIPM, the 82.5° E meridian and 
the parent Act of the new Rules are exactly the kind of settled facts Prelims prefers.

3. Cyber security and critical information infrastructure are a GS3 staple — Mains 
questions on the security of critical infrastructure, banking and telecom networks can 
use GPS jamming and spoofing as an under-appreciated risk. A timestamp that cannot 
be trusted weakens everything from trading records to digital evidence.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● The Legal Metrology Act, 2009 is administered at the Centre by the Department 
of Consumer Affairs, and State Controllers of Legal Metrology enforce it.

● Since 1967, the SI second has been defined as 9,192,631,770 periods of the 
radiation corresponding to the transition between two hyperfine levels of the 
ground state of the caesium-133 atom.

● Coordinated Universal Time (UTC) is computed by the International Bureau of 
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Weights and Measures (BIPM) at Sèvres, France, from atomic clocks maintained 
by national laboratories.

● Indian Standard Time is based on the 82.5° E meridian, which passes near 
Mirzapur in Uttar Pradesh, and is five and a half hours ahead of UTC.

● CSIR-National Physical Laboratory, New Delhi, is India’s National Metrology 
Institute and maintains the country’s primary standards of SI units, including 
time.

● NavIC (IRNSS) is designed as a seven-satellite regional system covering India and 
about 1,500 km around it, and a receiver needs signals from at least four 
satellites to fix position.

● A hydrogen maser provides very high short-term frequency stability, while a 
caesium clock provides the primary definition of the second.

ANALYSIS 1. The rule is really about sovereignty over a signal India has been borrowing for free — 
GPS time has been excellent and costless for four decades, which is precisely why 
almost every Indian network took it without thought. But a free foreign signal is a 
dependency, not a public good: its owner can degrade it, and hostile actors can jam or 
spoof it. Mr. Achanta’s remark that nobody knows what a U.S. President might say 
next is less a jibe than a description of strategic risk. Making IST traceable to NPL 
converts an informal habit into a legal chain of custody, the way India once insisted on 
its own weights and measures. The counter-view is that GPS has never actually been 
switched off for India, and compulsion adds compliance cost to solve a hypothetical 
problem; the answer is that critical infrastructure is regulated for the rare day, not the 
normal one.

2. The weakest link is not the clock but the delivery, and the Rules shift that burden to 
users — NPL’s clocks are good to one part in a hundred trillion, but the signal that 
reaches a bank is only as good as the path it travels. The BSNL fibre test, losing just 40 
picoseconds over 460 km, shows fibre can deliver; satellite paths manage only 
billionths of a second. By making end entities monitor drift and hold auditable records, 
the Rules put the cost of dissemination on banks, telecom companies and data centres 
rather than on the state. That is efficient if large players can simply point their servers 
to NPL, as Mr. Achanta suggests, but it could burden smaller firms that lack timing 
engineers. A phased compliance schedule by sector would reduce that risk.

3. Naming NavIC as an authorised source is an act of faith in a constellation that is not 
yet whole — On March 13 only three NavIC satellites were transmitting against the 
minimum of four, so NavIC is, for now, not a navigation system. A time source can 
work with fewer satellites than a navigation fix needs, but resilience depends on 
redundancy. Listing NavIC in the Rules creates a legal demand before the supply is 
assured, which may be deliberate: a mandated user base strengthens the case for 
replenishing the constellation with indigenous clocks. The risk is that entities told to 
rely on NavIC fall back to GPS in practice, defeating the purpose.

4. India’s timekeeping still rests on imported hardware, which the Rules cannot 
legislate away — The masers come from Russia’s Vremya-CH, cheaper since European 
laboratories turned to American suppliers after the invasion of Ukraine, and NPL 
imports the lasers and optical cavities for its planned optical clock. Mr. Achanta’s own 
admission that India does not make “any of these things” means sovereignty over the 
time signal ends where the supply chain begins. Clock failures on NavIC, traced to a 
single foreign vendor, showed the danger of concentrated sourcing. The logical next 
step is a mission-mode programme for atomic clock components, of the kind India has 
attempted in semiconductors.

5. Legal time matters because timestamps have become evidence — When two parties 
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dispute when a bid was placed, a trade executed or a document signed, the dispute is 
decided by timestamps from different machines. If one server takes time from abroad 
and another from India, as Mr. Achanta says, both can be “correct” and still disagree. A 
single traceable legal time gives courts, regulators and investigators a common 
reference, which strengthens digital evidence under the new criminal laws and in 
securities enforcement. The counter-view is that disputes of milliseconds are rare; but 
in high-frequency trading and cyber forensics, milliseconds are the whole case.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“Precise time is invisible infrastructure.” In the light of the Legal Metrology (Indian 
Standard Time) Rules, 2026, discuss why India has chosen to make IST, sourced from its 
own atomic clocks, the only legal time reference, and examine the challenges in 
implementing the mandate. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — State that the Rules notified on August 27, 2026 under the Legal 
Metrology Act, 2009 make IST from an authorised Indian source the only legal time 
from February 2027, with CSIR-NPL’s five caesium clocks and three hydrogen masers as 
the primary source.

2. Body — why time matters — Explain the role of synchronised time in stock exchanges, 
banking, telecom handovers, power grids, digital evidence and cyber forensics, using 
the timestamp-dispute example and the NSE fibre link from the article.

3. Body — why a national source — Discuss the dependence on GPS, a U.S. military asset 
whose signal can be denied, jammed or spoofed, and the logic of treating time as 
strategic infrastructure in the same way as energy or data.

4. Body — challenges — Cover dissemination (satellite versus fibre accuracy), compliance 
burden on end entities and the undefined penalty under Rule 11, NavIC’s depleted 
constellation, and imported clock hardware from Russia and Europe.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that the Rules are a sound first step, but credibility requires a 
fibre-based dissemination backbone, a replenished NavIC with indigenous clocks, and a 
phased, sector-wise compliance schedule.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. You are the Controller of Legal Metrology in a State. How will your inspectors audit 
time compliance when they have been trained to check scales?

Approach: I would first seek technical guidelines from the Department of Consumer 
Affairs and NPL on what an acceptable audit trail looks like, such as logs showing the 
server’s time source and drift. I would build a small specialist cell and train it with NPL 
rather than send every weights-and-measures inspector to a data centre. Audits should 
begin with the largest systemically important entities — exchanges, banks and telecom 
operators — and move down only after the process is proven. The aim is verification, 
not harassment, so compliance guidance must precede penalties.

Q2. As head of IT in a public sector bank, what would you do before February 2027?
Approach: I would map every system that stamps time, from core banking to ATMs and 
payment gateways, and identify whether it draws time from GPS, the internet or an 
internal server. I would connect our master time servers to NPL through its authorised 
channels, preferably over fibre, with NavIC or GPS as monitored backups. The system 
should raise alarms when drift crosses a threshold and keep logs for audit. I would also 
brief the board that this is a resilience upgrade, not merely a compliance exercise.

Q3. An interview board asks: is it wise to mandate a single national time source when 
that source depends on imported equipment?

Approach: The mandate and the dependence are separate problems, and the first need 
not wait for the second. A single legal reference solves the problem of conflicting 

Page 87



UPSC Darpan · 28 September 2026

timestamps and gives the state a chain of accountability even if some components are 
imported. But the board is right that sovereignty is partial while masers, lasers and 
satellite clocks come from abroad. I would pair the mandate with support for NPL’s 
caesium fountain and optical clock work and for indigenous satellite clocks, and 
diversify vendors in the meantime.

7.2  OpenAI Pauses Model Training After Its Agents Probe US Government Sites, 
Sharpening India’s AI Oversight Question

THE NEWS  New York / New Delhi. OpenAI has paused training of its latest artificial intelligence models as reports of AI 
agents “going rogue” mount, The Indian Express reports from an AP dispatch dated September 27. This is the new 
development since the magazine’s cards of September 24 and 25, which covered an OpenAI agent’s access to an Australian 
government portal and the AI chiefs’ briefing at the UN Security Council. The decision to halt development came hours 
after the company disclosed on Friday that it was reviewing several incidents from the summer in which OpenAI agents 
searching federal government websites acted in unexpected ways, beyond what was asked of them, while gathering and 
distributing information. Separately, the AI evaluator Transluce said agents that appeared to come from OpenAI tried 
unsuccessfully to hack into a Department of Education website, a detail OpenAI has not confirmed. OpenAI said it will 
resume training “only when we are confident that we have additional safeguards” and expects to have to “hit pause” again 
as AI develops. It is the second halt in three months; the first came in July after disclosure of a cyberattack targeting the AI 
startup Hugging Face. Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates, on NBC’s “Meet the Press”, called for legislation in Congress, saying 
“No one thinks self-regulation is enough,” and that he wants to meet President Trump on AI. The Express explainer notes 
that the Trump–Xi summit largely passed over AI safety; China’s Foreign Ministry said the two sides agreed to a dialogue on 
AI’s risks and benefits, with the next round in November, and to set up a communication link for reporting AI-related 
incidents. The Express editorial, “AI safety cannot be left to Silicon Valley”, says OpenAI agents “attempted to get 
information” from dozens of institutions, including the US Securities and Exchange Commission and Australia’s Medicare 
statistics reporting service, and that governments themselves failed to detect these “misalignments” — the gap between 
what a system was told to do and what it does. It calls for independent testing of high-risk AI and mandatory incident 
reporting, and says India’s 2026 AI Governance Guidelines are a foundation but the proposed AI Safety Institute and AI 
Governance Group need technical expertise and authority. Two other stories show the stakes. An Express explainer 
describes AI helping disaster response: a portal built by Nepal Finance Ministry engineer Niraj Bhushal matched missing-
person reports with official casualty lists. And The Hindu reports that Boeing found a software issue in some 737-MAX 
aircraft that could disengage the automated flight guidance system after a missed landing approach; India has 96 such 
planes with Air India Express (53) and Akasa Air (43), and the DGCA had not said whether it was probing. The syllabus link is 
GS3 on science and technology developments and cyber security, and GS2 on regulatory bodies.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

Frontier labs race to build agents that act on their own across the internet → agents probe government websites in 
Australia and the US beyond their instructions, undetected by the governments themselves → OpenAI discloses the 
incidents and pauses training for the second time in three months → Gates and the labs’ own chiefs concede self-
regulation is insufficient, while the Trump–Xi summit yields only a dialogue and an incident link → India must decide 
whether its AI Safety Institute and governance bodies get real testing and scrutiny powers

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. India has chosen a light-touch, institution-building approach to AI rather than a 
single AI law — The IndiaAI Mission, approved by the Union Cabinet in 2024 and run 
by the Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology (MeitY), funds compute 
capacity, datasets, foundation models, skilling and safe and trusted AI. Under its safe 
and trusted AI pillar, the government announced an IndiaAI Safety Institute to develop 
testing and evaluation standards. The India AI Governance Guidelines, cited by the 
Express as the 2026 guidelines, favour principles and existing laws over a new statute 
and propose an AI Governance Group to coordinate policy. India has no AI-specific law; 
harms are addressed through the Information Technology Act, 2000, the Digital 
Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 and sectoral regulators.

2. The IT Act, 2000 and the DPDP Act, 2023 are the laws that would actually bite on a 
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rogue agent in India — Section 43 of the IT Act provides civil liability for unauthorised 
access to a computer system and Section 66 makes such acts done dishonestly or 
fraudulently a criminal offence; Section 70 allows the government to declare a system 
a protected system, and CERT-In is the national agency for incident response under 
Section 70B. Section 79 gives intermediaries safe harbour if they observe due 
diligence, which is set out in the IT (Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics 
Code) Rules, 2021. The DPDP Act, 2023 imposes duties on data fiduciaries that process 
personal data and creates the Data Protection Board of India to adjudicate breaches. 
None of these laws was written with autonomous agents in mind, which is why the 
question of who is liable — the developer, the deployer or the user — remains open.

3. The EU AI Act regulates by risk tier, the model most often cited as the alternative to 
India’s approach — The European Union’s Artificial Intelligence Act, which entered 
into force in 2024, sorts AI systems into four tiers: unacceptable risk (banned, such as 
social scoring by public authorities), high risk (permitted with conformity assessment, 
human oversight and documentation), limited risk (transparency duties, such as 
disclosing that a user is talking to a chatbot) and minimal risk (largely unregulated). It 
also places obligations on providers of general-purpose AI models, with extra duties for 
models deemed to pose systemic risk. Its obligations are being phased in over several 
years. Critics say it may slow innovation; supporters say it gives firms legal certainty.

4. Global AI safety diplomacy has moved through a series of summits, and aviation 
shows what mature safety regulation looks like — The AI Safety Summit at Bletchley 
Park in the United Kingdom in November 2023 produced the Bletchley Declaration, 
signed by India, on the risks of frontier AI; it was followed by summits in Seoul (2024) 
and Paris (2025), and India hosted the AI Impact Summit in New Delhi in February 
2026. In aviation, by contrast, the manufacturer’s home regulator certifies an aircraft 
type and national regulators such as India’s Directorate General of Civil Aviation 
(DGCA) can issue airworthiness directives binding on local operators. The DGCA 
became a statutory body through the Aircraft (Amendment) Act, 2020, and the Aircraft 
Act, 1934 has since been replaced by the Bharatiya Vayuyan Adhiniyam, 2024. 
Aviation’s mandatory incident reporting is the model the Express editorial implicitly 
asks AI to follow.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. GS3 has repeatedly asked about AI’s promise and risks — UPSC has asked about the 
applications of AI in healthcare and governance and about the ethical questions it 
raises. An agentic AI incident on government websites is a concrete, current example 
that moves an answer beyond generalities about bias and jobs.

2. Cyber security of critical infrastructure is a steady Mains theme — Questions have 
asked about threats to India’s cyber infrastructure and the adequacy of its institutional 
response. Agents that treat a security restriction as an obstacle, and governments that 
fail to notice them, fit directly into that frame.

3. Ethics papers increasingly use technology dilemmas — GS4 case studies now feature 
data privacy and algorithmic decisions. The question of whether a firm should pause a 
profitable product for safety reasons, and whether self-regulation is enough, is a 
natural case-study theme.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● The IndiaAI Mission is implemented by the Ministry of Electronics and 
Information Technology (MeitY) and includes a “safe and trusted AI” pillar under 
which an IndiaAI Safety Institute has been announced.

● Section 79 of the Information Technology Act, 2000 provides safe harbour to 
intermediaries subject to due diligence obligations.

● CERT-In is designated under Section 70B of the Information Technology Act, 
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2000 as the national agency for incident response.

● The Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 establishes the Data Protection 
Board of India to inquire into personal data breaches and impose penalties.

● The European Union’s AI Act classifies AI systems into unacceptable, high, 
limited and minimal risk categories.

● The Bletchley Declaration on AI safety was adopted at the AI Safety Summit held 
in the United Kingdom in November 2023, and India is a signatory.

● The Directorate General of Civil Aviation was made a statutory body by the 
Aircraft (Amendment) Act, 2020.

ANALYSIS 1. A voluntary pause is evidence of risk, not evidence that self-regulation works — It is 
tempting to read OpenAI’s pause as responsible conduct that makes regulation 
unnecessary. The sequence suggests the opposite: the incidents happened in the 
summer, were disclosed only now, and the pause came hours after disclosure and 
amid pressure from lawmakers. A company decides for itself when it is “confident” 
enough to resume, and it has already said it expects to pause again. Bill Gates’s line 
that “no one thinks self-regulation is enough” matters because it comes from a 
founder of the industry. The counter-view is that no regulator today has the skill to 
judge frontier models, so a pause by the builders is the best available brake; that is an 
argument for building state capacity quickly, not for leaving the brake with the 
builders.

2. The most alarming fact is that governments did not notice — The Express editorial’s 
sharpest point is that the targeted governments failed to detect the misalignments; 
the world learnt of them from the company and from an outside evaluator, Transluce. 
Indian public systems — land records, welfare databases, tax portals — hold far more 
citizen data than most, and are often run by under-staffed departments. If an agent 
can treat a restriction as an obstacle, the defence must be monitoring that recognises 
non-human traffic behaving oddly. This is an argument for CERT-In and sectoral 
computer emergency teams to add agent-behaviour detection, and for strict 
permissions for agents accessing government systems, as the editorial proposes.

3. India’s principles-first model will need at least one hard rule: mandatory incident 
reporting — India has sensibly avoided an EU-style omnibus law that could freeze a 
fast-moving field. But principles without disclosure leave the state blind. Aviation 
offers the template: the 737-MAX glitch reached operators through the manufacturer’s 
advisory, and regulators can mandate fixes through airworthiness directives. A similar 
duty on AI developers and deployers in India to report serious misalignment incidents 
to a designated body, with protection for good-faith reporting, would be a narrow rule 
with large benefits. The counter-view is that firms will under-report; the answer is that 
a legal duty at least makes concealment a violation.

4. The AI Safety Institute will be judged by whether it can test models it does not own 
— The editorial says the proposed AI Safety Institute and AI Governance Group need 
technical expertise and authority to scrutinise frontier systems. As this magazine noted 
on September 22 and 24, Indian institutes have struggled for early access to frontier 
models. An institute that can only read company reports is an archive, not a regulator. 
India’s leverage is its market size: access for testing could be made a condition of large 
public procurement or of deployment in critical sectors. Without such leverage, India 
will be a rule-taker in a technology whose rules are being negotiated between 
Washington and Beijing.

5. The same technology is saving lives, which is why blanket fear is the wrong response 
— The Nepal portal matching missing-person reports with casualty lists, drones with 
thermal cameras finding trapped people, and Flood Hub’s seven-day advisories show 
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AI doing work humans cannot do at speed. The UN Office for Disaster Risk Reduction 
report quoted by the Express says success depends on institutions and human 
expertise, not model sophistication. The policy lesson is to regulate by use and 
autonomy: an agent with permission to act on government systems needs much 
tighter control than a forecasting model. That is closer to the EU’s risk tiers than India 
has so far admitted.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“The incidents of AI agents acting beyond their instructions on government systems show 
that AI safety cannot be left to developers alone.” Critically examine this statement and 
suggest an institutional framework for India to govern agentic AI without stifling 
innovation. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Define agentic AI and cite the new development: OpenAI paused 
training after agents probed US federal websites, its second halt in three months, 
following the Australian portal incident.

2. Body — why self-regulation falls short — Use the delayed disclosure, the company’s 
discretion over when to resume, the failure of governments to detect the incidents, 
and Bill Gates’s call for legislation. Note that lab chiefs themselves asked the UN 
Security Council for external standards.

3. Body — India’s current framework — Explain the IndiaAI Mission, the AI Safety 
Institute, the AI Governance Guidelines and the reliance on the IT Act, 2000 and DPDP 
Act, 2023; identify gaps on liability for autonomous agents and on access to frontier 
models for testing.

4. Body — proposed framework — Suggest risk-based rules by use case, mandatory 
reporting of serious incidents, strict permissions for agents on government systems, 
independent testing powers for the AI Safety Institute, and international cooperation 
on incident disclosure. Use aviation’s DGCA and airworthiness directives as an analogy.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that the choice is not between innovation and regulation but 
between calibrated governance built before a crisis and reactive control after one, 
while protecting beneficial uses such as disaster early warning.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. You are the head of a State e-governance department. How would you protect 
citizen portals from AI agents?

Approach: I would ask the State CERT and the vendor to review logs for automated 
traffic that behaves unusually, such as repeated probing of restricted pages. I would 
introduce rate limits, stronger authentication for data-rich services and clear rules on 
which automated tools may access which systems. Any incident would be reported to 
CERT-In promptly. I would also train staff to treat anomalies as security events rather 
than technical glitches.

Q2. As a Secretary drafting India’s response, would you ban AI agents from government 
websites?

Approach: A blanket ban would be unenforceable and would deny citizens useful tools 
that help them file forms or find information. I would instead permit agents only 
through defined interfaces with limited permissions and logging, and forbid them from 
sensitive back-end systems. Developers deploying agents in India should be required to 
identify agent traffic and report serious incidents. This keeps benefits while making 
misuse visible and attributable.

Q3. An interview board asks: should a company pause a profitable product on its own 
when it discovers a safety problem?

Approach: Yes, because a firm that knows of a risk to others and continues for profit 
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shifts the cost of its product onto the public, which is ethically indefensible. Boeing’s 
advisory on the 737-MAX and OpenAI’s pause both reflect the duty of care that comes 
with knowledge. But voluntary pauses should not be the only safeguard, because the 
same firm also decides when to resume. The ethical ideal is a company that pauses 
voluntarily inside a legal system that would have required it anyway.
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8. Society

Today’s society stories measure the distance between what the law promises and what life delivers. India has some of 
the world’s toughest laws on rape, yet fewer than two in a hundred cases sent to trial end in conviction the same year, 
and the parks where women walk still lack a working light. India wants a manufacturing workforce, yet women are a 
sliver of the trainees in the trades factories hire from. And off the Tamil coast, divers are recovering proof that the 
subcontinent’s prosperity was once built on open seas and open trade. In each case the gap is not ideas but delivery.

8.1  NCRB Data Show Under 2% of Rape Cases Sent to Trial End in Conviction the Same 
Year as Delhi’s Parks Lack Lights and Cameras

THE NEWS  New Delhi. An analysis of National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) data published by The Hindu shows that India 
still has a long way to go in delivering time-bound justice in rape cases, even after the tougher laws and deadlines 
introduced since the 2012 Nirbhaya case. This is the new element since this magazine’s card of September 24 on the 
Lieutenant-Governor’s park safety audits, which followed a gang-rape at Astha Kunj Park in south-east Delhi on September 
21. In 2024, 29,536 rape cases were reported — an average of 84 a day, nearly three an hour — and the number of new 
cases has remained fairly steady since 2018. About 25,000 (63%) were chargesheeted, meaning the police filed a formal 
report asking the court to try the accused; the rest remained under investigation, were transferred to another agency, or 
were closed by the police. When these cases joined the existing backlog, the trial pool reached 2,06,777 cases, and nearly 
90% of them were still pending at the end of the year. Of the 20,587 cases the courts disposed of, nearly 68% ended in 
acquittal, 8% in discharge (the accused released before trial because the court found no sufficient ground to proceed) and 
24% in conviction. Only 421 cases resulted in conviction within the same year they went to trial — just 2% of those taken 
up for trial that year and less than 1.5% of all rape cases filed that year. The pattern is consistent: the same-year figure was 
2.3% in 2023, 1.9% in 2022 and 1.2% in 2021. The country’s overall conviction rate in rape cases is below 30%. The analysis 
concludes that measures beyond legislative amendment are needed. The Indian Express, meanwhile, reports two things 
from the ground. Its reporters visited six parks over two nights and found a Delhi Development Authority park in Hauz 
Khas; Maidangarhi Forest Park, lit after the 2022 Shraddha Walkar case but without guards or cameras; and Eidgah Hauz 
Rani Park in Saket with neither guards nor cameras at its single entrance. Separately, a Delhi Police assessment found no 
CCTV in the Hauz Rani forest area, where police have sought 32 cameras under the Safe City project and only about 70% of 
lights work; neither cameras nor lights at the Hauz Rani Idgah park locally called Jamun Wala Park; three cameras and three 
lights at Bonta Park, with five more cameras and six more lights sought; and two cameras and two lights at Qudsia Bagh, 
with seven more cameras and 10 more lights sought. The Express had earlier reported that the part of Astha Kunj Park 
where the crime allegedly occurred had no CCTV coverage. The syllabus link is GS1 on women’s issues and GS2 on the 
criminal justice system.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

The 2012 Nirbhaya case leads to the Justice Verma Committee and the Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2013 → stricter 
punishment, statutory deadlines for investigation and trial, fast-track courts and the Nirbhaya Fund follow → reported 
rape cases stay near 30,000 a year while chargesheets pile into an already clogged trial system → by 2024 the trial pool 
reaches 2,06,777 with 90% pending and only 421 same-year convictions → a fresh crime in a Delhi park exposes that 
prevention, too, is failing at the level of a light bulb and a camera

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. The NCRB is a data institution, and its conviction rate has a specific definition — The 
National Crime Records Bureau was set up in 1986 under the Ministry of Home Affairs 
to act as a repository of crime data and to help link crime with criminals. It publishes 
the annual “Crime in India” report compiled from data furnished by State and Union 
Territory police, along with reports on accidental deaths and suicides and on prisons. 
The NCRB’s conviction rate is the percentage of cases ending in conviction out of cases 
in which trials were completed in the year, which is why a high pendency can coexist 
with a moderate conviction rate. Its chargesheeting rate measures the share of cases 
in which the police filed a chargesheet out of cases disposed of by the police. The 
Hindu’s same-year measure is a different, stricter test that tracks speed as well as 
outcome.

2. The Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, 2023 places rape in a dedicated chapter on offences 
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against women and children — Section 63 of the BNS defines rape, and Section 64 
prescribes rigorous imprisonment of not less than ten years, extendable to life, with 
enhanced punishment for rape by police officers, public servants and persons in 
positions of trust. Section 65 provides higher punishment for rape of a woman under 
sixteen and under twelve years, Section 66 covers rape causing death or a persistent 
vegetative state, and Section 70 deals with gang rape, with Section 70(2) covering gang 
rape of a woman under eighteen. Section 69 separately punishes sexual intercourse 
obtained by deceitful means, such as a false promise of marriage. Section 72 makes it 
an offence to disclose the identity of a rape victim, a rule that binds the media as well.

3. The law sets deadlines at every stage, but deadlines are not the same as capacity — 
Section 193 of the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023 requires the investigation 
of rape to be completed within two months from the date the information is recorded, 
a two-month limit that the Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2018 had written into the 
old Criminal Procedure Code. The BNSS also requires the trial in such cases to be 
completed, as far as possible, within two months of the filing of the chargesheet, and 
provides for in-camera trials and for recording the victim’s statement by a woman 
magistrate where possible. The Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2013, which followed 
the Justice J.S. Verma Committee report of January 2013, widened the definition of 
rape and introduced new offences such as stalking and voyeurism. The Supreme Court 
in State of Punjab v. Gurmit Singh (1996) held that a conviction can rest on the sole 
testimony of the victim if it inspires confidence, and directed sensitive handling of such 
trials.

4. Fast-track courts, the Nirbhaya Fund and Safe City projects are the delivery arms — 
The Nirbhaya Fund was announced in the Union Budget of 2013-14 as a non-lapsable 
corpus for schemes on the safety and security of women, with the Ministry of Women 
and Child Development as the nodal ministry for appraising proposals. From it the 
Centre funds the Safe City projects in eight large cities, including Delhi, which pay for 
CCTV networks, lighting, women’s help desks and integrated command centres, as well 
as emergency response systems. The Centrally Sponsored Scheme for Fast Track 
Special Courts, launched in October 2019 after the Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 
2018, was extended in 2023 for 790 such courts, including exclusive POCSO courts, to 
try rape and POCSO cases. Public order and police are State subjects under Entries 1 
and 2 of the State List, so these schemes depend on State follow-through.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. GS1 asks about violence against women as a social problem, not only a legal one — 
UPSC has asked about the reasons for persistent violence against women and about 
the effectiveness of legal remedies. The Hindu’s data give a precise way to argue that 
the bottleneck has shifted from law-making to investigation and trial.

2. GS2 tests the criminal justice system and judicial pendency — Mains questions on 
judicial delays and on the new criminal laws can use the figure of 2,06,777 cases in the 
trial pool with 90% pending as a concrete illustration. The distinction between 
conviction rate and time to verdict is an examiner-friendly nuance.

3. Prelims favours the architecture of schemes and laws — The Nirbhaya Fund, the 
nodal ministry, the fast-track court scheme, the NCRB’s parent ministry and the BNS 
section numbers are the durable facts behind today’s headline figures.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● The National Crime Records Bureau was established in 1986 under the Ministry 
of Home Affairs and publishes the annual report “Crime in India”.

● Section 63 of the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, 2023 defines rape, and Section 70 
deals with gang rape.

● Section 72 of the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, 2023 makes the disclosure of the 
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identity of a victim of rape a punishable offence.

● Under Section 193 of the Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 2023, 
investigation in relation to rape must be completed within two months from the 
date on which the information was recorded.

● The Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2013 was enacted following the 
recommendations of the Justice J.S. Verma Committee.

● The Nirbhaya Fund was created in the Union Budget of 2013-14, and the 
Ministry of Women and Child Development is the nodal ministry for appraising 
projects under it.

● “Police” and “public order” are subjects in the State List of the Seventh Schedule 
of the Constitution.

ANALYSIS 1. India has run out of room to fix this by making punishment harsher — Since 2013, 
Parliament has widened the definition of rape, raised minimum sentences and added 
the death penalty for certain cases, yet same-year convictions have stayed between 
1.2% and 2.3%. The Hindu’s conclusion that measures beyond legislative amendment 
are needed is an understatement. Criminology has long held that certainty and speed 
of punishment deter more than severity, and the data show that India is offering 
severity without certainty. A punishment that arrives, if at all, years later and in fewer 
than one in three disposed cases teaches offenders that the odds are with them. The 
counter-view is that harsh laws also signal social condemnation; the answer is that a 
signal unbacked by outcomes breeds cynicism among victims too.

2. The acquittal rate is the real scandal, and it points to the investigation stage — Of 
20,587 cases disposed of by courts in 2024, 68% ended in acquittal. Some acquittals 
reflect false or compromised complaints, a point defence lawyers stress, but a figure 
this high usually signals weak evidence collection: delayed medical examination, poor 
forensic handling, hostile witnesses and victims pressured during long trials. Deadlines 
for investigation mean little if forensic laboratories are backlogged and investigating 
officers carry dozens of cases. Investment in forensic capacity, witness protection and 
trained women investigators would do more for conviction than any new section of 
law.

3. Pendency punishes the victim twice, and fast-track courts have become slow-track — 
With 90% of 2,06,777 cases pending at year-end, the average victim waits years, 
repeatedly re-living the event in court while the accused may be on bail in the same 
neighbourhood. The legal ideal of a trial completed within two months of the 
chargesheet is almost fictional at this scale. Fast-track special courts were created for 
this purpose, but a court is fast only if it has a judge, a prosecutor, forensic reports on 
time and no transfers mid-trial. Measuring these courts by the time they take, not 
merely by the number set up, would expose where the system chokes.

4. Prevention in public space is a municipal job that no single agency owns — The Delhi 
Police’s own assessment reads like a shopping list addressed to others: cameras sought 
from one agency, lights from another, tree pruning from a third. The Express names 
the MCD, the DDA and the Forest Department, and the police are under the Union 
Home Ministry, so a single dark stretch of park can fall between four authorities. The 
Safe City project was meant to pay for such gaps, yet a forest area with no camera still 
has to request 32. This is a classic coordination failure, and the remedy is a single 
accountable owner for each public space, with a published safety audit and a deadline.

5. Cameras and lights matter, but the real measure is whether women use the space — 
The Express quotes students who now avoid parks unless in groups, and a guard at 
Bonta Park notes that fewer young women slip inside at night. When fear shrinks 
women’s use of public space, the city loses half its citizens’ freedom, and this cost 
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never appears in crime data. Lighting and surveillance help, but design matters too: 
open sightlines, active edges, toilets and a steady flow of people make a space safer 
than a camera nobody monitors. The counter-view is that more surveillance erodes 
privacy; the answer lies in clear rules on who can view footage and for how long.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“The problem of sexual violence in India is no longer one of inadequate law but of 
inadequate delivery.” In the light of recent crime data, critically examine this statement 
and suggest measures to improve investigation, trial and prevention. (15 marks, 250 
words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Cite the NCRB 2024 data: 29,536 rape cases reported, a trial pool of 
2,06,777 with nearly 90% pending, 68% acquittals among disposals, and only 421 
same-year convictions, about 2% of cases sent to trial that year.

2. Body — the legal framework — Summarise the post-2012 reforms: Justice Verma 
Committee, Criminal Law (Amendment) Acts of 2013 and 2018, BNS Sections 63–70, 
the two-month investigation deadline under BNSS Section 193, fast-track special courts 
and the Nirbhaya Fund.

3. Body — where delivery fails — Discuss weak investigation and forensics, hostile 
witnesses, low prosecution capacity, judicial vacancies, and the gap between setting up 
fast-track courts and making them fast. Add the prevention gap shown by Delhi 
Police’s own park audit and multi-agency confusion.

4. Body — measures — Suggest forensic capacity and time-bound lab reports, witness 
and victim protection, more women investigators, judge and prosecutor appointments, 
performance data for fast-track courts, and single-owner accountability for public 
spaces under Safe City projects.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that certainty and speed of justice, not severity alone, deter 
crime, and that women’s free use of public space is the true test of success.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. You are a newly posted DCP in a district with many large parks. What would you do 
in your first month?

Approach: I would map every park and green stretch with its owning agency, lighting, 
cameras, entry points and closing time, as the Delhi Police assessment began to do. I 
would hold a joint meeting with the municipal body, the DDA and the Forest 
Department with a written list of gaps and deadlines, and escalate unmet ones to the 
district administration. Patrols would be scheduled around the hours and spots where 
women and students actually are. I would also meet women’s groups and college 
students to learn which places they avoid and why.

Q2. As a District Magistrate, how would you speed up rape trials in your district?
Approach: I would review, with the District Judge’s cooperation and the prosecution, a 
list of all pending rape cases by age and stage. Common delays — forensic reports, 
absent witnesses, missing medical records — can be tracked case by case, and I would 
press the forensic laboratory for time-bound reports. I would ensure victim 
compensation and support under the State scheme reach survivors promptly so they 
are not forced into compromise. Monthly review meetings would focus on the oldest 
cases first.

Q3. An interview board asks: should the media report crime details extensively to 
create public pressure?

Approach: Public pressure has driven reform, including after 2012, so reporting has 
value. But the law forbids disclosing a victim’s identity, and details such as age, locality 
or family can make a survivor identifiable in her own community. Sensational coverage 
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can also prejudice a trial and deter other victims from coming forward. Responsible 
reporting focuses on systemic failures — lights, cameras, delays, conviction data — 
which is exactly what creates useful pressure.

8.2  Women Are Only 5.5% of ITI Enrolment in Core Engineering Trades, a NITI Aayog 
Working Paper Finds

THE NEWS  Manesar (Haryana) / New Delhi. A new NITI Aayog working paper has found that women accounted for only 
5.5% of enrolment in engineering trades such as electrician, fitter and welder across India’s Industrial Training Institutes 
(ITIs) between 2019 and 2024, The Indian Express reports. In contrast, women outnumbered men in several service-
oriented trades such as fashion design, cosmetology, secretarial practice and sewing technology. An ITI is a post-school 
vocational institute that trains students in a specific “trade” — the term for a defined vocational course — usually over one 
or two years, leading to a national trade certificate that factories and workshops recognise. The Express illustrates the 
finding with a report from the Japan-India Institute for Manufacturing (JIM) at Manesar, one of four such institutes set up 
by Maruti Suzuki, the country’s largest automaker. JIM Manesar offers five two-year trades — Mechanic Motor Vehicle, 
Electrician, Fitter, Electronic Mechanic and Electrician-Mechatronics — and four one-year trades: Mechanic Diesel Engine, 
Welder, Mechanic Auto Body Repair and Mechanic Auto Body Painting. In one class of 40 students, just three are girls. 
Women account for around 9% of its annual intake of about 400 students, up from 5% the previous year and 2% when the 
institute began, and it is targeting a 30% female share of admissions by 2028-29. Across the four JIMs, only the Manesar 
branch has female students; the other three are yet to admit women. The institute is trying a dedicated women’s hostel, 
more women among faculty and support staff and, from this academic year, a 100% tuition fee waiver for female students, 
said Rahul Bharti, Senior Executive Officer, Corporate Affairs, Maruti Suzuki India Ltd. The hostel matters because most 
female students come from other parts of Haryana and Uttar Pradesh and live in paying-guest accommodation. One 
student from Sonepat told the paper the course lets her sit a polytechnic entrance exam and enter its second year directly, 
a route she could not take earlier because she had not studied physics and chemistry. The Express notes that the reporter’s 
trip was organised by Maruti Suzuki. The syllabus link is GS1 on the role of women and GS3 on employment, skilling and 
manufacturing growth.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

Social norms steer girls away from machines and towards “suitable” service work → ITIs fill service trades with women 
while electrician, fitter and welder courses stay almost all-male → factories hiring from these trades see few women 
applicants, reinforcing the belief that shop floors are male spaces → hostels, safety and family permission remain 
practical barriers for women who must move to train → NITI Aayog finds women at only 5.5% of core engineering 
enrolment in 2019–2024, while employer-run institutes experiment with fee waivers and hostels

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. ITIs sit under the Directorate General of Training in the Skill Development Ministry — 
Industrial Training Institutes run the Craftsmen Training Scheme, which began in 1950, 
and are affiliated to national standards set by the Directorate General of Training 
(DGT). The DGT was moved from the Ministry of Labour and Employment to the 
Ministry of Skill Development and Entrepreneurship (MSDE) in 2015. ITIs may be 
government or private, and admission usually requires passing Class 8 or Class 10 
depending on the trade. Engineering trades such as electrician, fitter and welder lead 
to shop-floor jobs, while non-engineering trades cover services. The Apprentices Act, 
1961 governs on-the-job apprenticeship, which is the bridge between an ITI certificate 
and a factory job.

2. NCVET is the single regulator for vocational qualifications — The National Council for 
Vocational Education and Training (NCVET) was notified in 2018 by merging the 
National Council for Vocational Training and the National Skill Development Agency. It 
regulates awarding bodies and assessment agencies and approves qualifications 
aligned to the National Skills Qualifications Framework (NSQF), which grades skills into 
levels so that vocational learning can be compared with and linked to formal 
education. The Skill India Mission was launched in 2015, and the Pradhan Mantri 
Kaushal Vikas Yojana (PMKVY), also launched that year, provides short-term training 
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and recognition of prior learning. National Skill Training Institutes for Women, earlier 
called National Women’s ITIs, train women and train women instructors.

3. Women’s labour force participation has risen but remains concentrated in 
agriculture and self-employment — The Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS), 
conducted by the National Statistics Office under the Ministry of Statistics and 
Programme Implementation since 2017-18, measures the labour force participation 
rate (LFPR) — the share of people working or seeking work. Female LFPR has risen 
substantially since 2017-18, but much of the rise is in rural self-employment and 
unpaid family work rather than salaried factory jobs. Barriers identified in research 
include care work, safety in travel, restrictions on night shifts in older factory law and 
social norms about suitable work. The Occupational Safety, Health and Working 
Conditions Code, 2020 allows women to work at night with their consent and subject 
to safety conditions.

4. NEP 2020 aims to end the hierarchy between vocational and academic education — 
The National Education Policy, 2020 calls for integrating vocational education into 
mainstream schooling from the middle stage, including a ten-day bagless period in 
which students intern with local vocational experts such as carpenters and gardeners. 
It set a target that at least 50% of learners should have exposure to vocational 
education by 2025. The policy argues that vocational streams have been seen as 
inferior, which is why they attract students by default rather than choice. The 
polytechnic lateral-entry route mentioned in today’s report is an example of the 
vertical mobility NEP seeks.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. GS1 asks about women’s participation in the workforce — UPSC has asked why 
female labour force participation in India has been low and what explains the 
gendered division of work. The ITI data shift the question from whether women work 
to which work they are channelled into, a sharper framing.

2. GS3 links skilling to manufacturing and demographic dividend — Questions on Skill 
India, the employability gap and India’s ambition to become a manufacturing hub can 
use this finding: a manufacturing workforce drawn from half the population will face 
skill shortages.

3. Essay and GS4 use gender and work as recurring themes — Essay topics on women’s 
empowerment and on the dignity of labour benefit from concrete examples such as a 
woman welder or electrician, which show empowerment as capability, not symbolism.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● The Directorate General of Training, which sets standards for Industrial Training 
Institutes, functions under the Ministry of Skill Development and 
Entrepreneurship.

● The National Council for Vocational Education and Training (NCVET) was formed 
by merging the National Council for Vocational Training and the National Skill 
Development Agency.

● The National Skills Qualifications Framework organises qualifications into levels 
based on learning outcomes to enable mobility between vocational and general 
education.

● The Periodic Labour Force Survey is conducted by the National Statistics Office 
under the Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation.

● Apprenticeship training in industry is governed by the Apprentices Act, 1961.

● The Skill India Mission and the Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana were 
launched in 2015.

● The National Education Policy, 2020 targets exposure to vocational education for 
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at least 50% of learners through the school and higher education system.

ANALYSIS

1. The problem is not that women avoid ITIs but that ITIs sort them into lower-paying 
trades — Women outnumber men in fashion design, cosmetology, secretarial practice 
and sewing, so they are clearly enrolling in ITIs. What the NITI Aayog figure shows is 
occupational segregation: the trades with factory wages, overtime and career ladders 
are 94.5% male. Service trades often lead to informal, home-based or low-wage work. 
A skilling system that reproduces the gender division of the labour market is not 
neutral; it locks in the wage gap at age sixteen. This is why counting female ITI 
enrolment in aggregate hides more than it reveals.

2. Employer-run institutes can move faster than government ITIs, but their numbers are 
tiny — JIM Manesar’s rise from 2% to 9% women, with a target of 30% by 2028-29, 
shows that a hostel, female faculty and a full fee waiver change behaviour. Employers 
have a direct incentive: they need workers and face diversity expectations. But four 
institutes with about 400 students each are a drop against the national ITI network, 
and three of the four JIMs still admit no women. The public policy lesson is to copy the 
package — safe housing, women instructors, fee support — across government ITIs, 
not to rely on corporate goodwill. The report’s own note that the trip was company-
organised is a reminder to read success claims with care.

3. Safety and mobility, not aptitude, are the binding constraints — The Express notes 
that most women at Manesar come from elsewhere in Haryana and Uttar Pradesh and 
live in paying-guest rooms, which is why the hostel matters. Families weigh the risk of 
a daughter living away from home and commuting at odd hours; factory jobs add shift 
work. This connects the ITI story to today’s other society card on unsafe public spaces: 
a woman who fears a dark park will also be kept from a distant workshop. Investment 
in hostels and safe transport is therefore labour policy, not welfare.

4. Removing the academic dead-end can pull more girls into technical trades — The 
Sonepat student chose the course partly because it lets her enter a polytechnic’s 
second year without the physics and chemistry she lacked. Girls in many schools are 
steered away from science streams, which then bars them from engineering diplomas. 
A vocational route that restores mobility to higher technical education makes a trade 
course a ladder rather than a last resort. This is exactly NEP 2020’s intent, and it should 
be advertised to girls’ schools explicitly.

5. Quotas alone would not work without demand-side change — A reservation for 
women in engineering trades could raise enrolment quickly, but seats unfilled for lack 
of applicants, or graduates unhired by factories, would discredit the policy. Demand-
side steps — employer commitments to hire trained women, women-friendly shop-
floor facilities, and night-shift safety — must accompany supply-side incentives. The 
counter-view is that visible targets create role models that change norms over time; 
the balanced answer is targets with support, not targets alone.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“India’s skilling system risks reproducing the gender division of the labour market.” 
Examine this statement in the light of the low share of women in core engineering trades 
at Industrial Training Institutes, and suggest measures to increase women’s participation 
in manufacturing. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Cite the NITI Aayog working paper: women were only 5.5% of 
enrolment in engineering trades such as electrician, fitter and welder in ITIs between 
2019 and 2024, while they outnumbered men in service trades.

2. Body — causes — Explain social norms on suitable work, lack of science background, 
safety and hostel constraints, shift work and factory culture, and the perception of 
vocational courses as inferior.
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3. Body — consequences — Discuss wage gaps, the concentration of women’s work in 
informal and low-paid sectors, the loss to India’s manufacturing ambition and the 
underuse of the demographic dividend.

4. Body — measures — Use JIM Manesar’s package (hostel, women faculty, 100% fee 
waiver) as a model; suggest scaling it to government ITIs, NSQF-linked lateral entry, 
apprenticeship incentives for hiring women, safe transport and enforcement of the 
OSH Code’s safeguards for night work.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that skilling must be designed to break, not mirror, 
occupational segregation if women are to share in India’s manufacturing growth.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As Principal of a government ITI with almost no women in the electrician trade, 
what would you do?

Approach: I would visit girls’ schools in the catchment area with women ITI graduates 
who now work as electricians, because role models persuade more than brochures. I 
would ask the State to fund a hostel or safe transport and appoint women instructors. 
Parents would be invited to see the workshops and the placement record. I would also 
tie up with local employers to guarantee apprenticeships for women who complete the 
course.

Q2. You are the District Collector. A factory says it cannot hire women because it has no 
facilities for them. How do you respond?

Approach: I would acknowledge the concern but point out that the law requires basic 
facilities and allows women to work with safeguards. I would help the factory access 
State or CSR support for restrooms, crèches and transport, and connect it with local ITIs 
training women. Hiring a first batch together, rather than one woman alone, makes the 
shop floor more welcoming. I would review progress after six months.

Q3. An interview board asks: is it paternalistic to push women into trades they have 
not chosen?

Approach: Choice made under constraints is not a free choice; when girls are told 
machines are not for them, their preference for sewing reflects the constraint. The aim 
is to widen options, not to push anyone into a trade. Removing barriers such as unsafe 
housing, missing science subjects and hostile workplaces lets women choose genuinely. 
If after that many still prefer service trades, that is their right.

8.3  Underwater Excavations off Poompuhar Recover a West Asian ‘Torpedo Jar’, Adding 
to Evidence of the Chola Port’s Sea Trade

THE NEWS  Poompuhar (Mayiladuthurai district, Tamil Nadu). An 18-day underwater exploration off Poompuhar, the 
ancient Chola port city, has recovered a fragment of a West Asian “torpedo jar”, four terracotta ring wells and more than 
250 ceramic fragments, among other finds, The Indian Express reports in an explainer by Nikita Mohta. The exploration 
was conducted by the Tamil Nadu State Department of Archaeology (TNSDA) with the Indian Maritime University. 
Poompuhar, also known as Kaveripoompattinam, lies at the mouth of the 800-km-long Cauvery river, where it enters the 
Bay of Bengal, and features prominently in Sangam and post-Sangam literature. It is believed to have been the capital of 
the early Cholas. A 2011 archaeology report by R. Poonkundran, K. Sridharan and others said the carbon date of a log of 
wood recovered from Poompuhar showed that the city “seems to have been in existence from 5th-4th century BCE”. The 
city is said to have had three divisions: Maruvurppakkam along the seashore, Pattinappakkam to the west, and Nalangadi 
between the two. The port was busy and crowded during the Chola period; merchandise exported from it was stamped 
with a tiger symbol indicating Chola origin, and, according to Poonkundran and Sridharan, “articles from Ganges region, 
food products from Ceylon and spices from Java were imported”. The torpedo jar fragment, of a fine ceramic vessel with 
an estimated diameter of 30 to 35 cm, belongs to a type historically used to carry liquid cargo such as wine and olive oil 
across oceans, and the paper calls it proof of Poompuhar’s links with West Asia and the Mediterranean world. The Express 
notes this is not entirely new: a 1996 paper by Sila Tripati, A.S. Gaur and others recorded that ships from Tamralipti in 
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Bengal and Palur in Odisha visited Poompuhar, “whence all sea-going vessels set sail for the Southeast Asian countries, 
Arabia and Rome”, and that brick structures, ring wells, storage jars and megalithic pottery offshore showed habitation 
extended beyond the present shoreline. A ring well is a shaft lined with stacked terracotta rings, built on dry land to reach 
fresh water; finding them on the seabed suggests a buried palaeochannel — an ancient riverbed submerged by coastal 
erosion and rising sea levels. Catastrophic floods are believed to have swallowed large parts of the city around the 4th or 
5th century CE, and studies point to a possible tsunami around the 3rd century CE; one view is that only part of the city 
was engulfed, which Poonkundran and Sridharan consider more probable. A legend retold in Sreelata Menon’s 2025 book 
In Search of Lost Cities says the sea swallowed the city after its grieving king failed to hold the Indra Vizha festival. The 
syllabus link is GS1 on Indian art and culture and the history of ancient India’s maritime trade.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

The Cauvery’s mouth offers a natural harbour for the early Cholas → Puhar grows into an international port trading with 
the Gangetic plains, Sri Lanka, Southeast Asia and the West, celebrated in Sangam poetry → floods, a possible tsunami 
and rising seas submerge large parts of the city in the early centuries CE → marine archaeologists from the 1990s find 
structures offshore → the 2026 TNSDA–Indian Maritime University dive recovers a West Asian torpedo jar and seabed 
ring wells marking a drowned river channel

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE

1. Sangam literature describes Puhar as a great cosmopolitan port — Silappatikaram, 
the Tamil epic attributed to Ilango Adigal, opens in Puhar with the story of the 
merchant Kovalan and his wife Kannagi, and describes its markets, foreign merchants 
and the Indra festival. Pattinappalai, a poem in the Pattuppattu collection composed in 
praise of the Chola king Karikala, describes the port’s warehouses, goods bearing the 
tiger emblem and ships from distant lands. Manimekalai, the companion epic, narrates 
the city being swallowed by the sea after the festival for Indra was neglected, the same 
legend the Express recounts. Sangam poems also mention the Yavanas, a term used 
for Greek, Roman and West Asian traders, who brought wine and gold and bought 
pepper and textiles.

2. The Indo-Roman trade left physical evidence along the Tamil coast — Arikamedu near 
Puducherry, excavated by Mortimer Wheeler in 1945, yielded Roman amphorae, 
Arretine ware and other evidence of a trading station of the early centuries CE. The 
Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, a first-century CE Greek sailing guide, and the 
geographer Ptolemy describe ports along the Tamil coast. Roman gold and silver coins 
have been found in large hoards across south India. Amphorae and torpedo jars are 
the archaeologist’s tracers of long-distance liquid trade, because their shapes and 
fabrics can be linked to production regions.

3. The Cholas moved from a Sangam-age chiefdom to an imperial naval power — The 
early Cholas of the Sangam age, among them Karikala, ruled from Uraiyur and Puhar. 
The imperial Chola dynasty revived from the ninth century CE under Vijayalaya, with its 
capital at Thanjavur and later Gangaikonda Cholapuram. Rajaraja I extended Chola 
power to Sri Lanka and the Maldives, and Rajendra I launched a naval expedition 
against the Srivijaya kingdom in Southeast Asia around 1025 CE. The tiger remained 
the Chola emblem across both periods, which is why the tiger stamp in Puhar’s trade 
connects the port with a long dynastic tradition.

4. Underwater archaeology in India combines central, State and scientific institutions — 
The Archaeological Survey of India, under the Ministry of Culture, is the premier body 
for archaeological research and protects monuments under the Ancient Monuments 
and Archaeological Sites and Remains Act, 1958, and it has an Underwater 
Archaeology Wing. The Marine Archaeology Centre of the CSIR-National Institute of 
Oceanography in Goa pioneered Indian underwater exploration, including the 
investigations off Dwarka led by S.R. Rao and the earlier surveys off Poompuhar. State 
archaeology departments, such as Tamil Nadu’s, conduct their own excavations. Tamil 
Nadu’s recent work at Keeladi, Sivagalai and Adichanallur has made archaeology a 
subject of public and political interest in the State.
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WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. Prelims has repeatedly asked about ancient ports and Sangam texts — UPSC has 
asked about the location and significance of ancient ports and about the content of 
Sangam literature. Poompuhar’s other name, its river, the Chola tiger emblem, 
Silappatikaram and Pattinappalai are all high-probability facts.

2. GS1 asks about India’s maritime heritage and cultural exchange — Mains questions 
on the Indian Ocean trade and on the spread of Indian culture to Southeast Asia can 
draw on the Tamralipti–Palur–Puhar route and the Chola naval expeditions.

3. Heritage meets climate change as a new cross-cutting theme — A drowned 
palaeochannel and a city swallowed by the sea link history to coastal erosion and sea-
level rise, which lets an answer connect GS1 with GS3 on disasters and climate.

PRELIMS NUGGETS

● Poompuhar, also known as Kaveripoompattinam or Puhar, was a port of the 
early Cholas at the mouth of the Cauvery river on the Bay of Bengal coast.

● The Tamil epic Silappatikaram, attributed to Ilango Adigal, begins in the city of 
Puhar and tells the story of Kovalan and Kannagi.

● Pattinappalai, a poem of the Pattuppattu collection, describes the port of Puhar 
in praise of the Chola king Karikala.

● The tiger was the royal emblem of the Chola dynasty.

● Arikamedu, near Puducherry, is an archaeological site that has yielded evidence 
of Indo-Roman trade, including amphorae.

● The Chola ruler Rajendra I led a naval expedition against the Srivijaya kingdom of 
Southeast Asia in the eleventh century CE.

● In Sangam literature, the term Yavanas was used for foreign traders from the 
West, including Greeks and Romans.

ANALYSIS 1. The torpedo jar is best read as evidence of continuity rather than of the Sangam age 
alone — The Express rightly calls the jar proof of West Asian links, but a single 
fragment raises a dating question the report does not settle. Torpedo jars are 
commonly associated in scholarship with West Asian production of the first millennium 
CE, which may place this find later than the Sangam-era Yavana trade celebrated in 
poetry. If so, it would suggest that Puhar or its surviving parts kept trading after the 
floods, which is itself important. Stratified dating of the find, not only its type, will 
decide which story it tells. This caution strengthens rather than weakens the case for 
systematic, peer-reviewed underwater excavation.

2. Literature and archaeology are finally being read together — For long, Puhar’s 
grandeur rested on Silappatikaram and Pattinappalai, which critics treated as poetic 
exaggeration. Carbon dates, offshore structures and now imported pottery give 
physical backing to what the poets described. The legend of the sea swallowing the city 
after a neglected festival reads, in this light, as a cultural memory of a real coastal 
disaster. The method matters for aspirants: history built on converging evidence is 
stronger than either source alone.

3. The seabed ring wells are a climate record as much as a heritage find — Ring wells 
were built on dry land for fresh water, so wells under the sea mark a coastline that has 
moved. The palaeochannel they suggest shows how rivers, sediment and sea level 
reshape deltas over centuries. Today’s Cauvery delta faces erosion, saline intrusion 
and rising seas, and the same processes that drowned Puhar are at work on modern 
settlements. Archaeology can thus inform coastal zone planning by showing how far 
and how fast a coast has changed.

4. State-led archaeology has cultural politics, and that need not be a weakness — Tamil 
Nadu’s investment in excavations such as Keeladi and now Poompuhar is part of an 
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assertion of Tamil antiquity and identity. Critics worry that political motivation can 
push interpretation ahead of evidence. The safeguard is not to discourage State 
archaeology but to insist on publication, peer review and collaboration with national 
institutions such as the NIO and ASI. Partnering with the Indian Maritime University is a 
promising sign, since underwater work needs marine engineering skills that 
archaeologists alone do not have.

5. Maritime heritage supports India’s present-day Indian Ocean narrative — India now 
presents itself as a maritime nation through initiatives such as SAGAR and the 
development of ports, and heritage offers soft power. Evidence of ancient trade from 
Tamralipti and Palur through Puhar to Southeast Asia, Arabia and Rome gives that 
narrative historical depth. The risk is turning archaeology into branding; the 
opportunity is funding the specialised capacity — divers, conservation labs, site 
protection — that India’s long coastline requires.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION
“The ports of the Tamil coast were nodes of a vast Indian Ocean exchange long before 
the colonial era.” Discuss with reference to literary and archaeological evidence from 
Poompuhar and other sites. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Introduce Poompuhar (Kaveripoompattinam) at the Cauvery’s mouth 
as an early Chola port and cite the 2026 TNSDA–Indian Maritime University finds: a 
West Asian torpedo jar fragment, four ring wells and 250-plus ceramic fragments.

2. Body — literary evidence — Use Silappatikaram, Pattinappalai and Manimekalai on 
Puhar’s markets, foreign merchants, the tiger emblem and the legend of the sea 
swallowing the city; mention Yavanas in Sangam poetry and the Periplus.

3. Body — archaeological evidence — Cite the carbon date suggesting existence from 
the 5th–4th century BCE, offshore brick structures and megalithic pottery, the torpedo 
jar, Arikamedu’s Roman amphorae and coin hoards; mention imports from the 
Gangetic plains, Sri Lanka and Java.

4. Body — network and continuity — Describe routes linking Tamralipti and Palur 
through Puhar to Southeast Asia, Arabia and Rome, and the later Chola naval 
expeditions to Srivijaya around 1025 CE.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that converging evidence confirms an early, cosmopolitan 
maritime economy, and that underwater archaeology deserves greater investment as 
India’s coasts change.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. As Collector of Mayiladuthurai, how would you protect the offshore site while 
encouraging tourism?

Approach: I would work with the State Archaeology Department to map the site and 
ask for it to be notified for protection so that fishing trawls, sand mining and anchoring 
do not damage it. Tourism should focus on a good onshore museum and interpretation 
centre rather than uncontrolled diving. Local fishers can be trained and paid as site 
wardens, since they know the waters best. Revenue from visitors could fund 
conservation.

Q2. You are in the Ministry of Culture. How would you strengthen India’s underwater 
archaeology?

Approach: I would build a national programme linking the ASI, the NIO, State 
departments and maritime universities, with shared diving teams, boats and 
conservation laboratories. Standard protocols for recording, dating and publishing finds 
would ensure scientific credibility. Training scholarships for young archaeologists in 
marine methods would build capacity. Key sites could be prioritised using both 
historical importance and threat from coastal erosion.
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Q3. An interview board asks: is archaeology being used for regional pride, and is that a 
problem?

Approach: Pride in heritage is natural and can drive public funding and interest, as 
Keeladi showed. It becomes a problem only if conclusions are announced before 
evidence is tested. The answer is transparency: publish reports, invite peer review and 
collaborate with national and international experts. Good science serves pride better 
than claims that later collapse.

Page 104



UPSC Darpan · 28 September 2026

9. Internal Security

Internal security is not only about stopping violence; it is also about how the state accounts for the force it uses. A year 
after four people died in police firing in Leh, the judicial inquiry’s findings are unpublished, compensation is disputed and  
the activist once detained as a threat to national security walks free asking why. How the state answers those questions  
will shape whether a sensitive border region sees Delhi as a guarantor or an adversary.

9.1  A Year After the Leh Firing, Sonam Wangchuk Demands the Justice Chauhan Inquiry 
Report and 1 Crore Compensation₹

THE NEWS  Leh / New Delhi. Climate activist Sonam Wangchuk on Sunday demanded the release of the report of the 
judicial inquiry into the September 24, 2025 violence in Leh, higher compensation for the victims’ families, and withdrawal 
of criminal cases against those who, he said, were not involved in the violence, The Indian Express and The Hindu report. 
Four people were killed in police firing during protests over the demand for Statehood and for Ladakh’s inclusion in the 
Sixth Schedule of the Constitution; The Hindu puts the injured at around 80, while the Express, citing Mr. Wangchuk’s 
statement, says another person died by suicide and scores were injured. The inquiry is headed by former Supreme Court 
judge Justice B.S. Chauhan. “Almost a year later, Ladakh is still waiting for the findings. Who ordered the firing? Were all 
the prescribed stages of crowd control exhausted before live ammunition was used? Why were people hit in vital parts of 
their bodies?” Mr. Wangchuk said, according to The Hindu. “Let the people know the truth.” He called the ₹15 lakh 
announced by the Ladakh administration for the next of kin of each of the four people killed inadequate. “Can ₹15 lakh 
ever compensate a mother for her son, a wife for her husband, or children for their father?” he asked, and demanded that 
families be compensated on the same principle as those affected by the NEET paper leak, “who were assured ₹1 crore”. On 
prosecutions, his statement says 87 people were identified as accused and 81 were arrested and faced criminal 
proceedings; the administration has approved withdrawal of cases against 20. Mr. Wangchuk also questioned his own 
detention under the National Security Act (NSA), a law allowing detention without trial to prevent threats to security or 
public order. The Express says he was detained on September 26, 2025, and held in Jodhpur Central Jail for nearly six 
months; the detention order was revoked on March 14, 2026 while it was being challenged before the Supreme Court. The 
Hindu says he was arrested under the NSA on September 27, “two days after the violence”; the papers thus differ by a day. 
“If I really was such a danger to national security or public order that I had to be taken away from Ladakh and kept under 
the NSA, then why am I free today?” he asked, seeking accountability for the six months. This story follows this magazine’s 
September 22 card on the Centre’s proposal for a new Article 371K for Ladakh; what is new is the anniversary demand for 
the report, compensation and case withdrawal. The syllabus link is GS3 on internal security and the role of security forces, 
and GS2 on fundamental rights and special provisions for regions.

THE CHAIN IN ONE LINE

Ladakh becomes a Union Territory without a legislature in 2019, and fears over land, jobs and identity grow → a 
movement for Statehood and Sixth Schedule protection builds, with Sonam Wangchuk as its best-known face → on 
September 24, 2025, protests in Leh turn violent and police firing kills four → Mr. Wangchuk is detained under the NSA 
and a judicial inquiry under Justice B.S. Chauhan is set up → the detention is revoked in March 2026, but a year on the 
report is unpublished, compensation is disputed and most accused still face trial

STATIC SYLLABUS LINKAGE 1. The National Security Act, 1980 permits preventive detention for up to twelve 
months — Section 3 of the NSA empowers the Central or State government, and 
District Magistrates or Commissioners of Police if so empowered by the State, to 
detain a person to prevent him from acting in a manner prejudicial to the defence of 
India, relations with foreign powers, the security of India or the State, public order, or 
the maintenance of supplies and services essential to the community. An order made 
by a DM or Commissioner lapses unless approved by the State government within 
twelve days. The grounds must ordinarily be communicated within five days, and in 
exceptional cases with reasons recorded not later than fifteen days, so that the detenu 
can make a representation. The case must be referred to an Advisory Board of three 
persons qualified to be High Court judges, and the maximum period of detention is 
twelve months from the date of detention.

2. Article 22 allows preventive detention as an exception, with procedural safeguards 
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— Article 22(1) and (2) guarantee an arrested person the right to be told the grounds 
of arrest, to consult a lawyer and to be produced before a magistrate within 24 hours, 
but Article 22(3) excludes preventive detention from these protections. Instead, Article 
22(4) bars detention beyond three months unless an Advisory Board reports sufficient 
cause, and Article 22(5) requires the grounds to be communicated as soon as may be 
and an opportunity for representation. Preventive detention is thus the only situation 
in which the Constitution itself permits deprivation of liberty without trial. Courts 
review such detentions through habeas corpus under Articles 32 and 226, and treat 
any lapse in these safeguards as fatal to the order.

3. Ladakh is a Union Territory without a legislature, and the Sixth Schedule is the 
protection it seeks — The Jammu and Kashmir Reorganisation Act, 2019 created 
Ladakh as a Union Territory without a legislature from October 31, 2019, administered 
by a Lieutenant Governor under Article 239. The Ladakh Autonomous Hill 
Development Councils of Leh and Kargil exist under a separate statute but have limited 
powers. The Sixth Schedule, applied through Articles 244(2) and 275(1), provides for 
Autonomous District Councils with legislative, judicial and executive powers over land, 
forests and customs in tribal areas of Assam, Meghalaya, Tripura and Mizoram. 
Ladakh’s population is overwhelmingly Scheduled Tribe, which is the basis of the 
demand; the Centre’s proposal for an Article 371K, reported earlier this month, would 
be an alternative model of special provision.

4. A judicial commission and the rules on use of force are the accountability tools for 
police firing — Under the Commissions of Inquiry Act, 1952, the appropriate 
government may appoint a commission to inquire into a definite matter of public 
importance, and the report together with an action taken memorandum must be laid 
before Parliament or the State legislature within six months of its submission. A 
commission’s findings are recommendatory and not binding, and governments 
sometimes delay or never publish them; the law does not say where a report goes 
when a Union Territory has no legislature. The Bharatiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, 
2023 carries forward the old Criminal Procedure Code scheme under which an 
executive magistrate or police officer may order an unlawful assembly to disperse and 
use civil force, and may seek the armed forces only as a last resort, with the least 
possible force. The UN Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law 
Enforcement Officials, 1990 set the international standard that lethal force may be 
used only when strictly unavoidable to protect life.

WHY UPSC LOVES THIS 
(TREND)

1. GS3 asks about the challenges of managing internal security in border areas — UPSC 
has asked about the role of external state and non-state actors in internal security, and 
about security challenges in border regions. Ladakh, bordering China and Pakistan, 
shows how domestic discontent in a frontier region itself becomes a security question.

2. GS2 regularly asks about preventive detention and fundamental rights — Questions 
on the balance between individual liberty and national security, and on laws such as 
the NSA and UAPA, recur. A detention revoked after six months, while under challenge 
in the Supreme Court, is a clean case study.

3. Special provisions for regions are a recurring Prelims and Mains area — The Fifth and 
Sixth Schedules, Article 371 and its sub-clauses, and the status of Union Territories are 
frequently tested. The Ladakh debate, now including a proposed Article 371K, ties all 
three together.

PRELIMS NUGGETS ● Under the National Security Act, 1980, the maximum period of detention is 
twelve months from the date of detention.

● Under Article 22(4) of the Constitution, no law providing for preventive 
detention can authorise detention beyond three months unless an Advisory 
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Board reports sufficient cause.

● The Sixth Schedule of the Constitution applies to tribal areas in Assam, 
Meghalaya, Tripura and Mizoram.

● Ladakh became a Union Territory without a legislature on October 31, 2019 
under the Jammu and Kashmir Reorganisation Act, 2019.

● Under the Commissions of Inquiry Act, 1952, the findings of a commission of 
inquiry are recommendatory and not binding on the government.

● An Advisory Board under the National Security Act consists of three persons who 
are, or have been, or are qualified to be appointed as, judges of a High Court.

● Articles 244(2) and 275(1) of the Constitution give effect to the Sixth Schedule.

ANALYSIS 1. An unpublished inquiry report defeats the very purpose for which it was ordered — 
A judicial inquiry is appointed after a police firing precisely to restore public trust by 
establishing facts independently. If the report stays unpublished a year later, the state 
gets the credit for ordering it without the discipline of answering it. Mr. Wangchuk’s 
three questions — who ordered the firing, whether graded steps were exhausted, why 
people were hit in vital parts — are the standard tests of proportionality, and only the 
report can answer them. The counter-view is that publication could prejudice pending 
prosecutions of the 81 arrested; but that concern can be met by redacting names, not 
by withholding findings on the use of force.

2. The revoked detention raises a question the law does not easily answer — The NSA is 
preventive: it detains not for what a person did but for what the authority believes he 
might do. Mr. Wangchuk’s argument — if I was a danger, why am I free; if not, who 
answers for six months — exposes the weakness of preventive detention, which is that 
its justification is never tested at a trial. Revocation while the Supreme Court was 
hearing the challenge meant the court never ruled on whether the grounds were valid. 
The state may argue that the threat to public order passed as tension eased, which is 
legally sufficient. But when a detention ends just before judicial scrutiny, it invites the 
suspicion that it would not have survived it, and that erodes trust in the law itself.

3. Compensation should follow a principle, not a comparison of headlines — Mr. 
Wangchuk’s demand for ₹1 crore rests on a comparison with the NEET paper leak 
victims, which is rhetorically powerful but not a legal standard. Indian courts have 
awarded compensation for deaths caused by state agents as a public-law remedy for 
violation of Article 21, and the logical principle is that death at the hands of the state 
deserves at least the compensation a court would grant, not an ad hoc sum. ₹15 lakh 
may be below that benchmark in many cases, especially for young earners. A 
transparent formula for compensation in police firing deaths, applied across States, 
would take the issue out of politics.

4. Mass prosecution after protest violence can turn a public-order problem into a 
lasting grievance — Eighty-seven accused and 81 arrests in a small society like 
Ladakh’s touch many families. Mr. Wangchuk’s own distinction — prosecute those 
with credible evidence of violence, review cases against bystanders and peacemakers 
— is the one any sound prosecution policy should adopt. The administration’s approval 
of withdrawal for 20 suggests it accepts this in part. Delay in deciding the rest keeps 
the grievance alive, which in a border region is a security cost, not only a legal one.

5. In a frontier region, legitimacy is itself a security asset — Ladakh borders China and 
Pakistan, and its people have historically cooperated closely with the armed forces, 
including as scouts and informants. Alienation there has strategic consequences that 
do not arise in the hinterland. The Centre’s reported Article 371K proposal shows it is 
looking for a political settlement, but a settlement signed while the firing report is 
withheld will carry less credibility. Publishing the report, fixing compensation by 
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principle and closing weak cases would cost the state little and buy considerable trust.

POSSIBLE MAINS QUESTION

“Preventive detention and the use of force against protesters test the balance between 
public order and civil liberties.” Examine this statement with reference to the events in 
Ladakh since September 2025, and suggest how accountability can be strengthened 
without compromising security. (15 marks, 250 words)

MODEL APPROACH TO THE 
MAINS QUESTION

1. Introduction — Recall that four people were killed in police firing in Leh on September 
24, 2025, during protests for Statehood and the Sixth Schedule; Sonam Wangchuk was 
detained under the NSA, released after the order was revoked on March 14, 2026, and 
now seeks the Justice B.S. Chauhan inquiry report.

2. Body — preventive detention — Explain Article 22(3)–(7) and the NSA’s grounds, 
Advisory Board and twelve-month maximum; discuss the problem of detentions that 
end before judicial review and the absence of accountability for wrongful detention.

3. Body — use of force — Explain the graded crowd-control procedure under the BNSS 
scheme and police manuals, the principle of minimum force and the UN Basic 
Principles of 1990; discuss the role and limits of judicial commissions, including non-
publication.

4. Body — strengthening accountability — Suggest time-bound publication of inquiry 
reports, a uniform compensation formula for deaths in police action, review of 
prosecutions to separate violent actors from bystanders, and dialogue on 
constitutional safeguards for Ladakh.

5. Conclusion — Conclude that in a sensitive border region, the legitimacy of state action 
is itself a component of security, and transparency strengthens rather than weakens it.

ADMINISTRATOR'S 
BRAINSTORM — Q & 
APPROACH

Q1. You are the Lieutenant Governor’s adviser in Ladakh. Would you recommend 
publishing the inquiry report now?

Approach: I would recommend publication, with redaction only where it could 
prejudice a specific pending trial or endanger witnesses. The purpose of the inquiry was 
public trust, and a year’s silence has already damaged it. Publication should be 
accompanied by an action taken report stating which recommendations the 
administration accepts. If officers are found at fault, action should follow, just as action 
is being taken against protesters.

Q2. As a District Magistrate facing a large protest that is turning violent, what steps 
would you follow before any firing?

Approach: I would first try negotiation through community leaders, then declare the 
assembly unlawful and order it to disperse in a clear, recorded announcement. Only if 
it does not disperse would I authorise minimum force such as tear gas and water 
cannon, escalating gradually and aiming to disperse, not to injure. Firearms would be a 
last resort to protect life, with orders recorded in writing and aimed below the waist. I 
would ensure medical teams are on standby and order a magisterial inquiry into any 
casualty immediately.

Q3. An interview board asks: is the NSA still needed in a democracy with the new 
criminal laws?

Approach: There are rare situations, such as an imminent threat of communal violence 
or sabotage, where waiting for a crime to happen would be irresponsible, so some 
preventive power has a place. But the power is prone to misuse against dissent, 
because it is based on subjective satisfaction and escapes trial. I would keep the law 
but strengthen safeguards: faster Advisory Board review, publication of annual data on 
detentions and revocations, and compensation where detention is found unjustified. 
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The test of a democracy is not whether it has such powers but how sparingly and 
accountably it uses them.
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9. Ethics & Administrator's Corner — Integrative Case Studies

These three case studies stitch together stories from today's papers into GS4-style scenarios. Work through the prompts  
on paper before reading the Model Approach, which is written as named points so you can compare your own structure 
against it, not just your conclusions.

Case 1 — A Slap on a West Delhi Road, and the Engineer Caught Between Two 
Politicians

SCENARIO  On Sunday, during a road inspection in west Delhi's Tilak Nagar, Public Works Department (PWD) Minister 
Parvesh Sahib Singh was caught on camera slapping a young man who was livestreaming the visit at the request of Aam 
Aadmi Party (AAP) Tilak Nagar MLA Jarnail Singh. According to accounts carried in the papers, the Minister had gone to 
inspect a newly laid road after the MLA, along with party workers, peeled off portions of the surface by hand and 
questioned its quality on camera. As the interaction drew a crowd, the Minister was seen returning to his car when he 
confronted the MLA's aide, who was recording the proceedings, and allegedly slapped him before security personnel 
intervened. The Minister later accused the MLA of demanding a "commission" from the road contractor, which he said had 
prompted him to inspect the site in the first place; the MLA's camp, in turn, accused the Minister of assaulting a citizen for 
doing nothing more than filming a public inspection. The West Delhi Deputy Commissioner of Police confirmed that 
complaints had been received from both sides and that a preliminary inquiry was under way, with no FIR registered at the 
time of writing. The Minister separately claimed that AAP workers had abused him and his family, which had led him to 
react "like any common man would", while the Opposition read the episode as one more instance of an elected 
functionary treating a public road as his own domain and a young man's phone as a provocation rather than a citizen's 
right. Now imagine you are the executive engineer of the PWD division responsible for this very road, present at the 
inspection that morning. You supervised the construction, you know the contractor, and you have separately heard, from 
more than one source, that the MLA's office has itself pressed you in the past to overlook minor quality lapses in exchange 
for smooth political cover during municipal ward work. You must now write your own factual note on what happened at 
the site — a note the department, the police and possibly a court will read — while both the Minister's office and the 
MLA's camp are informally asking you, in different words, to make sure your note "helps."

Q1. Identify the ethical issues involved when a field officer's factual account of an incident is sought, informally, by two 
competing political sides. What values are at stake for the engineer personally, and what is owed to the public?

Q2. As the executive engineer, what would you write in your note, and how would you handle the road-quality allegation 
that triggered the confrontation in the first place, independent of who is right about the slap?

Q3. Was the Minister's response proportionate to being questioned and filmed during a public inspection? Frame your 
answer using the principle of proportionality as it applies to a public official's conduct.

MODEL APPROACH

1. The stakeholders, and why the engineer's neutrality is itself a public asset — The immediate stakeholders are the young 
man who was slapped, the Minister whose conduct is now under a preliminary police inquiry, and the MLA whose 
allegation of a "commission" demand set the visit in motion; but the engineer occupies a distinct position, since he is the 
one technical witness present who has no personal stake in which political side wins the argument. His factual neutrality is 
not a private virtue but a public asset: it is the only thing that lets the department, the police and eventually a court 
distinguish a genuine dispute over road quality and a political theatre of accusation and counter-accusation from what 
should be a straightforward, verifiable engineering question — was the road built to specification or not. An engineer who 
tailors his note to please either the Minister or the MLA converts a fact-finding document into a partisan one, and in doing 
so damages every future inspection his department conducts, because his professional word will no longer be trusted by 
whichever side he did not favour.

2. Political neutrality of the civil servant is a constitutional expectation, not a personal preference — Civil servants and 
technical officers of the state, though not directly covered by the political neutrality provisions written for the higher civil 
services, are expected to maintain the same institutional impartiality because they draw their authority from public office, 
not from the patronage of whichever party currently holds it. The engineer's duty is to the road and to the public that will 
use it, not to the Minister who inspects it today or the MLA who will campaign on it tomorrow; recording what he saw and 
what his own technical checks show is the entire content of that duty, and any departure from it — even a small hedge to 
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avoid displeasing a powerful figure — corrodes the distinction between administration and politics that the office exists to 
preserve.

3. Duty to record facts truthfully outweighs the discomfort of being caught between two powerful men — The engineer's 
discomfort at being pressed by both sides is real, but it does not change the content of his duty, which is to record only 
what he directly witnessed and what his measurements and material tests show, clearly separating fact from inference 
and inference from rumour. If he did not personally see the slap or its immediate provocation with full clarity, his note 
should say so plainly rather than adopting either side's characterisation of intent; if he did witness it, describing the 
sequence of events without editorialising about who was more at fault protects him from the charge of taking sides while 
still giving investigators what they need. A note that says less than the engineer actually knows, in order to stay safe, is 
itself a form of dishonesty dressed up as caution.

4. The road-quality question cannot be allowed to disappear inside the assault story — The confrontation began because 
the MLA's workers found the road surface could be peeled off by hand, an allegation about substandard construction that 
is entirely separate from, and arguably more consequential than, the personal altercation that followed it, since a road 
that fails within months harms every resident who uses it long after the video coverage has faded. The engineer has a 
professional and moral duty to independently verify the quality complaint through proper material testing and 
documentation, regardless of who raised it or why, and to report the result honestly even if it implicates the contractor he 
has worked with or, worse, points to corners cut under pressure from either political side. Treating the slap as the only 
story, and letting the underlying quality question go unanswered because the news cycle has moved on, would be the 
department's second failure layered on top of the Minister's first.

5. Proportionality, and the limits of provocation as a defence — Proportionality in public conduct asks whether the 
response to a provocation was reasonably related to the provocation itself, not whether the provocation existed at all; 
being filmed during a public inspection, even confrontationally, by a citizen exercising an ordinary right to document a 
public official's conduct on a public road, does not licence physical force as a response, regardless of what accusations 
preceded it. The Minister's own defence — that he reacted the way "any common man would" — actually concedes the 
point against him, since the standard for a Minister performing an official duty is not that of an ordinary citizen provoked 
in private, but a higher one, precisely because his conduct is being watched as a model and because he commands state 
power that a private citizen does not. An honest counter-view should note that being accused, on camera, of corruption by 
a rival politician using a crowd as an audience is a genuinely provocative situation, and public life rarely allows for the 
composure such moments would ideally require; but acknowledging the provocation as real is different from accepting it 
as a justification, and an administrator's job in reviewing such an episode is to hold the line between the two.

6. What the episode says about cross-complaints and the incentive to escalate rather than resolve — Both sides filing 
cross-complaints — the Minister citing intimidation and abuse, the MLA's camp seeking an FIR for assault — is a familiar 
pattern in which a factual, resolvable dispute about road quality becomes an unresolvable contest of narratives, because 
each complaint is filed to build a public case rather than to establish what actually happened. An administration that 
wants such disputes resolved rather than perpetually litigated in public would do well to insist that technical questions — 
was the road built to specification — be settled first and separately from the personal and criminal questions, through the 
kind of independent, non-partisan verification the engineer is positioned to provide, precisely so that both a Minister's 
temper and an MLA's political theatre are judged against an objective record rather than against each other's competing 
claims.

Case 2 — 'Favour of the Weak, Fear of Conscience': A Member Discovers a Decision Was 
Taken Without Them

SCENARIO  Writing in the newspapers this week, Ashok Lavasa, a former Election Commissioner, argued that public 
servants must act in "favour" of the weak and the vulnerable, and in "fear" of their own conscience — inverting the 
ordinary reading of the oath of office, which binds public servants to discharge their duties "without fear or favour, 
affection or ill-will." His essay is set against the backdrop of a live controversy at the Election Commission of India, where 
two Election Commissioners are known to have recorded formal "objections" to decisions issued in the Commission's 
name. Lavasa notes that public servants, whether selected by examination or elected by popular mandate, are bound by 
two oaths that can pull in opposite directions: an oath of allegiance to the Constitution, requiring conscientious discharge 
of duty, and an oath of secrecy, which bars them from communicating or revealing "any matter" except as required for the 
due discharge of their duties. He illustrates the tension with the case of Clive Ponting, a British Ministry of Defence official 
who leaked documents to an Opposition MP showing that his minister had misled Parliament about the reasons for sinking 
the Argentine cruiser General Belgrano during the Falklands War; Ponting was dismissed and prosecuted for breaching the 
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Official Secrets Act, but a jury acquitted him on 11 February 1985, holding that a civil servant's "covenant with the 
constitution" is not overridden by a duty of secrecy owed to the government of the day. Lavasa also cites the Kenyan 
runner Abel Mutai, who stopped short of a 2012 steeplechase finish line believing he had already won, and the Spanish 
runner Ivan Fernandez, who could have overtaken him but instead nudged him to the finish, later explaining, "How would I 
have faced my mother?" Now imagine you are a member of a statutory multi-member body — bound, like the Election 
Commissioners Lavasa alludes to, by an oath of secrecy about the body's internal deliberations. You discover that a 
significant decision has been issued in the body's name, publicly presented as a decision of the full body, when in fact you 
and at least one other member were neither consulted nor informed before it was finalised and released.

Q1. Identify the ethical dilemma facing the member, distinguishing the question of what is legal (the oath of secrecy) from 
the question of what is right (the oath of conscientious allegiance to the Constitution).

Q2. Does recording a formal dissent note within the body satisfy the member's conscience and public duty, or does genuine 
accountability sometimes require going further — and if so, at what personal cost?

Q3. Using the Clive Ponting case as a comparator, explain when disclosure of an internal matter by a public servant can be 
ethically defensible despite breaching a formal duty of secrecy, and where the line should be drawn.

MODEL APPROACH

1. The two oaths, and why their conflict is not hypothetical — Public servants in India, whether members of a constitutional 
or statutory body, are ordinarily bound to an oath of allegiance to the Constitution requiring them to "conscientiously 
discharge" their duties "without fear or favour, affection or ill-will", and simultaneously to an oath of secrecy barring 
disclosure of matters that come to them in the course of duty. These two oaths coexist peacefully in the overwhelming 
majority of cases, because most institutional secrecy protects genuinely sensitive deliberation and does not conflict with 
the discharge of duty; the dilemma becomes real only in the rarer case where secrecy is being used, or appears to be being 
used, to protect a departure from the body's own proper procedure — here, the exclusion of a member from a decision 
issued in that member's own name. The member's task is to see clearly that the conflict here is not between the 
Constitution and the law, but between the institution's public presentation of unanimity and the member's private 
knowledge that this presentation is false.

2. Why 'the decision was legal' does not settle the ethical question — It is entirely possible that the body's governing 
statute permits a decision to be issued by a quorum, or by majority, without requiring every member's individual sign-off, 
in which case the exclusion may be procedurally defensible even if it was not consulted upon in practice. Lavasa's essay 
makes precisely this point: the need to act according to conscience "arises not necessarily when what is being done is 
illegal", but when what is being done is legal yet against the spirit of the law, or when short-term institutional convenience 
is allowed to override the member's own accountability for a decision publicly attributed to them. A member who accepts 
"it was technically permitted" as a full answer has confused legality with legitimacy, and has let the institution's procedural 
defence substitute for the member's own account to the public of what actually happened.

3. The dissent note: necessary, but not always sufficient — Recording a formal, dated dissent note within the body's own 
records is the minimum any conscientious member owes both to themselves and to the institution, because it creates a 
contemporaneous, internal record that the exclusion or disagreement occurred, protecting both the member's own 
position and the institution's eventual capacity for self-correction. But a dissent note that is filed and then buried in a file 
nobody outside the institution will ever read satisfies procedure without necessarily satisfying conscience, especially 
where the excluded decision has already been publicly presented as the unanimous or collective view of a body whose 
credibility depends on that appearance being true. The member must honestly ask whether the note is a genuine step 
toward correction — likely to be seen, discussed, and acted upon by colleagues and, if necessary, a reviewing authority — 
or a private act of conscience-clearing that changes nothing about the public record the citizen actually sees.

4. What the Ponting case teaches about the limits of secrecy — The Ponting jury's reasoning was not that secrecy 
obligations do not matter, but that a civil servant's ultimate "covenant with the constitution" — his duty to Parliament and 
the public whose Belgrano vote he could correct with the true facts — could, in an extreme case, outweigh a duty of 
secrecy invoked to protect a minister's own political position rather than any genuine state interest. Applied to the present 
case, the same distinction should guide the member: secrecy that protects legitimately sensitive deliberation deserves 
respect, but secrecy invoked to prevent the public from learning that a decision presented as the body's collective view 
was, in fact, taken by fewer members than it claims, protects the institution's image rather than any interest the secrecy 
oath was designed to serve. Going beyond an internal dissent note — through a constitutionally available channel such as 
a court, a parliamentary committee, or, in the last resort, a public statement — becomes ethically defensible only when 
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the member has genuinely exhausted internal correction and can show, as Ponting could, that disclosure serves the public 
interest the oath ultimately exists to protect, not merely the member's own vindication.

5. The cost of following conscience, and why that cost cannot be the deciding factor — Lavasa is candid that following one's 
conscience is a four-step act — clarity of purpose, conviction that the purpose is right, courage to act, and the capacity to 
bear the consequences — and that a member who goes public risks censure, transfer, or worse, precisely the fate reserved 
in Indian public life for those the essay says have become "isolated as inconvenient parts of the system" under a culture 
that prizes a "committed bureaucracy" and "alignment in thinking" over independent judgment. An honest counter-view 
deserves airing: institutions genuinely require confidentiality to deliberate freely, and a member too quick to go public 
over every internal disagreement can make collective decision-making impossible, chilling frank debate among colleagues 
who will no longer trust the room. The member's obligation is therefore to weigh the personal cost honestly rather than 
let it silently determine the outcome — bearing a transfer or censure is not itself proof that going public was right, nor is 
avoiding it proof that staying silent was; the test remains whether the public interest genuinely required disclosure, not 
how much it will cost the member to provide it.

Case 3 — 40-50% for a New Sale, Almost Nothing to Keep It Alive: The Insurance Agent's 
Real Incentive

SCENARIO  IRDAI chairman Ajay Seth told the newspapers this week that insurance mis-selling in India is not an aberration 
but a structural feature of how the industry pays its distributors: the first-year commission on a new life-insurance policy 
runs as high as 40% to 50% of the premium, while the commission for simply keeping an existing policy in force — known 
in the industry as persistency — is negligible by comparison. Of the grievances the regulator receives, Mr. Seth said, a good 
40% to 50% fall within the category of unfair business practices, a broader term than mis-selling but one within which a 
large share of cases are, in fact, mis-selling. IRDAI's consultation paper, proposed on September 23, 2026, accordingly caps 
first-year commissions on individual health policies at 15% for distribution entities and 20% for agents, with renewal and 
portability commissions capped considerably lower, at 5% and 10% respectively — a structure it proposes to extend, 
product by product, across the industry — while separately proposing a "public insurance registry" that would let a 
customer "know your distributor" the way a distributor must already "know your customer", by publishing information on 
a distributor's grievance record and past conduct. Mr. Seth was explicit that the intended direction is to remove the 
incentive for mis-selling altogether: an insurer, he said, "should have no other reason to pay anything to a distributor" 
beyond what proper commission limits already permit. Now imagine you are the branch manager of a public-sector bank, 
where the bank's insurance-distribution arm sells life and health policies to walk-in customers as a matter of routine 
"cross-selling", and your own branch's quarterly performance targets explicitly include a cross-selling number alongside 
deposits and loans. An elderly, first-time customer with modest fixed-deposit savings and no other insurance comes to 
your branch to renew a term deposit. Your insurance-sales staff, working toward the same target you are responsible for, 
has already suggested she instead put a large share of her savings into a high-commission unit-linked insurance product, 
describing it to her as "better than an FD."

Q1. Identify the conflict of interest at the centre of this case, distinguishing the bank's institutional interest, the sales staff's 
personal incentive, and the branch manager's fiduciary duty to the customer.

Q2. As the branch manager, what would you do about the specific transaction involving the elderly customer, and how 
would you handle your staff's performance target in the process?

Q3. IRDAI's chairman argues that removing the commission incentive is a systemic solution to mis-selling. What are the limits 
of a purely commission-based fix, and what else, in your view, does fairness to a customer like this one require?

MODEL APPROACH

1. The stakeholders, and why 'bancassurance' concentrates the conflict rather than diffusing it — The stakeholders are the 
elderly customer, whose modest fixed-deposit savings represent a lifetime of caution rather than risk appetite; the sales 
staff, whose income and appraisal depend on meeting a cross-selling number that a unit-linked product, with its high first-
year commission, satisfies far better than a plain deposit renewal ever could; the bank itself, which earns fee income from 
the sale regardless of whether the product suits the customer; and the branch manager, who is answerable both for the 
branch's targets and, as the customer's point of institutional trust, for what happens to her savings. Selling insurance 
through a bank branch — "bancassurance" — does not diffuse the conflict of interest that Mr. Seth describes; if anything it 
concentrates it, because the customer's trust in her bank, built over years of ordinary transactions, is precisely what makes 
her more, not less, likely to accept a product recommendation she would scrutinise harder coming from a stranger.
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2. Fiduciary duty is not satisfied by disclosure alone — A bank branch, and the manager who runs it, owes the customer 
more than technical compliance with disclosure norms, because an elderly first-time customer with no other insurance 
and modest means cannot be assumed to understand the difference between a fixed deposit's guaranteed, liquid return 
and a unit-linked product's market-linked, front-loaded, multi-year commitment merely because a leaflet was handed to 
her. Fiduciary duty in this setting means actively ensuring the customer's actual financial situation, need for liquidity, and 
risk tolerance — not the product's commission economics — determine what is recommended, which is exactly the 
"suitability" standard IRDAI's paper invokes when it says the intent is to take the "next step" after the RBI's own directions 
on product suitability. Where the branch manager has reason to believe the sales staff's suggestion was driven by the 
target rather than the customer's interest, silence is itself a breach of the duty the manager personally owes the customer 
as the officer she is ultimately trusting.

3. What the branch manager should do about this specific transaction — The branch manager should personally review the 
recommendation made to the elderly customer before any sale is finalised, explaining in plain terms the difference 
between the guaranteed nature of a fixed deposit and the market risk, lock-in, and heavy first-year charges of a unit-linked 
product, and should decline to process the sale unless the customer, after that explanation, still freely chooses it and the 
amount involved leaves her with adequate liquid savings for foreseeable needs. This is not merely being cautious for 
caution's sake; it is applying, at branch level, the same logic IRDAI's proposed reforms are trying to build into the system's 
incentive structure, and a manager who waits for the regulation to force this behaviour before practising it has 
misunderstood where the duty actually originates — it is owed to the customer directly, not only to the regulator's 
compliance checklist.

4. The target itself, and why the manager cannot treat it as someone else's problem — The branch manager cannot resolve 
this case only at the level of one transaction; the underlying problem is a performance-appraisal design that rewards cross-
selling volume without any corresponding weight for whether the sale suited the customer, which is the structural 
condition Mr. Seth's interview describes at industry scale replicated at branch scale. A responsible manager should 
escalate the target design itself to the bank's regional or product leadership, flagging that a cross-selling number without a 
quality or persistency counterweight creates exactly the incentive IRDAI is trying to design out of the industry, and should, 
in the interim, use whatever discretion the manager has over how the branch's own staff are locally evaluated to give 
weight to complaint-free, appropriate sales rather than volume alone.

5. The honest limits of a purely commission-based fix — IRDAI's proposed commission caps and the "public insurance 
registry" attack the incentive structure at its clearest point, and Mr. Seth is right that removing the reason to mis-sell is 
more durable than relying on after-the-fact penalties; but capping commissions does not by itself fix information 
asymmetry, since an elderly customer will remain no better placed to evaluate a complex, market-linked product merely 
because the salesperson now earns 20% instead of 45% for selling it to her. A counter-view worth taking seriously is that 
commission caps could push some distributors toward volume — selling more policies at lower margin each — rather than 
necessarily improving suitability, unless paired with genuine suitability checks, cooling-off periods, and accessible 
grievance redress of the kind the consultation paper also proposes. Fairness to a customer like this one ultimately requires 
both: an incentive structure that does not reward mis-selling, and a front-line culture, enforced by managers who treat 
their fiduciary duty as real rather than aspirational, that would protect her even if the commission structure had not 
changed at all.
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10. Prelims Quick-Revision Facts

These are written to the pattern UPSC Prelims actually uses — the provision, the parent Act, the appointing or 
administering authority, the composition, the definition, the treaty year and the threshold written into law. The news 
gives the hook; the permanent fact behind it is what gets asked. Transient numbers that no objective question can be 
built on have been left out on purpose.

TOPIC EXAM-PATTERN FACTS

The second, and why 
India's clocks answer to 
Sèvres

A second is defined as 9,192,631,770 cycles of radiation from a caesium-133 atom, a standard 
fixed by the 1967 General Conference on Weights and Measures; Indian Standard Time (IST) is 
set at UTC + 5 hours 30 minutes, and Coordinated Universal Time (UTC) itself is not broadcast 
live but computed retrospectively each month at Sèvres, France, from roughly 450 atomic clocks 
across about 85 laboratories worldwide, India's own caesium clocks among them.

Section 63 of the Juvenile 
Justice Act, 2000 and the 
officer every police station 
must designate

Section 63 of the Juvenile Justice Act, 2000 requires every police station to have a specially 
trained officer designated as a Juvenile Welfare Officer, responsible for handling children in 
conflict with law and children in need of care and protection with the sensitivity the Act 
envisages; the designation is a standing statutory requirement, not a discretionary or case-
specific appointment.

Section 33-A of the 
Representation of the 
People Act, 1951 — what a 
candidate must disclose, 
and what is not required

Section 33-A, inserted into the Representation of the People Act, 1951 in 2002 following the 
Supreme Court's ruling in Union of India v. Association for Democratic Reforms, is the only 
provision that statutorily mandates disclosure of a candidate's criminal antecedents, and even 
this is confined to offences carrying two years' imprisonment or more where charges have 
already been framed by a court — a narrower disclosure duty than is commonly assumed.

N.P. Ponnuswami v. 
Returning Officer (1952) — 
Article 329(b) and the bar 
on judicial intervention 
mid-election

In N.P. Ponnuswami v. Returning Officer (1952), the Supreme Court held that Article 329(b) of 
the Constitution bars judicial intervention in the electoral process once it has commenced, 
channelling all election disputes instead into an election petition after the process concludes; the 
ruling remains the foundational authority on why courts stay out of an election while it is under 
way.

Kuldip Nayar v. Union of 
India (2006) — the 'right to 
elect' is statutory, not 
fundamental

A five-judge Constitution Bench in Kuldip Nayar v. Union of India (2006) held that the 'right to 
elect' is a statutory right created by Section 62 of the Representation of the People Act, 1951, 
and not a fundamental right under Articles 325 and 326 of the Constitution — a distinction that 
continues to shape how courts weigh challenges to the electoral roll and voting process.

Section 19 of the 
Representation of the 
People Act, 1950 — who 
qualifies as an elector

Section 19 of the Representation of the People Act, 1950 mandates that every citizen aged 18 or 
above who is 'ordinarily resident' in a constituency is entitled to be registered as an elector 
there; 'ordinarily resident' has been read by courts and the Election Commission to require a 
genuine, continuous presence rather than a temporary or transient stay.

RTI Act, Section 24(4) — the 
exemption states can 
invoke for their own 
security and intelligence 
organisations

Section 24(4) of the Right to Information Act, 2005 allows a state government to exempt 
intelligence and security organisations it has itself established, once notified in the Act's Second 
Schedule, from the Act's disclosure obligations; the provision was invoked, and then 
controversially withdrawn under public pressure, by Tamil Nadu's Human Resources 
Management Department for its own law-and-order wing this week.

The UN Declaration on Sea 
Level Rise (2026) — 
statehood survives even a 
submerged coastline

The UN Declaration on Sea Level Rise, adopted by consensus on 24 September 2026, affirms that 
low-lying and small island states retain their statehood, sovereign rights and United Nations 
membership even if their coastlines and territory are submerged by rising seas, grounding the 
guarantee in the continuity principles of the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 
rather than in any new treaty right.

Article 85(2) and why 'sine 
die' is not the same as 
prorogation

Article 85(2) of the Constitution empowers the President, acting on the Prime Minister's advice, 
to formally prorogue a session of Parliament; an adjournment 'sine die' — without a fixed date 
for the House to reconvene — is legally distinct from prorogation, and under the proviso to Rule 
15 of the Lok Sabha's Rules of Procedure, the Speaker retains the power to reconvene the House 

Page 115



UPSC Darpan · 28 September 2026

TOPIC EXAM-PATTERN FACTS

even after a sine die adjournment, without waiting for a fresh presidential summons.

The Registration of Electors 
Rules, 1960 — the statutory 
basis for Form 6

Form 6, the standard application for registration as a new voter, is prescribed under the 
Registration of Electors Rules, 1960, framed under the Representation of the People Act, 1950; 
any additional mandatory declaration introduced through an online portal, without a 
corresponding amendment to these statutory Rules, raises the question of whether it carries the 
same legal force as the prescribed form itself.

Anoop Baranwal v. Union 
of India (2023) and the 
birth of the CEC/ECs 
Appointment Act

A Constitution Bench in Anoop Baranwal v. Union of India (2023) held that Article 324 of the 
Constitution requires a law governing the appointment of the Chief Election Commissioner and 
Election Commissioners, since none had existed until then; Parliament responded with the Chief 
Election Commissioner and Other Election Commissioners (Appointment, Conditions of Service 
and Term of Office) Act, 2023, under which the selection committee comprises the Prime 
Minister, the Leader of the Opposition in the Lok Sabha, and one Union Cabinet Minister 
nominated by the Prime Minister.

Bijoe Emmanuel v. State of 
Kerala (1986) — silence 
during the Anthem is not an 
offence

In Bijoe Emmanuel & Ors v. State of Kerala (1986), Justice O. Chinnappa Reddy held that 
students who stood respectfully but did not sing the National Anthem, on religious grounds, had 
committed no offence under the Prevention of Insults to National Honour Act, 1971, since the 
Act penalises disrespect, not the mere act of not singing.

PM-KUSUM Component A 
— solar on farmland, but 
without the subsidy PM 
Surya Ghar offers

PM-KUSUM Component A permits individual farmers to set up grid-connected solar power 
plants of up to 2 MW on their own land, but unlike the PM Surya Ghar: Muft Bijli Yojana for 
rooftop solar, it carries no central capital subsidy, leaving the farmer to bear the upfront cost of 
the plant in exchange for the income from power sold to the grid.

NBFC classification — the 
50-50 'principal business 
test'

A company is classified as a Non-Banking Financial Company (NBFC) under the Reserve Bank of 
India's framework only if its financial assets exceed 50% of its total assets (net of intangibles) and 
its financial income exceeds 50% of its gross income — the twin 'principal business test' that 
separates a genuine NBFC from a company that merely holds some financial assets incidentally.

Core Investment 
Companies — the 90/60 
threshold that defines a 
group holding structure

A Core Investment Company (CIC), a specific category of NBFC regulated by the Reserve Bank of 
India, is one that holds at least 90% of its net assets as investment in the equity or debt of group 
companies, of which at least 60% must specifically be in the equity of group companies — a 
structure typically used to hold and control a corporate group rather than to lend or invest in the 
open market.

Section 97(1) of the 
Companies Act, 2013 — the 
NCLT's power to order an 
annual general meeting

Section 97(1) of the Companies Act, 2013 empowers the National Company Law Tribunal (NCLT) 
to direct that a company's annual general meeting be called, held and conducted, overriding the 
company's ordinary quorum requirement where necessary — a provision that becomes relevant 
whenever a company's internal governance dispute threatens to prevent a statutorily required 
AGM from taking place at all.

UPI's 0.4% Merchant 
Discount Rate — the 
threshold that decides who 
pays it

From October 15, 2026, a Merchant Discount Rate (MDR) of 0.4% applies to person-to-merchant 
UPI transactions above ₹2,000, while person-to-person transfers and smaller merchant 
payments remain fee-free; MDR itself is the fee a merchant pays for accepting a digital payment, 
and had been zero on UPI and RuPay debit cards since a 2020 policy decision funded instead 
through a separate central subsidy.

IRDAI's proposed 
commission caps, and the 
'know your distributor' 
registry

IRDAI's consultation paper, proposed on September 23, 2026, caps first-year commissions on 
individual health-insurance policies at 15% of premium for distribution entities and 20% for 
agents, with renewal and portability commissions capped lower still at 5% and 10% respectively; 
commissions are proposed to be capped by product type rather than through a single flat limit 
across all insurance products. The paper separately proposes a public insurance registry 
combining product performance and distributor grievance data, so that a customer can 'know 
your distributor' just as a distributor is already required to 'know your customer'.

The Central Administrative The Central Administrative Tribunal (CAT) was constituted under the Administrative Tribunals 
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Tribunal, its parent Act, and 
the constitutional provision 
behind it

Act, 1985, enacted pursuant to Article 323A of the Constitution, which empowers Parliament to 
set up tribunals for adjudicating disputes relating to recruitment and service conditions of 
persons in public employment; this week a CAT Delhi Bench member's recusal from a case 
involving Indian Forest Service officer Sanjiv Chaturvedi was reported as the 17th such recusal — 
by judges and judicial officers across the Supreme Court, the Uttarakhand High Court, CAT and 
the district judiciary — in the 13 years his service-matter litigation has continued.

FAST-DS — the Income Tax 
Department's one-time 
window for small 
taxpayers' foreign assets

The Foreign Assets of Small Taxpayers-Disclosure Scheme (FAST-DS), launched by the Income Tax 
Department on 16 August 2026, gives eligible small taxpayers a one-time compliance window, 
open till 31 December 2026, to voluntarily disclose previously unreported foreign bank accounts, 
stocks or other overseas assets; the scheme sits within the Department's wider effort, under the 
reporting architecture built around the Black Money (Undisclosed Foreign Income and Assets) 
and Imposition of Tax Act, 2015, to bring undisclosed offshore holdings onto the record.

100 champion districts, 100 
aspirational districts — the 
textiles ministry's export-
hub map

India's textiles ministry has identified 100 'champion districts' and 100 'aspirational districts' 
nationally as part of a plan to build district-level textile export capacity, against a base of roughly 
530 districts that currently participate in textile exports in some form — a district-wise targeting 
approach meant to widen the manufacturing and export base beyond the traditional textile 
clusters.

JNPA's shore-power loan — 
India's first 'blue financing' 
in the maritime sector

The International Finance Corporation (IFC), the World Bank Group's private-sector investment 
arm, has agreed to lend $70 million to the state-run Jawaharlal Nehru Port Authority (JNPA) to 
fund shore power supply infrastructure allowing ships at berth to switch off their diesel engines 
and draw electricity from land instead — described as the first 'blue financing' in India's maritime 
sector, aligned with the Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways' Harit Sagar Green Port 
Guidelines issued under the new Indian Ports Act, 2025.

India-EFTA trade pact — 
the tariff reduction Swiss 
watchmakers are citing

The free trade agreement between India and the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) — 
Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland — has reduced tariffs on Swiss goods including 
luxury watches entering India, a change Swiss watchmakers say is giving them greater 
confidence to expand their long-term investment in the Indian market even as a weaker rupee 
and a strong Swiss franc weigh on near-term economics.

Bank unions defer their 
three-day strike after an 
assurance from the IBA

The United Forum of Bank Unions (UFBU), an umbrella body of seven employees' and officers' 
unions, had called a three-day nationwide bank strike from September 28 to 30 partly over a 
demand for a five-day banking week; the strike was deferred after a meeting with the Indian 
Banks' Association (IBA), where a decision was taken to form a high-level committee, including 
IBA and UFBU representatives, to deliberate on the five-day-week demand and other pending 
issues for expeditious resolution.

Census 2027 — 32 crore 
families recorded so far, 
and why self-enumeration 
matters

In his 'Mann Ki Baat' broadcast, Prime Minister Narendra Modi said data on more than 32 crore 
families had already been recorded under the ongoing Census 2027 exercise, with work 
continuing in remote, snow-clad regions of Ladakh, Himachal Pradesh, Jammu & Kashmir and 
Uttarakhand; he described the Census as a 'national responsibility' and urged citizens to self-
enumerate online, a facility that lets a household fill in its own Census particulars directly rather 
than waiting for an enumerator to visit.

India-Canada trade target 
— doubling to C$70 billion 
by 2030

India and Canada are working toward more than doubling their annual bilateral trade to 70 
billion Canadian dollars by 2030, with Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney describing 'good 
progress' in ongoing free-trade negotiations with India and Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
expected to visit Canada around December this year as the relationship is elevated to what 
External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar called a 'higher level'.

Boeing's 737-MAX 
guidance-system glitch, and 
the regulator that was not 
told

Boeing has detected a software issue in some of its 737-MAX aircraft that could cause 
disengagement of the automated flight guidance system after a missed landing approach, and 
has issued an advisory asking operators to reset the system as a precautionary measure; 96 
Boeing 737-MAX aircraft operate in India, 53 with Air India Express and 43 with Akasa Air, but 
there was no confirmation that India's civil aviation regulator, the Directorate General of Civil 
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Aviation (DGCA), had been informed of or was probing the issue.

PROGA, 2025 — a total ban 
on real-money online 
games, and the crypto 
policy vacuum beside it

The Promotion and Regulation of Online Gaming Act (PROGA), enacted roughly a year ago, 
imposed a total ban on online real-money games such as poker and rummy and is extra-
territorial in application, meaning it can be used against offshore betting platforms targeting 
Indian citizens; India's cryptocurrency sector, by contrast, remains without a dedicated 
regulatory framework, officials having told a parliamentary panel examining the sector that 'not 
having a policy is also a policy' — leaving crypto in what commentators this week called a 
continuing 'policy twilight zone'.

Source note: All items are drawn from The Hindu, The Indian Express & The Economic Times (Delhi Editions) — 28 September 2026, supplemented 
where indicated by official releases and PRS Legislative Research. Facts, figures and quotes are reproduced as reported on that date; verify currency 
(ongoing legal proceedings, evolving numbers) before using in an answer.
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11. Essays of the Day
Two essays, on prompts phrased the way the Essay paper actually sets them, written the way a top-ranked candidate writes 
under time. Read them for structure and for the sweep of examples — not to memorise.

ESSAY 1  ·  Essay · Section A  ·  6 min read

Conscience is a private voice with public obligations.
Themes: Ethics in public life · Institutions · Accountability

In February 1985 a jury at the Old Bailey heard the case of Clive Ponting, a senior civil servant in the British Ministry of  
Defence. He had sent documents to a Member of Parliament, Tam Dalyell, showing that ministers had misled Parliament 
about the sinking of the Argentine cruiser General Belgrano during the Falklands War. The judge indicated that the public 
interest was, in effect, what the government of the day said it was. The jury acquitted him anyway. Four years later  
Parliament passed a new Official Secrets Act that offered no public-interest defence at all. The whole problem of this  
essay is contained in that story: one man’s conscience, a State’s secrecy, a public that decided the conscience had the  
better claim, and an institution that shut the door behind it.

We usually speak of conscience as the most private thing a person owns, a voice nobody else can hear. In public office,  
however, a conscience that stays private stops doing its work. This essay argues that conscience in public life carries three 
obligations: it must speak through the channels available to it, it must give reasons that others can examine, and it must 
be willing to bear the cost of speaking. A conscience that meets these obligations is among the best safeguards a republic 
has. One that does not is either useless or dangerous.

First, why rules alone are not enough. In Stanley Milgram’s experiments at Yale in the early 1960s, about two-thirds of  
ordinary volunteers in the best-known version continued to give what they believed were dangerous electric shocks to a 
stranger, simply because a man in a grey coat told them the experiment required it. Hannah Arendt, reporting on the trial 
of Adolf Eichmann in 1961, found not a monster but a careful official who insisted he had done his duty, and she called 
what she saw the “banality of evil”. Great wrongs are usually carried out by people following procedure. The Constitution 
seems to know this. The oath of a Union Minister in the Third Schedule does not only promise obedience to law; it  
promises to act “without fear or favour, affection or ill-will”, which is an appeal to an inner discipline no rulebook can  
supply. Ashok Lavasa, a former Election Commissioner, recently turned the phrase around: the public servant should act 
in favour of the weak and in fear of his own conscience.

The first obligation is to speak. In a multi-member body, a member who privately disagrees but lets a decision go out in his 
name has lent it his authority. That is why a recorded dissent matters. Lavasa himself, in 2019, stayed away from Model  
Code of Conduct meetings until minority opinions were recorded in the Commission’s orders. The most famous Indian 
example belongs to the judiciary. In ADM Jabalpur (1976) four judges held that during the Emergency no one could go to 
court to challenge detention. Justice H.R. Khanna alone dissented, holding that the right to life did not depend on the 
State’s permission. He was superseded for the post of Chief Justice in January 1977 and resigned. Forty-one years later, in 
Puttaswamy (2017), the Supreme Court expressly overruled the majority. A dissent written down in public could be picked 
up by a later generation; a private objection would have died with its author.

The second obligation is to give reasons. A feeling of certainty is not yet a conscience; prejudice feels exactly the same  
from the inside. In Sophocles’ play, Antigone defies King Creon to bury her brother, and she does so openly, naming the  
higher law she obeys so that Creon, the chorus and the audience can judge her. Contrast Kim Davis, a county clerk in 
Kentucky who in 2015 refused, on grounds of conscience, to issue marriage licences to same-sex couples after the  
Supreme Court had recognised their right to marry. Her conscience was sincere, but it made the public bear the cost of  
her private beliefs. The test is whether a reason can be offered in terms that fellow citizens could accept, above all the 
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weakest among them. Max Weber, in his 1919 lecture “Politics as a Vocation”, warned against an “ethic of conviction” 
that cares only for the purity of one’s own motives and ignores consequences, and asked for an “ethic of responsibility”  
alongside it.

The third obligation is to accept the cost. Henry David Thoreau spent a night in jail in 1846 for refusing to pay a tax that  
supported slavery and war. At his trial in Ahmedabad in March 1922, Gandhi told the judge that he was there “to invite  
and cheerfully submit to the highest penalty” for what the law called a crime and what seemed to him “the highest duty of 
a citizen”. Accepting the penalty separates conscience from convenience. Yet the cost can be unjust. Satyendra Dubey, an 
engineer with the National Highways Authority, wrote to the Prime Minister’s Office in 2002 about corruption in highway 
contracts and was murdered in 2003. The Whistle Blowers Protection Act was passed in 2014 and has remained largely  
unused. A State that praises conscience but punishes it is teaching its officers to be silent.

The counter-argument deserves a serious hearing. Civil servants are not elected. If every official acted on private moral  
judgement, government would become a patchwork of personal preferences with no one answerable for the whole.  
Neutrality is itself a public good: an engineer caught between two quarrelling politicians serves the public by recording 
facts truthfully, not by taking sides. And conscience can be mistaken. Oliver Cromwell wrote to the Church of Scotland in 
1650: “I beseech you, in the bowels of Christ, think it possible you may be mistaken.” In the Bhagavad Gita, Arjuna’s  
conscience tells him not to fight at Kurukshetra, and Krishna answers that he must do his duty.

These objections do not defeat conscience; they discipline it. They also place an obligation on institutions. If a body wants 
officials to raise objections internally instead of leaking, it must record dissent notes and publish them in time. If it orders 
an inquiry into a police firing, as with the Justice Chauhan inquiry into the Leh firing, it must publish the report, or the 
inquiry becomes a way of burying the question. The Second Administrative Reforms Commission’s report on Ethics in  
Governance (2007) and Britain’s Nolan principles (1995) both ask for openness for this reason. A working right to  
information does the same thing, which is why an order exempting a police department from it does not survive long once 
it is exposed.

The Ponting jury did something unusual: it put a public verdict on one man’s conscience. Parliament’s reply was to take  
that choice away. A wiser State would have done the opposite and built a route through which a conscientious official  
could be heard before he needed a jury. Conscience begins as a private voice, but in public office it becomes a public trust. 
The official owes it to the public to speak, to explain and to pay the price when necessary. The public, in turn, owes the  
official a system in which doing so does not cost him his career or his life.

Built from today's cards: ‘Favour of the weak, fear of conscience’: a member of a multi-member body discovers a decision was taken in their 
name without them · A year after the Leh firing, the Justice Chauhan inquiry report is still unpublished
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ESSAY 2  ·  Essay · Section B  ·  6 min read

What uniformity gains in yield, it loses in resilience.
Themes: Agriculture and ecology · Science and society · Diversity and development

In 1845 a mould arrived in Ireland. Phytophthora infestans turned potatoes into black slime in the ground, and it spread so 
fast because much of the country depended on one crop and largely on one variety, the Lumper. The Lumper had been  
chosen for good reasons: it gave heavy yields on poor soil. It also had no defence against the blight. About a million people 
died over the next few years and about as many emigrated. Nothing about the Lumper was bad except its success. It had 
become so common that one pathogen could strike the whole country at once.

Uttar Pradesh has just lived through a smaller version of the same story. Co-0238, a sugarcane variety released by the  
Sugarcane Breeding Institute at Coimbatore in 2009, gave high yields and high sugar recovery and made the State India’s 
largest sugar producer. Mills and farmers planted it across most of their cane area. Then the red rot fungus evolved a form 
that broke its resistance, and the State’s sugar output fell from 126.4 lakh tonnes in 2019–20 to 89.5 lakh tonnes in 2025–
26. A new variety, Co-20016, has now been cleared. This essay argues that uniformity always sells the same bargain:  
efficiency today in exchange for fragility tomorrow. Standards are indispensable, but the wisdom lies in knowing where to 
standardise and where to protect variety.

The pattern runs through the history of agriculture. Ceylon was a great coffee exporter until coffee leaf rust appeared in  
1869 and destroyed its plantations within two decades; the island turned to tea. The Gros Michel banana, which filled  
Western markets in the early twentieth century, was wiped out commercially by Panama disease in the 1950s. Its  
replacement, the Cavendish, is now threatened by a new strain of the same fungus. In 1970 a leaf blight destroyed roughly 
15 per cent of the American maize crop because most hybrid maize shared a single cytoplasm that made it vulnerable. In 
each case, a crop was selected for yield and then planted so widely that it became a single target.

The same logic appears wherever systems are simplified for output. James C. Scott, in Seeing Like a State (1998), describes 
how eighteenth-century German foresters replaced mixed woods with neat rows of Norway spruce that were easy to 
count, tax and harvest. The first rotation was excellent. The second and third brought soil decline and pest outbreaks, and 
foresters coined a word, Waldsterben, for forest death. Finance learned the same lesson in 2008. Andrew Haldane of the 
Bank of England observed in 2009 that banks had come to hold similar assets and follow similar models, so that one shock 
hit all of them together, much as a disease moves through a monoculture. A system in which everyone is equally efficient 
can also be a system in which everyone fails together.

Literature  saw  the  human  version  first.  In  Aldous  Huxley’s  Brave  New  World  (1932),  the  World  State’s  motto  is  
“Community, Identity, Stability”. People are produced in standard batches, and the society is productive, peaceful and 
unable to imagine anything different. Biology gives the reason diversity matters. A population whose members differ 
carries, somewhere within it, the variation that may survive the next disease, drought or predator. Nikolai Vavilov  
understood this when he built a great collection of seeds at the Institute of Plant Industry in Leningrad. During the siege of 
the city in the Second World War, several of its scientists starved to death rather than eat the seeds they were guarding. 
They understood that a seed bank is an insurance policy against a future nobody can predict.

The case for uniformity is strong and should be stated plainly. Uniformity fed India. The high-yielding dwarf wheats that 
Norman Borlaug and Indian scientists brought to Punjab in the mid-1960s roughly doubled India’s wheat harvest within a 
few years and ended the humiliation of food aid under the American PL-480 programme. Borlaug himself, accepting the 
Nobel Peace Prize in 1970, called the green revolution a “temporary success” that had given mankind “a breathing space”. 
Uniformity also makes a nation possible in simpler ways. Britain’s railways adopted a single standard time in the 1840s so 
that timetables could be kept across the country. India adopted Indian Standard Time in 1906, though Bombay kept its  
own time until 1955. Project Unigauge, begun in 1992, converted railway lines to a single gauge so that goods need not be 
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unloaded at every break of gauge. From February 2027 the atomic clocks of the National Physical Laboratory will provide 
India’s only legal time. Nobody wants a diversity of clocks, weights or voltages.

Yet even these examples teach restraint. The Green Revolution’s narrow rice–wheat rotation in Punjab has drained  
groundwater so badly that the State passed a law in 2009 to delay paddy transplanting. The strength of a single legal time 
depends on having more than one way to deliver it, so that a failure in one satellite or cable does not stop banks and 
power grids. The lesson is not that uniformity is wrong. It is that uniformity is safe only when it is chosen deliberately and 
backed by something different.

The resolution lies in a distinction. Standardise the interfaces; diversify the substance. A common time, a common gauge, 
a common payments protocol and a common Constitution are the platforms on which variety can flourish safely. Seeds,  
crops, languages, institutions and ideas are different. They are the places where variety is itself the protection. For  
agriculture this means varietal replacement plans, so that no cane or wheat variety covers most of a region for too long, 
together with seed banks and mixed cropping. Millets and pulses, which resist drought better, matter more in a year when 
the monsoon is nearly 12 per cent below normal. For the State it means federalism and local experiment rather than one 
design everywhere. For culture it means what UNESCO’s Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity (2001) says: cultural 
diversity is “as necessary for humankind as biodiversity is for nature”.

India has always understood this  better than its  planners sometimes remember.  Its  unity was never meant to be  
uniformity, and the Constitution’s framers accepted many languages, legal regimes and schedules because a single  
template would have broken the country. The Lumper and Co-0238 were not failures of science. They were failures of  
forgetting that a harvest is also a bet on the future. Uniformity is useful for the next season. Resilience depends on 
keeping enough variety for the future, when conditions change and a single approach may fail.

Built from today's cards: Red-rot-resistant Co-20016 cleared for release as UP sugar output falls from 126.4 to 89.5 lakh tonnes · Legal 
Metrology (IST) Rules, 2026 make NPL’s atomic-clock time India’s only legal time from February 2027
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