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CURRENT AFFAIRS

NATIONAL CRIME RECORDS BUREAU
(NCRB) REPORT 2023

Context

The National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB)
released its Crime in India Report 2023 after a
two-year gap. The report highlights the rising role
of cybercrime, continued concerns over road
accidents, farmer suicides, and crimes against
vulnerable communities, while also reflecting
shifts in traditional violent crimes.

Overview and Trends

The 2023 NCRB report provides a
comprehensive account of crime patterns in India,
noting both increases in modern forms of crime
and slight declines in conventional violent crimes.

Key Highlights:
e Overall Crime Trend: Total crimes in

India increased by 7.2%, meaning one
crime was reported every five seconds.

e Cybercrime:

o Cases surged from 27,248 in 2018 to
86,420 in 2023.

o A sharp 31% rise was recorded
between 2022 (65,000 cases) and
2023.

o Major categories: fraud, financial
scams, and sexual exploitation
online.

o Cybercrime Hotspots: Karnataka
(leading in obscene content cases),
Telangana (18,236 cases), and Uttar
Pradesh.

e Road Accidents:

o Fatalities reached 1.73 lakh in 2023,
a 1.6% increase from 2022.

o Key causes: over-speeding (58.6%)
and rash driving/overtaking
(23.6%).

e Economic Offenses: Recorded a 6%
increase, with around 2.49 lakh cases
(cheating, fraud, counterfeit currency).
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e Crimes Against Foreigners: Jumped by
24%; Delhi topped the list with 63 cases.

e Farmer Suicides: 10,786 farmers and
agricultural workers died by suicide in
2023. Maharashtra and Karnataka
reported the highest numbers, followed by
Andhra Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, and
Tamil Nadu.

e Traditional Violent Crimes:
o Murder cases fell by 2.8%.
o Rape cases declined by 5.9%.

e Modern Offenses: Violations under the
Motor Vehicle Act grew by over 103%,
reflecting changing urban challenges.

Crimes Against Vulnerable Groups

The report highlights worrying increases in crimes
against socially vulnerable populations.

e Women: Crimes against women rose by
0.7%.

e Scheduled Castes (SCs): Crimes
increased by 0.4%.

e Scheduled Tribes (STs): Reported a sharp
rise of 28.8%, raising major concerns.

e Children: Cases went up by 9.2%, reaching
177,735 incidents in 2023.

o Highestincidence in Madhya Pradesh
and Maharashtra (around 22,000
cases each), followed by Uttar
Pradesh (18,000 cases).

o Major categories included trafficking,
online abuse, and cases under the
POCSO Act.

Analysis and Recommendations

The NCRB data underlines India’s evolving
criminal landscape, with digital crimes posing the
greatest challenge.

Challenges:

e Escalating cyber fraud and digital
exploitation.
e Capacity limitations in policing and
judicial handling of technology-driven
crimes.
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Vulnerability of rural and tribal
communities to exploitation.

Recommendations:

Strengthening cybersecurity
frameworks and digital infrastructure.

Police reforms with enhanced technical
training and forensic capabilities.

Public awareness and digital literacy
campaigns to prevent online fraud.

Public-Private Partnerships (PPP):
Collaboration between government
agencies, judiciary, technology firms, and
civil society for effective crime prevention.

Special focus on child protection, tribal
security, and farmer distress.

About the National Crime Records Bureau
(NCRB)

Establishment: Created in 1986.

Background: Set up on the
recommendations of the Tandon
Committee, National Police
Commission (NPC), and a Task Force
of the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA).

Controlling Ministry: Ministry of Home
Affairs, Government of India.

Headquarters: New Delhi.

Conclusion

The National Crime Records Bureau Report 2023
reflects a complex scenario where conventional
crimes decline but cybercrimes, economic frauds,
and vehicular violations surge, alongside rising
atrocities against vulnerable communities,
demanding systemic reforms, technological
policing, judicial efficiency, and participatory
governance.

ADB’s Growth Forecast for India

Forecast Update: The ADB lowered
India’s GDP growth projection for FY
2025-26.

Reason: The primary factor behind this
revision is the impact of US tariffs on
Indian goods, which may dampen trade
flows and investment sentiment.

Revised Growth Rate: The earlier
estimate of 6.7% growth has been cut to
6.5%.

Implications: While India continues to
remain among the fastest-growing major
economies, the revised forecast highlights
vulnerabilities linked to external trade
pressures.

ASIAN DEVELOPMENT BANK (ADB)
GROWTH FORECAST

Context

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has
revised India’s economic growth forecast for the
financial year 2025-26, reducing it slightly due to

global trade tensions. The revision comes against

the backdrop of tariffs imposed on India by the
United States, which are expected to affect
exports and growth momentum.

About the Asian Development Bank (ADB)

Establishment: Founded in 1966.
Headquarters: Manila, Philippines.

Purpose: To foster development and
poverty reduction across Asia and the
Pacific.

Membership: Total 69 members, out of
which:

o 49 members are from the Asia-
Pacific region.

o 20 members belong to other
regions, showing that ADB is not
restricted to Asian nations alone.

Functions:

o Provides loans, grants, equity
investments, and technical
assistance.

o Supports long-term infrastructure
and social development projects.

Focus Areas: Infrastructure, health,
education, water supply and sanitation,
climate change, and sustainable
development initiatives.

Related Development Banks
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Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank
(AllIB): Headquartered in Beijing, China,
focusing on infrastructure investment.

African Development Bank (AfDB):
Headquartered in Abidjan, Céte d'lvoire,
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a country known globally for being a major
cocoa producer.

Conclusion

The Asian Development Bank’s revised forecast
for India highlights how international trade
tensions, especially United States tariffs,
influence domestic growth. Though trimmed from
6.7% to 6.5%, India’s outlook remains robust,
necessitating stronger demand, diversified
exports, and competitive resilience.

REMISSION OF DUTIES AND TAXES ON
EXPORTED PRODUCTS (RODTEP)
SCHEME

Context

The Government of India has extended the
Remission of Duties and Taxes on Exported
Products (RODTEP) scheme up to March 31,
2026. This extension is aimed at providing
continued support to exporters by reducing
hidden costs, thereby strengthening India’s global
trade competitiveness.

About the RODTEP Scheme

e Launch: Introduced in 2021, to promote
Indian exports by neutralising all
unrefunded central, state, and local duties
and taxes incurred during the manufacture
and distribution of exported products.

e Suspension and Revival: Temporarily
paused after its initial rollout, the scheme
was reintroduced in early 2025.

e Full Form: Remission of Duties and
Taxes on Exported Products.

e Objective: To refund embedded taxes and
duties that exporters incur but cannot
otherwise claim, making Indian exports
more price-competitive.

Mechanism of the Scheme
o Refundable Taxes Covered:
o Fuel taxes.
o Electricity duties.

o Stamp duties and other embedded
levies.

e Mode of Benefit: Exporters receive
refunds through transferable electronic

scrips, which can be used for payment of
basic customs duties.

e WTO Compliance:

o RODTEP replaced MEIS, which was
struck down by the World Trade
Organization (WTO) for violating
subsidy norms.

o Unlike MEIS, RODTEP is fully WTO-
compliant, ensuring India avoids
trade disputes while continuing to
support exporters.

Administration and Budgetary Support

e Administering Ministry: Ministry of
Finance.

e Nodal Department: Department of
Revenue.

e Budgetary Allocation: Around ¥15,000
crore was earmarked for RODTEP in
2023-24, reflecting the government’s
strong focus on boosting export-led
growth.

Importance of the Scheme

e Enhances competitiveness of Indian
goods in global markets.

e Ensures level playing field by
neutralizing hidden domestic taxes not
refunded through other mechanisms.

e Supports export diversification and
strengthens India’s position in
international supply chains.

e Provides predictability for exporters with
the scheme now extended till 2026.

Conclusion

The Remission of Duties and Taxes on Exported
Products scheme reflects India’s strategy to
maintain WTO compliance while supporting
exporters by offsetting hidden levies. Its extension
until March 2026 ensures policy stability, investor
confidence, and globally competitive trade
practices.

TRUMP’S GAZA PEACE PLAN
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Context

India’s Prime Minister endorsed Donald Trump’s
20-point Gaza Peace Proposal, viewing it as a
route to lasting West Asian stability. Focused on
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ceasefire, hostage release, governance reforms,
and Gaza’s reconstruction, the plan enjoys Arab
and Western backing as a diplomatic framework.

About the Gaza Peace Plan

A diplomatic initiative aimed at ending, the
2023-25 Israel-Hamas war.

Envisions the transformation of Gaza into
a “New Gaza” special economic zone,
overseen by an international monitoring
body until Palestinian governance reforms
are completed.

Designed to combine ceasefire,
disarmament, and reconstruction, with
conditional steps toward Palestinian
statehood.

Key Features of the Plan

Immediate Ceasefire: Israel to suspend
military operations once Hamas consents;
battle lines will remain frozen to maintain
stability.

Hostage—-Prisoner Swap: Hamas to
release all hostages (living and deceased)
within 72 hours; Israel to release more
than 2,000 Palestinian detainees.

No Forced Displacement: Palestinians
will not be expelled from Gaza, protecting
demographic balance and human rights.

Exclusion of Hamas: Hamas will not

have any role in future governance. Its
members can disarm in exchange for

amnesty or safe passage abroad.

Board of Peace: An international
oversight body led by Donald Trump and
Tony Blair to manage Gaza’s governance
and reconstruction.

International Stabilisation Force: A
multinational force, including Arab
participation, will maintain peace and train
Palestinian security forces.

Economic Zone: Gaza to be rebuilt as a
special economic hub, with preferential
trade access and aid-driven development.

Conditional Statehood: A political
pathway to Palestinian statehood will open
once the Palestinian Authority (PA)
undertakes governance reforms and
ensures security guarantees.

Significance of the Plan

Ceasefire Mechanism: Immediate
reduction in civilian deaths and
destruction.

Hostage Resolution: Addresses a core
humanitarian issue, building trust.

Regional and Global Support: Backing
by Arab states, EU, and India lends
multilateral legitimacy.

Reconstruction Priority: Focuses on
rebuilding homes, infrastructure, and the
economy.

International Oversight: Reduces
mistrust through global monitoring of aid
and governance.

Challenges

Hamas’ Acceptance: Radical elements
may reject disarmament or exclusion from
governance.

Israeli Scepticism: Israel worries about
security risks and doubts the Palestinian
Authority’s ability to govern.

Implementation Hurdles: Complexities in
prisoner swaps, aid distribution, and
ceasefire compliance.

Political Divisions: Tensions between
Hamas and the PA could block smooth
governance.

Unclear Statehood Timeline: Absence of
a fixed roadmap for Palestinian
sovereignty risks prolonged
dissatisfaction.

Way Forward

Consensus-Building: Greater
involvement of the U.S., UN, and Arab
nations to ensure compliance.

Stronger Oversight: Transparent
monitoring of aid delivery and ceasefire by
UN agencies and Arab partners.

Palestinian Reforms: Strengthening the
PA, empowering civil institutions, and
ensuring inclusive governance.

Two-State Linkage: Gaza’s
reconstruction must be tied to the larger
goal of a viable two-state solution for
enduring peace.

Conclusion
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The Gaza Peace Plan offers a unique diplomatic
opportunity in West Asia but is precarious without
Hamas’ consent and Israel’s security guarantees.
Sustainable peace requires an inclusive
framework balancing Palestinian statehood,
Israeli security, humanitarian relief,
reconstruction, and political reform.

TRENDS IN INDIA’S DAIRY SECTOR

Context

India continues to maintain its top position in
global milk production, contributing nearly 25% of
the world’s supply. The dairy sector forms a vital
pillar of the Indian economy, contributing around
5% to GDP and supporting the livelihoods of over
8 crore farmers. Over the past decade, milk
production has risen by 63.56%, reflecting strong
growth, inclusivity, and technological progress.

Rising Production

e Milk output has grown consistently, from
146.3 million tonnes (MT) in 2014-15 to
239.3 MT in 2023-24.

e This reflects a compound annual growth
rate (CAGR) of 5.7%, positioning India
well ahead of other global producers.

Per Capita Availability

e Milk availability has increased by 48% in
the last decade.

e Current availability stands at 471
grams/person/day, much higher than the
global average of 322
grams/person/day, improving nutritional
security in India.

Bovine Productivity

e India has recorded a 27.39% rise in
bovine productivity (2014—-22), the
highest growth rate worldwide.

e Initiatives such as the Rashtriya Gokul
Mission and improved breeding practices
have played a key role.

Women’s Role in Dairy

o Nearly 70% of the workforce in the dairy
sector are women.

e Over 48,000 women-led dairy
cooperatives highlight the sector’s
contribution to gender empowerment
and inclusive growth.

e Dairy cooperatives also strengthen Self-
Help Groups (SHGs) and rural
livelihoods.

Technological Adoption

e More than 565 lakh Artificial
Insemination (Al) procedures and
deployment of 38,000+ MAITRIs (Multi-
purpose Artificial Insemination
Technicians in Rural India) have
transformed livestock management.

e Modern technologies such as In-Vitro
Fertilisation (IVF), sex-sorted semen,
and progeny testing are improving
genetic quality and productivity.

White Revolution 2.0

e Focuses on sustainability, cooperative
expansion, and farmer-centric growth.

e Plans to set up 75,000 new dairy
cooperatives across India.

e By 2028-29, procurement is targeted to
scale up to 1007 lakh kg/day.

e Emphasis on climate-resilient dairy
farming and value addition to strengthen
India’s role as the dairy hub of the world.

Conclusion

The dairy sector represents India’s largest self-
sustaining rural enterprise, combining
nutritional security with employment generation
and inclusive growth. With rising production,
strong cooperative models, and women’s
leadership, India is moving towards a White
Revolution 2.0, ensuring both global leadership
in dairy and grassroots empowerment for rural
communities.

The Wassenaar Arrangement
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Context

The Wassenaar Arrangement (WA) is under
pressure to reform as its 1990s-era export-control
framework is struggling to regulate cloud
services, SaaS models, Al, and digital
surveillance technologies, which often escape
traditional arms-control mechanisms.

What is the Wassenaar Arrangement?

e A multilateral export control regime for
conventional arms and dual-use
goods/technologies.
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e Established: 1996 in Wassenaar,
Netherlands (successor to CoCom, the
Cold War export control system).

e Nature: Not a treaty — voluntary,
consensus-based coordination
mechanism.

e HQ: Vienna, Austria with a small
permanent Secretariat.

Purpose and Objectives

e Transparency & Responsibility:
Promote responsible transfer of arms and
sensitive tech.

e Security Goal: Prevent diversion to
terrorists, rogue states, or WMD
proliferation networks.

e Balance: Maintain equilibrium between
national security concerns and legitimate
trade/innovation.

Membership
e 42 States including:

o Major Powers: US, UK, France,
Germany, Russia, Japan.

o Emerging Economies: India, South
Africa, Mexico, South Korea.

e Decisions taken by consensus — each
state retains national discretion.

Key Features
1. Control Lists
o Dual-Use Goods & Technologies List.
o Munitions List.
2. Information Exchange

o Members share data on arms
transfers and denials every 6 months.

3. Cyber Inclusion (2013 onwards):

o Expanded to include intrusion
software, cyber-surveillance tools.

e Membership boosted India’s credentials
for high-technology trade with advanced
economies.

Issues and Challenges

e Outdated Framework: Still designed for
physical goods — less effective for digital-
era controls.

e Cloud & SaaS Loopholes: Services can
be delivered without crossing physical
borders, escaping scrutiny.

e Al & Surveillance Tech: Difficult to
classify and regulate within old control
lists.

e Lack of Enforcement: Voluntary nature
makes compliance uneven.

e Geopolitical Divergence: Rivalries
among members (US vs Russia, etc.)
slow reform efforts.

Conclusion

The Wassenaar Arrangement remains a crucial
multilateral framework for controlling arms and
dual-use technologies, yet its outdated physical-
export focus limits effectiveness in the digital era,
necessitating reforms to address Al, cloud
services, and cyber-surveillance challenges.

PANDA DIPLOMACY

India and the Wassenaar Arrangement

e Joined in 2017, strengthening India’s
position in global non-proliferation
architecture.

e Integrated WA control lists into its
SCOMET framework (Special Chemicals,
Organisms, Materials, Equipment and
Technologies).
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Context

Panda Diplomacy refers to China’s distinctive
practice of using giant pandas as instruments of
soft power to enhance its diplomatic ties and
global image. Rooted in ancient Chinese history,
it gained modern significance when Beijing began
employing pandas to foster goodwill, economic
cooperation, and strategic influence.

Historical Background

This practice began in the Tang Dynasty (7th
century CE), when Empress Wu Zetian sent
pandas to Japan as a goodwill gesture. In
contemporary history, it reemerged during the
Cold War under Mao Zedong.

Example: In 1972, after U.S. President Richard
Nixon'’s visit to China, two pandas—Ling-Ling and
Hsing-Hsing—were sent to the Smithsonian’s
National Zoo, symbolizing renewed U.S.—China
relations and friendship.
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Shift from Gifts to Loans (Post-1980)

In the 1980s, China shifted from gifting to loaning
pandas through structured agreements,
integrating soft power with conservation and
revenue goals.

e Loan Model: Recipient nations pay
substantial annual fees (often around USD
1 million) for 10-year loans.

® Research & Revenue: Zoos gain from
higher visitor numbers, while China keeps
ownership and genetic rights,
emphasizing conservation control.
This model allowed China to frame panda
exchanges as international scientific
cooperation rather than political offerings.

Strategic and Geopolitical Use

Panda Diplomacy also supports China’s global
strategy, linking panda loans to political or
economic objectives.

e Resource Diplomacy: Pandas are often
sent to nations with key natural resources,
such as uranium or energy reserves,
including Canada, France, and Australia.

e Diplomatic Messaging: Pandas often
arrive when bilateral relations improve and
may be recalled if ties deteriorate.

e Soft Power Projection: The panda helps
China project an image of harmony,
environmental responsibility, and
cooperation.

Contemporary Relevance and Developments
In the 21st century, Panda Diplomacy mirrors
China’s global reach and evolving international
relations.

e Symbol of Cooperation: Pandas now live
in zoos across Asia, Europe, North
America, and Latin America.

e Recent Context: Latin America’s only giant
panda, at Mexico City’s Chapultepec Zoo,
recently turned 35—a rare survivor from
the earlier gift era. Its story marks the end
of a symbolic chapter in Panda
Diplomacy.

e Geopolitical Trends: China now aligns
panda loans with its Belt and Road
Initiative and other strategic partnerships.

Cultural and Economic Impact
Pandas attract major public interest, boosting

tourism, cultural exchange, and conservation
funding.

Zoos with pandas often record peak attendance,
while collaborative breeding and research efforts
support global panda conservation. The panda
continues to represent peace, harmony, and
friendship in international relations.

Challenges and Criticism
Despite its value in diplomacy, Panda Diplomacy
faces scrutiny:

e High Costs: Zoos incur massive expenses
for care, facilities, and loan payments.

e Political Usage: Critics see it as a tool for
influencing or rewarding foreign
governments.

e FEthical Issues: Concerns persist over the
morality of using endangered species for
political symbolism and their welfare in
captivity.

Conclusion

Panda Diplomacy remains a hallmark of China’s
soft power—bridging culture, conservation, and
diplomacy. From ancient gifts to structured loans,
the panda endures as an emblem of peace and
partnership. Yet, its future impact will depend on
balancing foreign policy ambitions with ethical
conservation and mutual global cooperation.

INDIA-BHUTAN RAIL CONNECTIVITY
2024 PROJECT

WWwWw.raceias.com

Context

India and Bhutan have embarked on their first-
ever railway connectivity initiative, marking a
milestone in bilateral cooperation, trade, and
regional integration. The project reflects India’s
Neighbourhood First policy and Bhutan’s goal of
improving access to global markets, reinforcing
mutual trust and partnership.

About the Project

The India—Bhutan Rail Connectivity 2024 Project
establishes the first railway link between the two
nations. It demonstrates India’s commitment to
regional connectivity and Bhutan’s pursuit of
sustainable economic growth.

Key Highlights:

e Nature: First cross-border rail link
connecting India and Bhutan.
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e Objective: To enable smoother trade,
tourism, and cultural exchange while
deepening socio-economic ties.

e Length: Around 89 km, covering two
critical routes across the border.

Proposed Rail Corridors

e Kokrajhar (Assam) — Gelephu (Bhutan):
Connects Gelephu, Bhutan’s planned
“Economic Hub,” with Kokrajhar. This
corridor promotes trade and tourism in the
northeast under India’s Act East Policy.

e Banarhat (West Bengal) — Samtse
(Bhutan): Links Samtse with Banarhat in
the Dooars region. It enhances Bhutan’s
access to Indian trade routes and
supports agriculture and forest product
exports.

Strategic and Economic Significance
e For Bhutan:

e Provides link to India’s vast rail
network and global trade routes via
Indian ports.

e Cuts logistics costs, improving trade
and tourism prospects.

e For India:

e Reinforces strategic presence in the
Himalayas.

e Strengthens its role as Bhutan’s
principal development partner.

e Advances India’s Act East and
Neighbourhood First agendas.

Financial and Development Cooperation
India continues to be Bhutan’s top development
partner.

e Funding: 1,000 crore pledged for
Bhutan’s 13th Five-Year Plan (2024—
2029), focusing on connectivity and
infrastructure.

e Capacity Building: Technical and logistical
aid for railway and allied projects.

Complementary Connectivity Initiatives

e Jagighopa Inland Waterway Terminal
(Assam): Enables Bhutan to access sea
ports like Kolkata and Haldia.

e Road and Air Links: Ongoing projects
under the Bhutan-India Friendship

cooperation boost cross-border mobility
and trade.

Hydropower Cooperation

Hydropower remains central to Indo—Bhutan
relations.

Major joint ventures include:

e Chukha (336 MW), operational since 1988.
e Tala (1,020 MW), launched in 2006.

e Mangdechhu (720 MW), inaugurated in
2019.

e Kurichhu and Punatsangchhu projects
further expand renewable energy ties.
These ventures supply clean electricity to
India and support Bhutan’s economy.

Geopolitical and Regional Importance

e Strengthens India’s strategic depth and
counters external influence in the
Himalayan region.

e Promotes regional cooperation through
BIMSTEC and BBIN frameworks.

e Integrates eco-friendly practices,
supporting Bhutan’s carbon-neutral goals.

Conclusion

The India—Bhutan Rail Connectivity 2024 Project
represents a transformative partnership blending
infrastructure, sustainability, and diplomacy. It
embodies shared prosperity, regional stability,
and long-term friendship, ushering in a new era of
South Asian integration and growth.

POLAND JOINS NATO’S FUEL NETWORK
PIPELINE
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Context

Poland has formally joined NATO’s Fuel Network
Pipeline System—an important move to boost
Europe’s defense logistics and energy security.
The development enhances NATO’s readiness
and coordination amid rising regional tensions,
particularly in Eastern Europe.

About NATO and Poland’s Role

Founded in 1949, the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) is a collective defense
alliance promoting political and military
cooperation. As of 2024, it includes 32 nations,
with Sweden and Finland among the latest
members.

Poland joined in 1999, shifting from the former

Page 8 of 64




Warsaw Pact to become a key NATO contributor
in strategic planning, defense infrastructure, and
joint exercises.

NATO’s Fuel Network (CEPS)

The NATO Central Europe Pipeline System
(CEPS) is one of the largest military fuel logistics
networks in the world.

e Purpose: Provides secure and
uninterrupted fuel delivery to NATO
airbases, facilities, and troops during
peace or conflict.

e Dual-Use Role: Serves both military
and—occasionally—civilian energy needs.

e Coverage: Extends across Belgium,
France, Germany, Luxembourg, and the
Netherlands, with thousands of kilometers
of pipelines and numerous depots
supporting operational readiness.

Poland’s Inclusion

Poland’s entry expands CEPS eastward,
connecting a German pipeline extension directly
into Polish territory.

e Ensures steady fuel supply to Polish
bases and NATO forces deployed in
Eastern Europe.

e Enhances readiness along NATO'’s
eastern flank, including borders shared
with Russia and Belarus.

e Supports military operations hosted at
major training and logistics centers within
Poland.

Strategic Importance
e For NATO:

e Boosts logistical efficiency and
reduces reliance on longer, riskier
transport routes.

e Strengthens deterrence and quick-
response capacity in Eastern Europe.

e For Poland:

e Elevates its role as a strategic hub
within the alliance.

e Guarantees reliable military fuel supply
and aligns with its defense
modernization efforts.

Regional Security Context
The expansion comes in response to ongoing
instability caused by the Russia—Ukraine conflict.

e Poland’s strategic location near Ukraine
and Belarus positions it as a frontline
NATO state.

e The new fuel network ensures resilience
against supply disruptions and supports
Poland’s leading role in NATO’s eastern
defense posture and Ukraine assistance
efforts.

Economic and Technological Dimensions

e Promotes European cross-border energy
and defense cooperation.

e Incorporates advanced safety and
monitoring systems to ensure
environmental and operational reliability.

e Encourages investment in infrastructure
and supports EU energy diversification
goals by strengthening internal fuel
logistics.

Conclusion

Poland’s integration into NATO’s Fuel Network
Pipeline marks a major upgrade in European
defense capability. It solidifies NATO’s energy
resilience, enhances regional security, and
strengthens Poland’s status as a key logistics hub
in the alliance’s eastern front—reflecting NATO’s
unity, preparedness, and collective strength.

STABLE COINS
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Context

India’s Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
emphasized the need for comprehensive
strategies to regulate stable coins, reflecting
global concerns over their growing influence in
the digital economy. As their use rises in
international transactions, nations are assessing
both their benefits for cross-border payments and
risks to financial stability.

Definition

Stable coins are privately issued digital assets
designed to maintain a steady value by being
pegged to tangible assets such as fiat currency,
commodities, or baskets of assets. Unlike volatile
cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin, they aim for price
stability, making them suitable for daily payments,
trade, and remittances.
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How They Work

Each stable coin unit represents a fixed value of
an underlying asset—such as the U.S. Dollar,
Euro, or Gold. The issuer maintains collateral
reserves (cash, bonds, or assets) ensuring that
the coin can be redeemed at a stable rate. This
backing mechanism protects users from extreme
price volatility.

Types of Stable Coins

e Fiat-Collateralized: Backed by traditional
currencies kept in reserves (e.g., Tether—
USDT, USD Coin-USDC).

e Crypto-Collateralized: Backed by other
cryptocurrencies, often over-collateralized
(e.g., DAI).

e Commodity-Backed: Pegged to assets
like gold (e.g., PAX Gold-PAXG).

e Algorithmic: Use supply-demand
algorithms instead of reserves (e.g.,
TerraUSD-UST), though prone to
instability.

Global Context and Regulation

The global stable coin market is valued at over
$130 billion. Regulators highlight issues like
insufficient transparency, weak reserve practices,
and potential misuse.

e EU: Introduced MiCA (Markets in Crypto-
Assets) regulation.

e U.S.: Working on federal legislation for
reserve and consumer protection.

e G20/FSB: Developing a coordinated
global framework for oversight.

India’s Position
India adopts a cautious approach toward privately
issued digital assets.

e Finance Minister’'s Stand: Advocates
global coordination for managing risks.

o RBI's Role: Prefers developing its own
Central Bank Digital Currency (CBDC) as
a safe alternative.

e Policy Focus: Evaluating impacts on
capital flow, monetary control, and
national financial security.

Benefits and Risks

e Benefits: Stable value, faster cross-
border transactions, improved financial

inclusion, and support for decentralized
finance (DeFi).

o Risks: Reserve opacity, regulatory gaps,
systemic collapse (as in Terra-Luna
2022), and threats to monetary
sovereignty.

Future Outlook

Stable coins are expected to play a larger role in
global finance, provided strong regulatory
mechanisms ensure transparency and consumer
trust. India supports G20-wide norms to balance
innovation with stability, seeing regulated stable
coins and CBDCs as crucial to the future of
secure digital finance.

Conclusion

Stable coins combine currency stability with
blockchain efficiency, but their rapid expansion
demands international governance. India’s
proactive engagement highlights the need for
responsible innovation that safeguards financial
integrity while embracing digital transformation.

CLEAN ENERGY AND CLIMATE FINANCE
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Context

India has emerged as a global leader in
renewable energy, advancing solar and wind
investments in line with its Paris Agreement
goals. As global discussions increasingly highlight
the role of climate finance, India is focusing on
sustainable funding, innovative instruments like
Green Bonds, and global partnerships to drive its
clean energy transition.

India’s Clean Energy Leadership

India ranks third globally in solar power
generation, after China and the U.S., with
renewables contributing about 5% of its economy.
The sector generates substantial employment
and signals a decisive move toward low-carbon
development. India aims to meet 50% of its
energy needs through non-fossil sources by 2030
and achieve net-zero emissions by 2070.

Financial Needs and Investment Challenges
Reaching these targets requires about USD 5
trillion by 2030 across sectors like renewable
power, electric mobility, and grid modernization.
Mobilizing such capital demands a blend of
domestic financing, foreign investments, and
stable policy frameworks to mitigate risk and
attract investors.
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Green Bonds: Key Instrument

Green Bonds are dedicated financial tools for
funding eco-friendly projects. India’s sovereign
green bond program channels funds into
renewable energy and emission-reduction
projects, reinforcing transparency and
accountability. It also aligns with India’s
leadership in the G20 Sustainable Finance
framework (2023).

Global Climate Finance and India’s Role
Under the UNFCCC, developed nations pledged
USD 100 billion annually for developing
countries—targets yet unmet. India upholds the
principle of Common but Differentiated
Responsibilities (CBDR), urging developed
economies to take greater responsibility. Through
initiatives like the International Solar Alliance
(ISA) and Coalition for Disaster Resilient
Infrastructure (CDRI), India actively shapes global
climate governance.

Economic and Social Impact

Clean energy expansion empowers rural
communities via decentralized power systems,
creates green jobs, drives domestic
manufacturing under Make in India, and improves
air quality and health outcomes.

Policy and Institutional Support

India’s progress in clean energy is supported by
an evolving institutional and regulatory
ecosystem.

e National Solar Mission (2010): Aimed at
achieving large-scale solar capacity and
lowering the cost of solar power.

o National Hydrogen Mission: Focuses on
producing green hydrogen as a future
clean fuel alternative.

e Production Linked Incentive (PLI)
Scheme: Encourages domestic
manufacturing of high-efficiency solar
modules and battery storage systems.

e State-Level Initiatives: Various states,
such as Gujarat, Tamil Nadu, and
Rajasthan, have launched renewable
energy parks and policy incentives for
private investment.

Challenges and Opportunities

Major hurdles include a $5 trillion funding gap,
high technology costs, grid integration limits, and
policy uncertainty. Yet these challenges also

invite innovation, private investment, and global
collaboration in clean energy finance.

Conclusion

India’s clean energy transition blends growth with
sustainability, using financial innovation and
partnerships to reach ambitious climate goals.
Achieving the $5 trillion target will require a
unified national and global effort—turning
environmental responsibility into a long-term
economic opportunity and a foundation for
resilient, green growth.

THE CRYO BANK INITIATIVE
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Context

Coral reefs, often called “rainforests of the sea,”
are under severe threat due to ocean warming,
acidification, and pollution. To combat mass coral
loss, scientists have launched the Cryo Bank
Initiative—a pioneering project that uses
cryopreservation to store coral genetic material,
ensuring their survival and restoration in the
future.

Concept and Purpose
The Cryo Bank is a facility that preserves coral
seeds or larvae at ultra-low temperatures.

e Objective: To conserve coral biodiversity
and enable future reef restoration.

o Cryopreserved larvae can later be revived,
regrown, and reintroduced if wild coral
populations collapse.

This approach acts as a biological
“insurance policy” for coral ecosystems,
revolutionizing marine conservation.

Location and Significance

The first Southeast Asian Cryo Bank is
established in the Philippines, within the Coral
Triangle—a region hosting nearly 75% of the
world’s coral species. It safeguards marine
biodiversity crucial to regional livelihoods,
fisheries, and coastal protection. Its strategic
location places conservation efforts at the center
of one of the Earth’s most climate-sensitive
zones.

Cryopreservation Technique (Science Behind
It)

The initiative employs the Vitrification plus Laser
Warming method:
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1. Cryoprotectants: Prevent ice crystal
formation during freezing.

2. Liquid Nitrogen Freezing: Rapid cooling to
—196°C, maintaining cellular integrity.

3. Laser Warming: Gradual thawing restores
coral larvae for reintroduction.
This process merges cryobiology with
marine restoration science.

International Collaboration

Led by the Philippines with support from Taiwan,
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand, the initiative
fosters regional unity in combating coral loss. It
aligns with the UN Decade on Ecosystem
Restoration (2021-2030), promoting global
cooperation in marine biodiversity conservation.

Ecological Role of Coral Reefs
e Habitat for nearly 25% of marine species.
e Act as natural coastal barriers.
e Support fisheries and tourism.

e Contribute to carbon regulation and
climate balance.

Challenges
e Coral cell sensitivity during freezing.
e Symbiotic algae interference.
e Limited species successfully preserved.

e High costs and infrastructure
requirements.
Addressing these challenges requires
further research, funding, and capacity
building.
Future Prospects
The Cryo Bank could serve as a global model for
coral restoration and genetic preservation. It
ensures coral diversity, accelerates reef recovery,
and enhances public awareness about ocean
conservation.

Conclusion

The Cryo Bank Initiative combines cutting-edge
cryogenic technology with ecological
commitment. By “freezing biodiversity for the
future,” it offers a blueprint for protecting coral
reefs—the lifelines of marine ecosystems—and
symbolizes global hope in the fight against
climate-induced extinction.

THE STATE OF SOCIAL JUSTICE 2025
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Context

The International Labour Organization (ILO)
released its landmark report “The State of Social
Justice: A Work in Progress (2025)” ahead of the
Second World Summit for Social
Development, commemorating three decades
since the 1995 Copenhagen Summit. The report
provides a comprehensive assessment of how far
the world has progressed in ensuring justice,
equality, and inclusion since 1995.

The State of Social Justice 2025

The ILO report serves as a global evaluation of
social and economic justice achieved over the
past thirty years. It highlights the advances made
in reducing poverty and improving welfare while
pointing out enduring disparities that continue to
divide societies.

Key Pillars of Social Justice

The report identifies four foundational pillars
essential for achieving true social justice:

1. Human Rights and Capabilities:
Guaranteeing basic freedoms, equality,
and universal social protection for all
individuals.

2. Equal Access to Opportunities:
Eliminating structural barriers in
education, employment, and fair wages to
enable inclusive growth.

3. Fair Distribution of Benefits: Ensuring
equitable sharing of the gains of economic
development among all social groups.

4. Fair Transitions: Managing
environmental, digital, and demographic
transformations in a manner that leaves
no one behind.

Global Progress and Achievements

Over three decades, the world has made notable
progress in several areas:

e Extreme poverty declined sharply—from
39% in 1995 to 10% in 2025.

e Child labour (ages 5-14) reduced from
250 million to 106 million.

e Working poverty dropped from 28% to
7%, showing better employment
outcomes.
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e Social protection coverage now reaches
over half of the global population, a
significant expansion in social safety nets.

These achievements reflect the collective global
effort toward creating a fairer, more inclusive
world.

Inequalities

Despite progress, deep inequities remain
entrenched:

e The top 1% of earners control 20% of
global income and 38% of total wealth.

e The gender pay gap persists—women
earn only 78% of men’s wages; at this
rate, closing the gap could take five
decades or more.

e Geographical inequality endures, with
55% of income disparities linked to one’s
country of birth.

e Trust in institutions—governments,
unions, and corporations—has declined
since the 1980s, owing to perceptions of
unfairness and unequal rewards.

Trends and Progress in India

India’s development mirrors the global themes of
the report, combining strong social gains with
structural challenges:

e Poverty Reduction: India’s
multidimensional poverty rate dropped
from 29% (2013-14) to 11% (2022-23).

o Education Growth: The secondary
school completion rate touched 79% in
2024, while female literacy rose to 77%.

e Social Protection: Flagship initiatives like
PM-KISAN, Ayushman Bharat, and e-
Shram expanded inclusion, covering over
55 crore unorganised workers.

e Labour Market: Despite reforms,
informality persists—over 80% of India’s
workforce still operates outside formal
contracts.

e Gender Participation: Female labour
force participation stands at 37% (PLFS
2024-25)—below the global average,
aligning with ILO’s findings on structural
inequality.

Major Areas of Improvement
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The past decade has seen tangible improvements
in multiple sectors:

e Human Development: Expansion of
literacy, digital access, and healthcare
through initiatives like Skill India and
PMKVY.

e Child Labour Reduction: Strengthened
through the National Child Labour
Project (NCLP) and education-linked
incentives.

e Social Security Expansion: Broader
reach of pension, maternity, and
insurance schemes under the Social
Security Code, 2020.

e Digital Inclusion: The JAM Trinity (Jan
Dhan—Aadhaar—Mobile) has reduced
leakages, improving equitable resource
delivery.

Challenges Identified by the ILO

The report also highlights key obstacles to global
and national progress:
e Rising Inequality: The wealth gap
continues to expand, with limited
redistributive mechanisms.

e Informal Employment: Over 58% of
global workers lack formal protection or
labour rights.

e Gender and Birth Bias: Around 71% of
income outcomes are still determined by
birth circumstances.

e Eroding Institutional Trust: Perceptions
of unfair governance threaten democratic
legitimacy.

e Transition Challenges: Digital divides,
ageing populations, and climate change
risks may further intensify inequality.

ILO’s Policy Recommendations

To advance toward a fairer and more inclusive
world, the ILO proposes a multi-dimensional
policy framework:

1. Mainstream Social Justice: Integrate
equity considerations into fiscal, trade,
climate, and health policies.

2. Rebuild Trust in Institutions: Strengthen
transparency, accountability, and
participatory governance.
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3. Invest in Human Capital: Broaden
access to education, digital skills, and
lifelong learning.

4. Universal Social Protection: Guarantee
minimum income, portable benefits, and
fair wages for all workers.

5. Ensure Fair Transitions: Support
workers during environmental and digital
transformations through reskilling and
social safety nets.

6. Enhance Global Cooperation: Reinforce
multilateral systems to address inequality,
migration, and global crises collectively.

Conclusion

The ILO’s State of Social Justice 2025 presents
a dual reality, while humanity has achieved
historic progress in education, health, and
economic growth, inequality and mistrust
persist as major barriers. The future of social
development lies in embedding fairness,
inclusion, and transparency into every aspect
of policy and governance.

For both India and the global community, true
social justice will be realized only when growth
translates into shared dignity, equal
opportunity, and institutional trust, the
enduring foundations of a just and humane
society.

PASSIVE EUTHANASIA IN INDIA

Context

The recent debate in the United Kingdom over
the Terminally lll Adults (End of Life) Bill, 2025
has revived a global ethical discussion on the
right to die with dignity. For India, the issue is not
about introducing active euthanasia but about
strengthening the existing framework for
passive euthanasia — ensuring that it is humane,
transparent, and accessible to those in need.

Passive Euthanasia

Definition: Passive euthanasia refers to the
withdrawal or withholding of life-sustaining
treatment for a terminally ill patient when medical
recovery is no longer possible. This allows death
to occur naturally, avoiding unnecessary
suffering.

Purpose: The concept aims to safeguard a
patient’s right to die with dignity, preventing
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prolonged agony in cases where life support
serves no curative purpose. It recognises
autonomy and compassion as central to medical
ethics.

Legal Evolution and Key Judgments

Early Position:

Until 2011, euthanasia was entirely prohibited in
India, and attempt to suicide was punishable
under Section 309 of the Indian Penal Code
(IPC).

Aruna Shanbaug v. Union of India (2011):

e Recognised passive euthanasia under
strict judicial supervision.

e Allowed withdrawal of life supportin
exceptional cases, subject to High Court
approval.

e Differentiated between active (illegal) and
passive (conditionally legal) euthanasia.

o Affirmed that a life without dignity does
not fall within the constitutional protection
of Article 21.

Common Cause v. Union of India (2018):

e Declared that the Right to Die with
Dignity is an integral part of Article 21 —
Right to Life.

e Legalised Advance Medical Directives
(Living Wills), allowing individuals to
record their end-of-life choices.

e Established comprehensive guidelines for
authorising passive euthanasia.

Present Legal Framework
Advance Directive (Living Will):

e Any adult of sound mind can prepare a
living will stating when medical treatment
should be withheld.

e It must be signed in front of two witnesses
and attested by a Judicial Magistrate
First Class (JMFC).

Medical Board Evaluation:

e A hospital forms a primary medical
board of three senior doctors to certify
that the patient’s condition is irreversible.

e The decision is reviewed by a secondary
board led by the Chief Medical Officer
(CMO) of the district.
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Magisterial Oversight:

The JMFC verifies the authenticity of the
living will and the medical opinion before
authorising withdrawal of life support.

In Absence of Living Will:

Family members or the attending doctors
may approach the court for permission,
which follows the same two-tier medical
evaluation.

Simplification by Supreme Court (January

2023):

Removed the need for district collector
approval.

Empowered hospital-level ethics
committees to authorise decisions.

Retained the two-board review to
prevent misuse or coercion.

Why the Current System Falls Short

Administrative Delays: Multi-layered
clearance procedures often defeat the
purpose of providing timely relief to
terminally ill patients.

Low Awareness: Both the public and
many medical practitioners remain
unaware of the procedure for recording or
implementing living wills.

Emotional and Ethical Burden: Families
experience moral guilt and financial
pressure, discouraging formal consent.

Institutional Gaps: Many hospitals lack
ethics committees or trained palliative-
care units to implement the law fairly.

Legal Uncertainty: Doctors often hesitate
to act, fearing criminal liability under IPC
or medical negligence laws.

Ethical and Constitutional Dimensions

Right to Dignity: The Supreme Court’s
interpretation of Article 21 includes the
right to live — and die — with dignity, free
from prolonged suffering.

Ethical Balance: Passive euthanasia
reflects the principles of autonomy
(respect for patient choice) and non-
maleficence (avoiding harm).

Judicial Caution: Courts maintain a clear
line between “allowing to die” and
“causing death,” ensuring moral restraint.

Philosophical Acceptance: Indian
spiritual thought views death as a natural
transition, supporting conscious
acceptance rather than denial of mortality.

State Responsibility: Under Article 47,

the State has a duty to ensure accessible
palliative and end-of-life care as a part

of public health policy.

Comparative Perspective

Global Experience:

Nations like the Netherlands and the U.K.
have advanced end-of-life laws supported
by strong healthcare systems and ethical
oversight.

India, with its limited medical
infrastructure, must prioritise procedural
simplicity and ethical clarity before
considering active euthanasia.

Indian Pathway:

The focus should remain on improving
the passive euthanasia framework —
making it effective, compassionate, and
free from bureaucratic hurdles.

A balanced model combining
compassion with caution can
operationalise the right to die with dignity
without crossing ethical limits.

Roadmap for Reform

1. Digital Advance Directives:

Create a National Euthanasia Portal

linked to Aadhaar, enabling citizens to
register, modify, or withdraw living wills
online.

Include medical certification of mental
competence and digital authentication to
replace cumbersome paperwork.

2. Hospital-Level Ethics Committees:

Mandate every major hospital to establish
a committee of senior physicians,
palliative experts, and an independent
observer.

Allow decisions on withdrawal of life
support within 48 hours, ensuring speed
and accountability.

3. Transparent Oversight:
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e Replace ad hoc mechanisms with State-
level health commissioners or digital
monitoring dashboards.

e Conduct random audits and publish
annual public reports to maintain trust
and transparency.

4. Safeguards and Counselling:

e Impose a seven-day cooling-off period
before final withdrawal decisions.

e Require mandatory counselling of
patients and families by palliative-care
specialists.

e Protect vulnerable individuals from
emotional or financial coercion.

5. Capacity Building and Awareness:

e Integrate end-of-life ethics into medical
and nursing education.

e Conduct public campaigns explaining
living wills, palliative care, and patients’
rights.

e Partner with NGOs and local health
missions to foster open dialogue in
communities.

Conclusion

India’s journey on euthanasia is not about
legalising death but about humanising the
process of dying. Passive euthanasia, when
guided by compassion, autonomy, and dignity,
aligns with India’s constitutional and moral ethos.
By embracing digital tools, empowering hospital
ethics committees, and raising public awareness,
the country can transform passive euthanasia
from a symbolic legal right into a practical,
humane reality—ensuring that every citizen has
the right not only to live with dignity but also to die
with it.

H-1B Visa: Evolution, Reforms, and Policy
Shifts

Context:

A coalition of unions, employers, and religious
groups has filed a lawsuit seeking to block U.S.
President Donald Trump’s proposal to impose
a $100,000 fee on new H-1B visas for highly
skilled foreign workers. This move has reignited
debates over immigration policy, labor protection,
and global talent mobility.
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Genesis of the H-1B Work Visa System

e The H-1 visa category was introduced
under the U.S. Immigration and
Nationality Act (1952) to attract foreign
professionals in specialized occupations.

e Over time, it evolved into multiple
categories — H-1B, H-2B, L1, O1, and E1
— catering to different skill sets and job
profiles.

e Among these, the H-1B visa became the
most prominent, designed for highly
skilled foreign workers in STEM fields
(Science, Technology, Engineering,
Mathematics).

Key Features:

e For specialty occupations requiring
theoretical or technical expertise (e.g.,
engineering, medicine, IT).

e Applicants must possess at least a
bachelor’s degree or equivalent.

e Employers must secure a Labor
Condition Application (LCA) from the
U.S. Department of Labor (DOL),
ensuring fair wages and non-displacement
of American workers.

Globalization and the Rise of STEM Migration

e The internet boom and IT revolution in
developing nations (notably India, China,
and Pakistan) created a large pool of
skilled graduates.

e The U.S. demand for affordable
technical talent coincided with this
supply, forming a mutually beneficial
migration pattern.

e Indian IT professionals, in particular,
became the largest beneficiaries of the
H-1B program.

e However, critics argue the system
depresses domestic wages and
outsources innovation, leading to
cyclical restrictions during economic
downturns.

The Old Lottery-Based System

e The U.S. government annually issued
85,000 H-1B visas:

o 65,000 for specialty occupations.
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o 20,000 for applicants with advanced
U.S. degrees.

e Employers registered applications with
worker details — including job nature,
education, and wages.

e Due to oversubscription, a random
lottery system determined selections,
ignoring factors like wage levels or skill
shortages.

e The system drew criticism for favoring
low-wage outsourcing firms and failing
to reward merit or market demand.

The New Wage-Based H-1B Visa Regime

The wage-based selection model replaced the
earlier lottery system, introducing a merit-linked,
market-oriented approach.

Key Changes:

e Wage Prioritization:

Applicants offered higher wages relative
to local prevailing rates are prioritized,
assuming higher salaries reflect higher
skills.

e Skill-Based Evaluation:

Considers whether similar skills exist
within the domestic labor pool, aligning
with the goal of protecting U.S. workers.

e Rationale (USCIS View):

Salaries act as a proxy for skill level
and demand, ensuring that only highly
qualified candidates are prioritized.

Impact:

e Encourages high-value employment and
discourages low-wage outsourcing.

e Potentially limits access for entry-level
professionals from developing countries,
especially India.

Overview of Other Visa Categories

Visa Purpose
Type

Key Features

For industries
like construction,
hospitality,
landscaping
where U.S. labor
shortages exist.

H-2B Temporary non-
agricultural work
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L1 Intra-company For executives or
transfers managers
transferred within
multinational
corporations;

must have 1 year
of service in the
last 3 years.

For individuals
with proven
excellence in
arts, science,
education, or
athletics.

(o) Extraordinary
ability visa

For nationals of
countries with
U.S. trade
treaties,
engaged in
substantial trade
in
goods/services.

E1 Treaty trader visa

Economic and Political Implications
e Forthe U.S.:

o Seeks to protect domestic labor
markets and ensure fair wages.

o Balances innovation needs with
political pressures over job losses.

e For India:

o As the largest H-1B beneficiary (60—
70%), policy changes directly impact
India’s IT sector and remittances.

o Restrictive visa regimes push
companies toward remote work and
offshore development centers.

e For Globalization:

o Reflects the growing protectionism
and reshoring trends in advanced
economies.

o Highlights the need for bilateral
dialogue to ensure smooth movement
of skilled professionals.

Way Forward

1. Reform-Oriented Dialogue:
Strengthen India—U.S. cooperation under
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trade and technology councils to
safeguard skilled migration interests.

2. Skill Upgradation:

Encourage Indian professionals to
specialize in Al, cybersecurity, quantum
computing, and other high-demand
areas aligning with wage-prioritized
categories.

3. Diversification:

Expand opportunities in Canada, EU,
Japan, and Australia, reducing
dependence on the U.S. job market.

4. Digital Migration Models:
Promote remote work visas and cross-
border digital freelancing frameworks
for global Indian talent.

5. Balanced U.S. Policy:
Any fee or wage reforms should
differentiate genuine high-skill
migration from labor substitution,
maintaining the spirit of innovation-driven
mobility.
Conclusion

The H-1B visa system remains a cornerstone of
global talent mobility and U.S. technological
leadership. The shift from a lottery-based to a
wage-prioritized regime marks a pivotal
evolution — one that aims to align immigration
with labor market realities. However, ensuring
that such reforms do not stifle innovation or global
knowledge exchange will be essential for both
India and the United States in maintaining their
strategic and economic partnership in the
digital age.

National Makhana Board

Context

On 15th September 2025, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi launched the National Makhana
Board in Purnea, Bihar, fulfilling the
announcement made in the Union Budget 2025-
26.

The initiative aims to strengthen Makhana (fox
nut) cultivation, processing, and exports,
particularly in Bihar, India’s leading producer.

About the National Makhana Board

Objective:
To promote production, innovation, value
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addition, and marketing of Makhana across
India while supporting farmers through
technology, training, and market access.

Functions:

e Enhance production efficiency and
post-harvest management.

e Encourage research and adoption of
high-yield varieties.

e Develop export infrastructure and
establish value chains.

e Build a national brand identity for Indian
Makhana.

e Facilitate public—private partnerships in
processing and packaging.

Headquarters: Purnea, Bihar
Importance for Bihar and India

e Bihar accounts for nearly 90% of India’s
total Makhana output.

e Major producing districts: Darbhanga,
Madhubani, Purnea, Katihar, Saharsa,
Supaul, Araria, Kishanganj, and
Sitamarhi — forming the Mithilanchal
region.

e Among them, Darbhanga, Madhubani,
Purnea, and Katihar produce nearly 80%
of the state’s total.

Other states: Assam, Manipur, West Bengal,
Tripura, and Odisha also cultivate Makhana on
smaller scales.

Outside India: Cultivation occurs in Nepal,
Bangladesh, China, Japan, and Korea.

Significance of the Board

e Bridges regional disparity: Although
Bihar grows most of India’s Makhana,
Punjab and Assam are currently the
largest exporters, due to better
processing and logistics.

e Addresses infrastructural gaps: Bihar
lacks cargo facilities and a strong food
processing industry, limiting direct
exports.

e Improves productivity: The crop is
labor-intensive, raising input costs.
Adoption of high-yielding varieties like
Swarna Vaidehi and Sabour Makhana-1
remains low.
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e Boosts farmers’ income: The Board will
provide training, export readiness, and
technology integration to make
Makhana cultivation sustainable and
profitable.

Makhana — “Black Diamond” of Mithila

Botanical Name: Euryale ferox (prickly water lily
or gorgon nut)

Common Names: Fox nut / Black Diamond
Description:

e Aquatic crop grown in stagnant
freshwater ponds, wetlands, or lakes.

e Recognized for its large, spiny, circular
leaves and purple-white blossoms.

e Edible seeds are blackish-brown, which
after roasting or puffing become light
snacks known as ‘lava’.

Nutritional Profile:

Rich in carbohydrates, protein, and essential
minerals; valued for health and medicinal
properties in Ayurveda and modern diets.

Geographical Indication (Gl) Tag

e Mithila Makhana received the Gl Tag in
2022, affirming its unique regional
identity and quality.

e Validity: 10 years, renewable thereafter.

e The tag has enhanced branding and
helped protect local farmers from
counterfeit products.

Climatic and Geographical Conditions

Parameter Ideal Range/Condition

Type of crop Aquatic, grown in ponds,

wetlands, and lakes

Water depth 4-6 feet

Temperature 20°C -35°C
range
Humidity 50% — 90%

Annual rainfall 100-250 cm

Climate type Tropical and subtropical

The National Turmeric Board
e Established: January 2025
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e Headquarters: Nizamabad, Telangana

e Objective: To boost turmeric production,
processing, and exports with a target of
USD 1 billion in exports by 2030.

e India is the world’s largest producer and
exporter of turmeric, holding over 62% of
global trade.

e FY 2023-24: India exported 1.62 lakh
tonnes, worth USD 226.5 million.

Significance:

The creation of the Turmeric and Makhana
Boards reflects the government’s sector-specific
approach to agricultural diversification and export
promotion.

Way Forward

1. Infrastructure Development:
Establish cargo terminals and
processing hubs in Bihar to support
exports directly from production zones.

2. Technology and R&D:

Promote mechanization in harvesting,
seed improvement, and water
management through agricultural
research institutions.

3. Skill and Training:
Implement farmer training programs on
cultivation, grading, packaging, and export
compliance.

4. Investment and Branding:
Attract private sector participation in
food processing, logistics, and e-
commerce for global Makhana branding.

5. Sustainability:

Promote eco-friendly cultivation,
wetland conservation, and water-use
efficiency to sustain Makhana
ecosystems.

Conclusion

The National Makhana Board represents a
landmark initiative to revive traditional aquatic
agriculture and empower rural farmers,
especially in Bihar’s Mithilanchal region.

By combining scientific innovation, value
addition, and global marketing, India aims to
transform Makhana from a regional delicacy into
an export-driven superfood, positioning it
alongside turmeric as a symbol of agro-based
economic transformation and rural prosperity.
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NOBEL MEDICINE PRIZE 2025

Context

The 2025 Nobel Prize in Physiology or
Medicine was awarded jointly to Mary E.
Brunkow, Frederick J. Ramsdell, and Shimon
Sakaguchi for their groundbreaking discoveries
on peripheral immune tolerance — a process
that enables the immune system to distinguish
between harmful pathogens and the body’s own
healthy tissues. Their pioneering work has
transformed modern understanding of immunity,
autoimmunity, and therapeutic interventions.

About the Nobel Prize in Medicine

The Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine is
the world’s highest recognition for achievements
in the life sciences. It is awarded annually by the
Nobel Assembly at the Karolinska Institute,
Sweden, and includes a gold medal and a prize
amount of approximately SEK 11 million
(about USD 1 million). The award honours
discoveries that significantly advance human
health and biological understanding.

The Laureates

1. Shimon Sakaguchi — Osaka University,
Japan

2. Mary E. Brunkow - Institute for Systems
Biology, USA

3. Frederick J. Ramsdell — Sonoma
Biotherapeutics, USA

Together, their independent yet interconnected
research established how specific immune cells
— known as Regulatory T Cells (Tregs) —
maintain balance in the immune system,
preventing self-destruction through autoimmunity.

Their Discoveries

1. Regulatory T Cells (Tregs) and Immune
Balance

In 1995, Shimon Sakaguchi identified a unique
class of immune cells called Regulatory T Cells
(Tregs) — often described as the police force of
the immune system.

e These cells suppress the activity of over-
reactive immune cells that might otherwise
attack the body’s own tissues.

e Experiments showed that when the
thymus (an immune organ) was removed
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from baby mice, they developed
autoimmune diseases.

e However, when normal T cells were
reintroduced, the mice recovered —
confirming the presence of a distinct
subset of protective immune cells.

This discovery provided the first evidence that
immune self-tolerance is not solely established
during development (in the thymus), but also
actively maintained throughout life by specialized
cells.

2. FOXP3 — The Master Gene of Tregs

In the early 2000s, Mary Brunkow and Frederick
Ramsdell discovered the FOXP3 gene, which
acts as the master switch controlling the
formation and function of Tregs.

e Their research on mutant “scurfy” mice —
which suffered from severe autoimmune
disorders — revealed that a defect in the
FOXP3 gene caused uncontrolled immune
activation.

e Similarly, in humans, mutations in FOXP3
were linked to IPEX syndrome (Immune
dysregulation, Polyendocrinopathy,
Enteropathy, X-linked), a rare but fatal
autoimmune disease.

e FOXP3 thus emerged as the critical
transcription factor that turns ordinary T
cells into regulatory guardians.

This discovery connected the dots between
genetics, immune regulation, and clinical
autoimmune disorders, opening a new frontier
in precision immunology.

3. Peripheral Immune Tolerance

The immune system maintains two lines of
defense and control:

e Central Tolerance — established in the
thymus, where self-reactive immune cells
are eliminated during development.

e Peripheral Tolerance — maintained in the
body’s tissues, where Tregs actively
prevent the activation of rogue immune
responses.

Tregs are the core enforcers of peripheral
tolerance, continuously patrolling the body to
prevent unnecessary inflammation, maintain
immune balance, and ensure that the immune
system does not turn against self-tissues.
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Scientific and Clinical Significance

The discoveries of Sakaguchi, Brunkow, and
Ramsdell have reshaped medicine, offering new
ways to modulate the immune system across
multiple diseases.

1. Cancer Therapy

e Many tumors recruit Tregs to shield
themselves from immune attack.

e By targeting or depleting Tregs in the
tumor microenvironment, researchers can
boost the body’s natural anti-cancer
responses.

e Such strategies enhance the effectiveness
of checkpoint inhibitors and CAR-T cell
therapies.

2. Autoimmune Diseases

e Expanding or engineering FOXP3+ Tregs
offers a precise way to calm immune
hyperactivity in conditions like Type 1
diabetes, Multiple Sclerosis,
Inflammatory Bowel Disease (IBD), and
Lupus.

e Clinical trials are exploring Treg cell
therapy as a next-generation treatment to
restore immune harmony without broad
immunosuppression.

3. Transplantation and Organ Tolerance

e Treg-based therapies may reduce the
need for lifelong immunosuppressive
drugs after organ or stem cell
transplants.

e This could lower infection risks, improve
quality of life, and enhance graft survival.

4. Diagnostics and Biomarkers

e FOXP3 expression and Treg-related
molecular signatures serve as
biomarkers for disease classification and
therapy response prediction.

e These insights guide personalized
immunotherapy and help in designing
clinical trials.

Ethical and Clinical Balance

While the manipulation of Tregs holds great
promise, it also requires careful balance:

e Inhibiting Tregs too aggressively may
trigger autoimmune reactions.

e Enhancing Tregs excessively could lead
to immune suppression, making patients
vulnerable to infections or allowing tumors
to escape immune detection.

Thus, the challenge for medicine lies in achieving
precision regulation — strengthening or
softening the immune system only as needed,
and under close monitoring.

Broader Impact on Global Health

The 2025 Nobel Prize highlights how
fundamental immunological discoveries can
drive clinical revolutions. The identification of
Tregs and FOXP3 has inspired new fields such
as:

e Cellular immunotherapy
e Gene editing for immune modulation

e Personalized immune diagnostics
These advancements have shifted
medicine toward targeted, patient-
centric care, blending laboratory insights
with therapeutic innovation.

Conclusion

The 2025 Nobel Prize in Medicine celebrates a
profound leap in understanding the immune
system’s internal balance. Through the
discoveries of Sakaguchi, Brunkow, and
Ramsdell, science has uncovered how the
body’s defense forces also practice restraint — a
vital principle for survival. Their work continues to
guide the development of precision
immunotherapies that promise safer treatments
for cancer, autoimmune diseases, and organ
transplants.

Ultimately, this year’s Nobel recognition
underscores a timeless truth in biology — that the
strength of life lies not only in defense, but in
harmony.

Trade Watch Quarterly Report
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Context

NITI Aayog has published the fourth edition of
its flagship analytical publication, “Trade Watch
Quarterly”, for Q4 of FY 2024-25. The report
provides a comprehensive overview of India’s
trade performance in both merchandise and
services sectors.

What is the Trade Watch Quarterly Report?
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Definition:

A periodic analytical document that evaluates
India’s quarterly trade dynamics, integrating
data-based assessments of exports, imports, and
sectoral competitiveness.

Published by: NITI Aayog
Objectives of the Report

1. Policy Guidance:
To offer evidence-based insights that
assist in trade and industrial policy
formulation.

2. Export Competitiveness:
To identify emerging sectors and regions
driving India’s trade growth.

3. Global Value Chains (GVCs):
To assess India’s participation in GVCs
and suggest strategies to enhance value
addition.

4. Manufacturing Strength:
To support initiatives under Make in India
and Atmanirbhar Bharat by highlighting

trade-linked opportunities and bottlenecks.

Key Features

e Comprehensive Trade Coverage:
Tracks both merchandise and services
trade, disaggregated by region and
product.

e Data-Driven Insights:

Provides region-wise, product-wise,
and sectoral analyses for strategic
decision-making.

e Policy Relevance:

Designed to inform NITI Aayog’s ongoing
monitoring of trade reforms and export
promotion efforts.

Recent Trade Trends (FY 2024-25)

Indicator  Value YoY Highlights
Chan
ge
Total $1.73 +6%  Reflects post-
Trade trillion pandemic

trade recovery
and resilience.

Exports  $823 — Supported by
billion services and
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electronics
exports.

Imports  $908 — Driven by
billion energy,
electronics,
and gold
imports.

Services Sector Performance

e Record Services Exports:
$387.5 billion — led by IT services,
aviation, and financial services.

e Emerging Contributors:
Tourism, healthcare, and professional
consulting services saw renewed demand.

Regional Trade Patterns

e North America:
Emerged as India’s top export market
(25% share, +25% YoY).

e EU, GCC, and ASEAN:
Showed moderate growth, partly due to
global demand slowdown.

e Africa and Latin America:
Recorded emerging diversification in
pharmaceuticals and machinery exports.

Import Shifts

o UAE:
Became India’s 2nd-largest supplier,
driven by gold imports under the India—
UAE CEPA.

e China:
Continued dominance in electronics and
machinery, with rising intermediate goods
imports.

e Russia:
Fell behind UAE due to moderated
energy inflows and payment mechanism
constraints.

Significance of the Report

e Policy Benchmarking:
Provides reference data for ministries,
think tanks, and state governments.

e Trade Negotiation Support:
Helps assess performance under new
trade agreements (e.g., CEPA, EFTA).
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e Early Warning System:
Detects stress in export sectors for timely
corrective action.

Way Forward

1. Diversification of Export Basket:
Focus on electronics, green technologies,
and processed food.

2. Strengthening GVC Integration:
Enhance logistics, customs efficiency,
and trade finance.

3. Digital Trade Facilitation:
Expand e-platforms for small exporters to
access global markets.

4. Regional Strategy:
Deepen engagement with Africa, ASEAN,
and Latin America to reduce dependence
on a few markets.

Conclusion

The Trade Watch Quarterly Report serves as a
strategic compass for India’s trade policy. By
combining data analytics with policy foresight,
it reflects India’s evolving trade resilience and the
shift towards services-led, high-value exports.
Going forward, sustained reforms and
diversification will be key to achieving India’s
vision of a $2 trillion trade economy by 2030.

INDIA-UK RELATIONS AND THE
COMPREHENSIVE ECONOMIC AND
TRADE AGREEMENT (CETA)

Context

British Prime Minister Keir Starmer’s first official
visit to India marks renewed momentum in
strengthening India-UK ties through trade,
investment, education, culture, and the
Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement
post-Brexit.

Overview of the Visit

e Prime Minister Starmer, now leading the
Labour Party, arrived with an extensive
125-member delegation including senior
business leaders and heads of academic
institutions. The hub of activity is Mumbai,
India's financial capital.

e A primary goal is to engage with Prime
Minister Narendra Modi to expedite the
CETA pact signed in July 2025. The two
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leaders aim to raise yearly bilateral trade
above USD 25.5 billion, in alignment with
the “Vision 2035” roadmap which
highlights priority sectors for robust
cooperation under the agreement.

e Forthe UK, this partnership represents its
most significant trade initiative following
departure from the European Union.
Demonstrating the importance of cultural
diplomacy, the British delegation visited a
major Mumbai film studio to announce
future UK-based Bollywood film shoots,
reinforcing cultural and creative ties.

Key Features of the Comprehensive Economic
and Trade Agreement (CETA)

The India—UK CETA establishes a progressive
trade structure to enable the smooth movement of
goods, services, and investment between both
nations.

Objectives include:

e Cutting or removing tariffs on selected
goods and services.

e Fostering joint innovation across
technology, defence, energy, and
research.

e Streamlining trade systems and opening
up access for enterprises.

e Encouraging sustainable growth, inventive
collaborations, and educational linkages.
Notably, the agreement comprises mutual
recognition of credentials, improved
mobility for skilled professionals, and
strong safeguards for intellectual property,
vital for tech, pharma, and design sectors.

Benefits and Major Areas of Cooperation
CETA is expected to deliver wide-ranging
economic and strategic benefits.

For India:

e Broader, low- or zero-duty access to the
UK market for key exports such as
textiles, leather, jewelry, and
manufactured goods.

e Drives foreign investment, highlighted by
industry leaders like Rolls-Royce
considering India as a global growth
center.
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e Positions India as a pivotal site in global
manufacturing through “Make in India”
efforts.

For the UK:

e Greater opportunities in the fast-growing
Indian market.

e Enhanced participation in automobile,
spirits, education, and healthcare sectors.

e Reaffirms the UK's global economic
ambitions after exiting the EU.

Mutual Benefits:

e Cooperation stretches beyond trade,
including health, security, clean energy,
climate change, and defense.

e Facilitates people-to-people interaction via
student, academic, and cultural programs.

e Boosts innovation and digital partnerships
across sectors such as fintech and
renewables.

Expectations are for significant job
creation and greater business confidence,
with the UK acknowledging India’s
projected rise to the world’s third-largest
economy by 2028.

Understanding Free Trade Agreements (FTAs)
A Free Trade Agreement (FTA) is an accord
between two or more countries designed to
eliminate or minimize trade barriers on goods and
services. FTAs are aimed at promoting
competition, lowering costs, and enhancing
economic growth.

Core features of FTAs:

e Tariff reduction/removal to make goods
cheaper in both markets.

e Simplified customs, easing the process for
businesses.

e Enhanced access, boosting exporter and
investor participation.
The main benefit is increased import
affordability, encouraging consumer
demand, export growth, and innovation.

India’s Trade Pact Landscape
India actively seeks new trade agreements for
broader global integration.
Recent or ongoing deals:
e CEPA with UAE (2022), boosting Gulf-
region ties.

e Trade agreement with Australia (2022)
focused on energy, mining, and education.

e Partnerships with ASEAN and Canada
targeting market diversification.

e Negotiations underway with the EU for a
large-scale trade pact.

Success drivers for Indian exports under FTAs
include tariff reductions, flexible 'rules of origin’,
eased food and health standards, and improved
logistics infrastructure—all supported by robust
economic performance of partner countries.

Strategic and Diplomatic Importance

The India—UK collaboration under CETA extends
beyond trade, embracing diplomatic and security
dimensions.

e The pact enhances India’s role in global
economic systems and Asia—Europe trade
links.

e For the UK, it represents a critical Indo-
Pacific engagement post-Brexit.

e Both nations ramp up cooperation in
climate, security, technological innovation,
as well as educational and research
exchanges, notably with new joint
academic programs.

Conclusion

The Comprehensive Economic and Trade
Agreement between India and the UK marks a
pivotal advancement in bilateral relations,
bringing together economic interests and strategic
cooperation for mutual growth. The future
trajectory, however, hinges on addressing
regulatory bottlenecks, promoting fairness, and
ensuring inclusive benefits for both societies.

NOBEL PRIZE IN CHEMISTRY 2025:
METAL-ORGANIC FRAMEWORKS (MOFs)
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Context

The 2025 Nobel Prize in Chemistry honors Metal—
Organic Frameworks (MOFs), crystalline
materials engineered to capture carbon, harvest
water, remove pollutants, and advance clean
energy and medical technologies effectively.

The Laureates and Their Contribution
This year’s Nobel honors three scientific pioneers:

e Omar M. Yaghi (Jordanian—American):
Known for devising robust, high-capacity
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MOF architectures for energy and
environment applications.

e Richard Robson (Australia): Laid the
early conceptual groundwork for MOF
structures with his studies of metal—
organic crystals in the late 20th century.

e Susumu Kitagawa (Japan): Evolved
MOFs into flexible systems capable of
dynamic storage and delivery of
molecules.

Their collective advances established
MOFs as an extraordinarily customizable
class of materials, setting new standards
in flexibility and atomic-level precision.

Understanding Metal-Organic Frameworks
(MOFs)

MOFs are composed of metal ions joined by
organic linkers, creating intricate networks rich in
nano-sized cavities.

e Their structure is porous and exceptionally
lightweight, yet strong; even a single
gram’s surface area can rival an entire
football pitch.

e MOFs behave like engineered atomic
“sponges,” capable of trapping, storing,
and releasing targeted molecules.

Evolution and Development

e Robson (1970s-1980s): Constructed the
first metal—-organic structures, highlighting
their possibility but limited by instability.

e Kitagawa (1990s): Introduced
mechanisms for flexibility and molecular
storage, giving MOFs adaptive properties.

e Yaghi (2000s): Developed stable, high-
capacity MOFs, introducing the “reticular
chemistry” concept for intentional and
systematic material design.

The trio’s contributions have ushered in a
new generation of materials built for
tailored, real-world utility.

Applications and Real-World Impact
MOFs stand at the frontier of applied chemistry:
1. Climate and Environment:

e Effective in capturing and storing
atmospheric carbon dioxide, offering
a strategic tool for combating global
warming.

e Capable of removing hazardous
gases and persistent pollutants from
air and water sources.

2. Water Security:

e Certain MOFs extract water from
ambient air, providing solutions to
water shortages even in desert
regions.

3. Energy:

e Their structure is ideal for hydrogen
storage, facilitating advancements in
renewable fuel cell technology.

4. Health:

e Used for controlled drug release and
targeted delivery, enhancing
treatment efficiency and lowering side
effects.

5. Industrial Use:

e MOFs serve as sensors for
hazardous substances and as
selective catalysts in manufacturing,
reducing energy consumption and
waste.

MOFs vs Zeolites

peature Metal-Organic | Zeolites
Frameworks
(MOFs)
Composition Metal ions & Inorganic:
P organic linkers | Si, Al, O
Structure Flexible, highly | Rigid, less

tunable adaptable

Easily tailored Limited

Customization for specific natural
uses forms
. Environment, Filtration,
Main
Aoplications health, standard
PP technology catalysis
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MOFs surpass zeolites in flexibility and versatility
thanks to their structural and chemical tunability.

Conclusion

The 2025 Nobel Prize in Chemistry, awarded to
Yaghi, Robson, and Kitagawa, marks a
transformative chapter for science and society.
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Metal-Organic Frameworks exemplify how
humans can engineer materials at the molecular
scale for the world’s urgent challenges—turning
chemical imagination into real, measurable
progress.

INDIA’S SOLAR INITIATIVES

Context

India is a global frontrunner in renewable energy,
with major solar projects aimed at domestic
needs and international collaboration, particularly
through the International Solar Alliance (ISA). The
government plans to extend successful solar
programs like PM-KUSUM and PM-Surya Ghar,
to African and island nations to boost energy
access, reduce fossil fuel dependence, and
advance carbon-neutral goals. The Ministry of
New and Renewable Energy (MNRE) coordinates
these efforts.

A. PM-KUSUM Scheme

(Pradhan Mantri Kisan Urja Suraksha evam
Utthaan Maha Abhiyan)

e Launch & Objective:
Started in 2019, PM-KUSUM promotes
solar energy use in agriculture by
facilitating solar-powered irrigation pumps,
helping reduce diesel and electricity
consumption, empowering farmers with
clean energy and supplementary income.

e Budget & Subsidy:
%34,000 crore allocated with a 60%
subsidy shared by Central and State
governments. Farmers contribute balance
through loans or personal funds.

e Key Components:

e Component A: Decentralized solar
plants on barren/cultivable land
(Target: 10,000 MW; Progress ~6%)
enabling farmers to sell surplus
power to DISCOMs.

e Component B: Standalone solar
pumps replacing diesel pumps
(Target: 17.5 lakh pumps; Progress
~70%).

e Component C: Solarizing grid-
connected pumps (Progress ~16-
25%), allowing irrigation plus feeding
excess power back to the grid.
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e International Expansion:
Solar pump models are being introduced
in Africa under ISA to address low
electricity access, boost agri-productivity,
and improve livelihoods in rural areas.

B. PM-Surya Ghar Muft Bijli Yojana

e Objective:
Launched to popularize rooftop solar, this
scheme aims to install 1 crore solar
rooftop systems in residential homes,
making households self-reliant in
electricity production and reducing energy
bills.

e Benefits:

e Free clean electricity generation for
homes.

e Selling surplus solar power for
additional income.

e Creation of over 3 lakh green jobs in
solar system installation and
maintenance.

e Reduced pressure on national grids.

e Implementation:
Financial inclusion ensured by online
registration, subsidy distribution, and
partnerships with state electricity boards
and urban bodies for smooth installation
and connectivity.

e Contribution to National Goals:
Critical to India’s target of 348 GW of solar
capacity by March 2026 and the broader
commitment to 500 GW non-fossil fuel
capacity by 2030, aligning with the Paris
Agreement.

Global Expansion via International Solar
Alliance (ISA)

India’s leadership via ISA facilitates replicating
these schemes in Africa and small island
developing states, enhancing:

e Electricity access in off-grid areas.
e Rural income via solar entrepreneurship.
e Carbon footprint reduction.

e Technology sharing and capacity building.
This elevates India’s stature as a
renewable energy partner advancing SDG
7 (Affordable Clean Energy) and SDG 13
(Climate Action).
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Strategic Significance for India

e Enhances energy security by reducing
fossil fuel imports.

e Empowers rural populations through
decentralized energy access.

e Spurs economic growth via renewable
energy investments and green jobs.

e Demonstrates India’s climate leadership
with a goal of Net Zero Emissions by
2070.

Conclusion

PM-KUSUM and PM-Surya Ghar stand as India’s
solar mission pillars, transforming agriculture and
household energy landscapes. Together, they
embody India’s commitment to universal energy
access, environmental sustainability, and
inclusive development—both domestically and
abroad through ISA collaborations.

WATER HYACINTH

Introduction

Water Hyacinth (Eichhornia crassipes), known as
Jalkumbhi, is an invasive aquatic plant native to
South America, introduced in colonial India. It
now covers over 2 lakh hectares, disrupting
ecosystems, agriculture, and livelihoods, notably
in Kerala, West Bengal, and Assam.

Characteristics and Origin

e Common Name: Water Hyacinth or
Jalkumbhi

e Scientific Name: Eichhornia crassipes

e Physical Description: Floating plant with
thick, glossy leaves and attractive purple
flowers, forming thick mats on water
surfaces.

e Native Origin: Amazon basin, South
America.

e Introduction to India: Brought by British
colonizers for decorative purposes.

e Spread: Over 2 lakh hectares affected
nationally, heavily infesting Kerala’s
Vembanad Lake, West Bengal rivers,
Assam wetlands, and globally in places
like Lake Naivasha, Kenya.

Impacts of Water Hyacinth Spread

1. Environmental Damage:

e Dense mats block sunlight reaching
underwater plants, disabling
photosynthesis.

e Oxygen depletion suffocates aquatic
animals, causing biodiversity loss and
degraded water quality.

Contribution to Climate Change:

e Decomposing hyacinth emits methane
and carbon dioxide, potent
greenhouse gases.

e Increases biological oxygen demand
(BOD), harming water ecosystems
further.

Agricultural Challenges:

e Blocks irrigation channels, reducing
water availability for crops, especially
paddy in Kerala and Assam.

e Farmers face high costs and labor in
controlling the weed.

Impact on Fishing Communities:

e Obstructs boats and damages nets,
reducing fish catch and harming
fishermen’s incomes.

Effect on Tourism and Navigation:

e Degrades aesthetic appeal, deterring
tourists.

e Blocks waterways used for transport
and recreation, hurting local
economies.

Recommendations

1.

Current Uses:

e Odisha SHGs produce handicrafts,
mats, and furniture.

e Assam and West Bengal use it for
biogas, compost, and paper.

2. National Policy Needs:

e Create a dedicated authority for weed
management and monitoring.

e Centralize data on infestation, removal
methods, and rehabilitation.

e Fund long-term sustainable control
rather than episodic clearing.

3. Scientific Solutions:
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e Biological control using insects like
Neochetina eichhorniae.
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e Mechanical harvesting for large-scale
removal.

e Research on converting biomass into
biofuel, compost, or biochar.

4. Economic Opportunities:

e Promote eco-entrepreneurship via
startups and SHGs.

e Train rural youth, women in value-
added water hyacinth products.

e Link efforts with livelihood missions
like NRLM.

The Way Forward

e Prevention through early detection and
rapid response is critical.

e Integrate mechanical, biological, and
utilization methods for effective control.

e Engage local communities and
educational institutions for awareness and
participation.

e Collaborate with research bodies and
international partners for technological
innovation.

e Align weed management with wetland
conservation, fisheries, and climate
adaptation policies.

Conclusion

Water Hyacinth exemplifies how a seemingly
benign plant can cause extensive environmental
harm if uncontrolled. However, with a unified
national policy, scientific management, and
community-driven economic use, India can
convert this invasive threat into a sustainable
resource, fostering ecological balance and rural
employment while supporting circular economy
models.

National Red List Assessment Programme

Context

India is launching its first National Red List
Assessment Programme, a comprehensive
initiative to evaluate the conservation status of
native plants and animals. It will establish India’s
own Red Data Book, similar to the IUCN Red
List, strengthening national biodiversity
conservation.

About the News
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Background

India, one of 17 mega-diverse nations, harbours
over 47,000 plant and 100,000 animal species,
representing about 7-8% of global biodiversity
across four hotspots — the Himalayas, Indo-
Burma Region, Western Ghats, and Sundaland
(Nicobar Islands).

The IUCN Red Data Book categorises species
by threat level, from Least Concern to Extinct.
India’s initiative aims to replicate this model
nationally for indigenous conservation insights.
Objective

To develop a National Red Data Book
documenting the risk status of native species
using IUCN’s globally accepted methodology,
thereby filling India’s data and monitoring gaps.

India’s National Red List Initiative
Scope and Coverage

The programme targets assessment of around
11,000 species across ecosystems, including
both plants and animals, offering a unified
reference for domestic conservation priorities.
The Zoological Survey of India (ZSl) and
Botanical Survey of India (BSI) will jointly
conduct evaluations.

Implementation Framework
o Nodal Ministry: MoEF&CC
e Timeline: Targeted completion by 2030
e Budget: %95 crore

e Standards: Aligns with [IUCN
classification for global comparability

Constitutional and Legal Context
Wildlife Protection Act (WPA) Linkage

While the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 lists
species for legal protection, it lacks a scientific
extinction-risk evaluation. The National Red List
will fill this gap, aligning conservation efforts with
WPA mechanisms.

International Commitments
The initiative supports India’s obligations under:

e Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD) — promoting conservation and
sustainable use.

e Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity
Framework (COP 15) — achieving the “30
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by 30" target (protecting 30% of land and
ocean by 2030).

o National Biodiversity Targets — aiding
updates to India’s biodiversity indices and
progress reports.

Rationale and Significance
Need for a National Framework

India lacks a consolidated, scientific system to
assess and update the status of native species.
The Red List will provide evidence-based inputs
for policymaking, research, and wildlife
management.

Unlike the global IUCN Red List, India’s version
will focus exclusively on native ecosystems,
incorporating local ecological data for regional
relevance.

Public Awareness

It will raise awareness among policymakers,
researchers, and citizens about species
vulnerability, promoting community participation in
conservation.

Challenges

e Data Collection: Mapping 11,000+
species requires vast field surveys and
coordination.

e Technical Expertise: Ensuring taxonomic
accuracy and standardisation remains
complex.

e Funding and Capacity: Sustained
financial and institutional support are
essential.

e Dynamic Threats: Climate change,
habitat loss, pollution, and invasive
species demand periodic reassessment.

Way Forward

e Promote collaboration among MoEF&CC,
ZSI, BSI, universities, and NGOs, and
strengthen biodiversity centres across
states for regular monitoring.

e Technological and Digital Tools

Create an Al-enabled biodiversity
database for real-time species tracking
and prediction. Launch a public Red List
portal for transparency and citizen
access.

e Policy Integration

Align findings with the WPA, Forest
Conservation Act, and National
Biodiversity Authority (NBA)
frameworks. Use data to guide
conservation funding and habitat
restoration.

Conclusion

The National Red List Assessment
Programme marks a milestone in India’s
biodiversity governance. By creating a domestic
Red Data Book, India will refine species
protection strategies and strengthen its role as a
global conservation leader. Through scientific
evaluation, collaboration, and digital innovation,
this initiative will ensure the nation’s ecological
wealth is preserved for future generations.

Nobel Prize in Literature 2025
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Context

The Nobel Prize in Literature 2025, one of the
six Nobel categories, was the fourth prize
announced this year. It honours Laszlo
Krasznahorkai, a Hungarian writer celebrated for
his visionary, philosophical works exploring the
fragility of civilisation and the endurance of
creativity amid chaos.

About the Nobel Prizes
Founder and Origin

Established under the will of Alfred Nobel (1833—
1896) — Swedish chemist, engineer, and inventor
of dynamite — the prizes recognise individuals
who confer “the greatest benefit to humankind.”

First Award and Scope

The first Nobel Prizes were awarded in 1901 and
have since become the world’s most respected
honours in science, literature, and peace.

Prize Categories (2025)

e Physiology or Medicine — Announced
2025

e Physics — Announced 2025

e Chemistry — Announced 2025

e Literature — Announced 2025

e Peace - Yet to be declared

e Economic Sciences - Yet to be declared

Award Ceremony
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Held annually on December 10, Alfred Nobel's
death anniversary. Most awards are presented in
Stockholm, Sweden, except the Peace Prize,
given in Oslo, Norway.

Each laureate receives a gold medal, diploma,
and cash award. Prizes cannot be awarded
posthumously, and up to three individuals may
share a prize.

Indian Connections
First Indian Nobel Laureate

Rabindranath Tagore won the Nobel Prize in
Literature (1913) for Gitanjali, a poetic collection
embodying universal spirituality.

First Indian Woman Laureate

Mother Teresa received the Nobel Peace Prize
(1979) for her humanitarian work among India’s
poor.

India’s connection with the Nobel legacy
continues to inspire achievements in literature,
science, and social work.

2025 Nobel Laureate in Literature
Winner: Laszl6 Krasznahorkai (Hungary)

Award Citation:

Honoured for “compelling and visionary
narratives” portraying societies on the brink of
collapse while examining human resilience and
creativity.

Literary Contributions
Writing Style:

Known for philosophical prose, dense narratives,
and exceptionally long sentences, Krasznahorkai

blends despair with intellect, often exploring the
tension between order and chaos.

Conclusion

The Nobel Prize in Literature 2025 celebrates
Laszlé Krasznahorkai’s profound exploration of
the human condition amid uncertainty and
change. His writing bridges philosophy, art, and
realism, reaffirming literature’s power to reflect
and redefine humanity.

Through such recognition, the Swedish
Academy continues to honour voices that
challenge perception, explore truth, and expand
the moral and intellectual horizons of readers
worldwide.

Shram Shakti Niti 2025
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Context

The Ministry of Labour and Employment has
released the Draft National Labour &
Employment Policy — Shram Shakti Niti 2025
for public consultation. It aims to redefine India’s
labour landscape by ensuring dignity, social
protection, and equitable opportunity for all
workers in a rapidly evolving economy.

About the Policy
What It Is

Shram Shakti Niti 2025 is India’s first
integrated national labour and employment
policy, aligning with the vision of Viksit Bharat
@2047. It integrates employment generation,
worker welfare, and future-readiness in the age of
digitalisation and green transitions.

Aim

To modernise India’s labour ecosystem by
promoting inclusivity, fairness, and resilience —
ensuring that all workers, formal and informal,
benefit from protection, productivity, and
participation in national growth.

Key Features
1. Unified Vision and Mission

The policy envisions a world of work built on
dignity, safety, and opportunity, guided by
seven core objectives:

e Universal Social Security

e Occupational Safety and Health (OSH)
e Gender and Youth Empowerment

e Ease of Compliance & Formalisation

e Future-Ready Workforce

e Green & Sustainable Jobs

e Participatory Governance

2. Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI) for
Employment

The National Career Service (NCS) will evolve
into a national employment DPI with:

e Al-based job matching & career
counselling

e Skill verification and credential
authentication
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e Integration with state-level job exchanges
It will enable data-driven labour
planning and real-time tracking.

3. Universal Social Security

Creation of a Universal Social Security
Account (USSA) integrating EPFO, ESIC, PM-
JAY, and the e-Shram database for portable,
interoperable, and lifelong coverage, including
informal and gig workers.

4. Women and Youth Empowerment

Targets 35% female labour participation by
2030 through:

e Flexible work options (remote, hybrid,
part-time)
e Childcare and maternity support
e Entrepreneurship and leadership
initiatives
e Skill-based vocational pathways for youth
5. Ease of Compliance and Formalisation

Launch of a Single-Window Digital Compliance
Portal featuring:

e Risk-based self-certification
e Online grievance redressal

e Transparent inspections
Objective: reduce compliance burden and
promote trust-based governance for
formalisation.

6. Technology and Green Transitions

Promotes Al-enabled safety systems, digital
upskilling, and creation of green jobs in
renewable energy, waste management, and
sustainable agriculture. Aligns with Paris
Agreement goals and Mission LiFE.

7. Convergence and Good Governance

Establishes a three-tier structure — National,
State, and District Labour Missions — supported
by data dashboards and a Labour &
Employment Policy Evaluation Index (LEPEI)
for performance and transparency.

8. Labour and Employment Stack

A unified digital backbone integrating:
e \Worker IDs (Aadhaar-linked, e-Shram)
e Employer and enterprise databases

e Social security, wage, and skill entitlement
records
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Enables paperless, portable,
accountable governance.
9. Tripartite Dialogue and Cooperative
Federalism
Institutionalises consultations among
government, employers, and workers,
promoting harmonised labour reforms and
participatory decision-making.
Phased Implementation Plan (2025-2047)

Phase &
Timeline

Key Focus Areas

1 (2025-2027) Institutional setup, digital
pilots, integration of welfare

systems

11 (2027-2030) Universal Social Security
rollout, Al-based job tools

Il (2030-2047) Digital convergence,
predictive analytics, full
worker portability

Significance

e Holistic Approach: Combines
employment creation, protection, and
governance under one framework.

e Future Readiness: Addresses
automation, gig economy, and
demographic change.

e Inclusivity: Centres informal, gig, and
female workers in growth planning.

e Digital Governance: Enhances
transparency, traceability, and efficiency.

Challenges Ahead

¢ Implementation Complexity:
Coordination across ministries and states.

e Data Privacy: Balancing digital integration
with worker data protection.

e Financial Sustainability: Ensuring long-
term funding for universal coverage.

e Skill Gaps: Aligning education with
industry needs.

e Informal Sector Integration: Extending
social protection to over 80% of India’s
workforce.

Way Forward
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e Strengthen Centre—State coordination
via a National Labour Governance
Council.

e Ensure data protection standards and
worker consent frameworks.

e Promote PPP models in digital skilling
and employment creation.

e Regularly update the Labour Policy
Index for global benchmarking.

e Conduct community-based awareness
campaigns for informal and migrant
inclusion.

Conclusion

The Draft National Labour & Employment
Policy — Shram Shakti Niti 2025 signifies a
transformative shift toward dignified, digital, and
inclusive work ecosystems. By merging social
security with technological innovation and
participatory governance, it seeks to make India’s
workforce future-ready and resilient.

If implemented effectively, it can become a
cornerstone of Viksit Bharat @2047, ensuring
that India’s economic progress rests on justice,
security, and opportunity for every worker.

Gender-Affirming Care (GAC)

Context:

A recent article underscores the urgent need for
Gender-Affirming Care (GAC) in India,
highlighting its role in ensuring dignity, equality,
and mental health for transgender and gender-
diverse individuals.

What is Gender-Affirming Care?

GAC comprises medical, psychological, social,
and legal interventions that help individuals
align their gender identity with their bodies and
societal recognition.

e Social Interventions: Correct names,
pronouns, and institutional recognition.

e Psychological Support: Counselling and
peer networks to manage gender
dysphoria.

e Medical Care: Hormone therapy and
surgeries to affirm desired gender
characteristics.
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e Legal Support: Institutional inclusion
within healthcare and education systems.

WHO recognizes GAC as medically necessary,
not elective, due to its direct impact on wellbeing.

Need for GAC in India

e Mental Health Crisis: Over 31% of trans
persons have attempted suicide, many
before age 20.

e Health Benefits: Access to GAC reduces
depression and suicidal ideation (JAMA,
2023).

e Constitutional Right: Article 21 ensures
dignity and access to healthcare.

e Social Inclusion: Enables acceptance,
employment, and equality.

o Public Health Priority: Mandated under
Transgender Persons (Protection of
Rights) Act, 2019.

Barriers to GAC

e Poor Medical Infrastructure: Few trained
professionals, no national protocols.

e High Costs: Surgeries (32-8 lakh);
Hormone therapy (350,000-70,000
annually).

e Weak Policy Implementation: Ayushman
Bharat TG Plus remains underused.

e Stigma and Discrimination: Fear of
mistreatment deters care-seeking.

e Unsafe Alternatives: Self-medication
leads to severe health risks.

Consequences of Neglect
e Worsened mental health and suicide risk.
e Social and economic marginalization.

e Physical harm from unregulated
treatments.

e Policy invisibility due to data gaps.

e Violation of human and constitutional
rights.

Way Forward

e Integrate GAC into Ayushman Bharat
and government hospitals.

e Train medical staff in gender sensitivity.
e Partner with trans-led NGOs for outreach.

e Reform insurance and create national
GAC guidelines.
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e Collect data for evidence-based policy.
e Awareness drives to combat stigma.

Examples: Tamil Nadu’s gender clinics and
Kerala’'s Transgender Cell serve as best
practices.

Conclusion:

Gender-affirming care is a human right, essential
for dignity, health, and equality. Ensuring its
availability and affordability will move India closer
to true social and mental health equity.

US—-China Trade Tensions and Rare Earth
Element (REE) Conflict

Background

US President Donald Trump warned of over
100% tariffs on Chinese goods if China restricts
Rare Earth Element exports. This renewed US—
China trade friction has heightened global market
volatility and disrupted supply chain stability.

China’s Countermove

In response to US tariff threats, China restricted
exports of key minerals, requiring special
licenses. This move targets the US tech sector’s
dependency on Chinese REEs, exemplifying the
“weaponization of trade” for geopolitical leverage.

Rare Earth Elements

e Rare Earth Elements (REESs) include

Scandium, Yttrium, and 15 Lanthanides from

Lanthanum (La) to Lutetium (Lu).

e Classified into light REEs (La—Eu) and heavy

REEs (Gd-Lu), with Scandium and Yttrium
grouped with heavy REEs for similar
properties.

e REEs are dense, have high melting points,
conductivity, and thermal conductance,
sharing a trivalent charge (+3) and similar
ionic radii.

e Main sources include bastnaesite, xenotime,

loparite, and monazite, often occurring in
igneous rocks or mineral sand deposits.

e Cerium is the most abundant REE, with
amounts comparable to copper; some REE
minerals contain thorium and uranium.
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Dominance in Refining and Processing:
China is the undisputed leader in REE
processing, refining around 90% of the world’s
REE metals and minerals.

Global Supply Chain:

These refined minerals are supplied across the
globe — including to the United States, India,
Japan, and the European Union — forming a
vital link in electronics, defense, and energy
industries..

Applications Across Sectors:

e Electronics: Smartphones, computer
hardware, headphones.
e Defense: Missile systems, drones, radar
components.
e Healthcare: MRI scanners, X-ray and
PET imaging.
e Energy and Mobility: Electric vehicles,
aviation, and renewable power systems.
e Magnets: High-strength magnets (e.g.,
Neodymium, Samarium-Cobalt) used in
modern gadgets and clean energy
devices.
The “Rare” Misnomer:
The term “rare” refers to processing difficulty,
not geological scarcity. REE reserves are
distributed globally, including in India, the US,
Brazil, Russia, Vietnam, and South Africa.

Specific Export Restrictions: Five Key REEs
Targeted

China has imposed stringent controls and
partial export bans on five critical REEs central
to global technology manufacturing:

1. Holmium:

o Application: Semiconductor chips and
laser surgical tools.

o Sector: Healthcare and advanced
electronics.

2. Erbium:

o Application: Fiber-optic communication
and Wi-Fi networks.

o Sector: Telecommunications.
3. Thulium:

o Application: Laser systems, X-ray
devices, microwave technology.

o Sector: Defense and healthcare.
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4. Europium:

o Application: Used in nuclear reactors
and lighting systems.

o Feature: One of the most reactive
REEs.

5. Ytterbium:

o Application: X-ray machines, nuclear
medicine, and metallurgy.

o Sector: Medical and energy industries.

Extended Controls:

Reports indicate that China has placed
restrictions on 12 REEs overall, largely affecting
US supply chains and technology exports.

Export Curbs on Artificial (Lab-Grown)
Diamonds

New Restriction Area:

China has also restricted exports of synthetic
or lab-grown diamonds, which are created
through industrial processes such as High-
Pressure High-Temperature (HPHT) and
Chemical Vapour Deposition (CVD).

Dual Usage:

While these diamonds are used in jewelry, they
are equally crucial for industrial and defense
purposes, including semiconductors, radar
systems, and laser equipment.

Strategic Significance:

The move is seen as another effort to control
the supply of materials essential for US high-
tech manufacturing.

Implications for India

Trade Balancing Act:

India faces a complex challenge in balancing
relations between the United States (its largest
export destination) and China (its largest
source of imports) — particularly in the area of

critical minerals and electronics components.

Sectoral Dependence:

India’s automobile and electronics industries
rely heavily on Chinese imports of REE-based
materials, including magnets and battery
components.

Need for Strategic Diversification:

e The Indian auto sector has already urged
the government to formulate a
comprehensive critical minerals
strategy.

e India must collaborate with alternative
partners such as Japan, Australia, and
the United States under frameworks like
the Quad’s Critical Minerals Initiative to
reduce dependency on China.

e Investing in domestic exploration, refining
technology, and recycling can further
strengthen India’s self-reliance.

Conclusion

The renewed US—China tariff confrontation
underscores the strategic value of Rare Earth
Elements in global geopolitics. China’s
dominance in refining and export control has
transformed REEs into a tool of economic
statecraft. For countries like India, this crisis
offers a reminder of the urgency to diversify
supply chains, build technological capacity,
and develop resilient trade partnerships.
Balancing between competing powers while
safeguarding national industrial interests will
define India’s approach in the evolving global
trade landscape.

Saksam Drone System

Context:

The Indian Army has recently deployed the
Saksam drone system to strengthen its anti-drone
defense capabilities.

Meaning of Saksam: Stands for Situational
Awareness for Kinetic Soft and Hard Kill Asset
Management.

Purpose: Designed as a counter-drone platform,
it can detect, monitor, and neutralize hostile aerial
systems, including swarm attacks.

Significance: Reflects the growing role of drones
in modern conflicts, where threats include
surveillance units, weaponized drones, and
explosive-laden kamikaze drones.

Development: Created by Bharat Electronics
Limited (BEL), a public sector defense electronics
firm, for operational use by the Indian Army.

Iron Age Origin Debate
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Context

Tamil Nadu archaeological finds suggest the Iron
Age began around 3300 BCE, far earlier than
North India’s 1100-800 BCE timeline, challenging
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established historical chronology, as stated by
Chief Minister M.K. Stalin.

Earlier Understanding of the Iron Age in India
Conventional Theory:

e Historians once believed the Iron Age
began in North India’s Gangetic plains
around 1100 BCE, linked to Painted Grey
Ware and early Vedic sites, with South
India adopting iron technology much later.

Basis of Earlier Beliefs:

e The primary evidence came from
archaeological excavations in Uttar
Pradesh, Bihar, and Madhya Pradesh.

e These findings included iron implements,
agricultural tools, and evidence of early
metallurgy.

Tamil Nadu’s Early Iron Age

e Recent excavations suggest iron use in
Tamil Nadu began around 3300 BCE,
predating North India’s Iron Age.

e Findings indicate advanced metallurgy
nearly 5,300 years ago, revising India’s
early chronology.

e CM M.K. Stalin claims Tamil regions may
have been a cradle of early iron
technology.

Major Archaeological Sites in Tamil Nadu

Key Iron Age sites in Tamil Nadu include
Thirumalapuram with burial artifacts,
Adichanalur’s urn burials, Sivakalai’s pottery and
tools, Kiladi’'s urban settlements, and
Kodumanal’s industrial and trade evidence.

Key Findings from Thirumalapuram
Excavations

Burial Evidence:

The site at Thirumalapuram, excavated by the
Tamil Nadu State Department of Archaeology,
revealed a large burial complex showcasing
well-organized funerary rituals. Artifacts were
found carefully placed near the remains, reflecting
a belief in the afterlife and cultural
sophistication.

Iron Objects:
Over 85 iron artifacts were unearthed,
including:
e Khnives, arrowheads, chisels, axes, and
rings
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These implements display advanced
metalworking skills, affirming the
existence of an active Iron Age culture.

Pottery and Ceramic Culture:

e Excavations revealed black-and-red
ware and white-painted pottery, both
distinctive markers of the Iron Age.

e The continuity of these designs suggests
technological consistency and artistic
evolution across generations.

Urns and Symbolic Art:

e Numerous urns used for burial purposes
were discovered.

e Some urns carried engraved figures
depicting humans, mountain deer, and
tortoises — offering glimpses into the
symbolic and ritual life of the community.

Historical and Cultural Significance

Challenging Northern Chronology:

These discoveries question the long-held
assumption that civilizational progress in India
flowed from North to South. Instead, they
suggest that technological innovation such as
iron smelting may have emerged independently
or even earlier in Tamil Nadu.

Implications for Cultural History:

e The evidence points to a technologically
advanced and socially organized
society in South India well before the rise
of urban centers in the North.

e The findings potentially bridge the gap
between the Neolithic, Megalithic, and
Sangam phases of Tamil civilization.

Need for Scientific Verification:

While these claims are promising, radio-carbon
dating and metallurgical analysis are essential
to establish precise timelines and confirm whether
the Iron Age indeed began as early as claimed.

Conclusion

The emerging evidence from Tamil Nadu’s
archaeological sites marks a transformative
phase in the understanding of India’s
protohistoric era. If verified, these findings could
redefine the global narrative of early
metallurgy, positioning South India as a
pioneering center of iron technology.

Beyond regional pride, this research emphasizes
the need to view India’s ancient history as multi-
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centric, shaped by diverse cultural and
technological innovations across its vast

geography.

Demographic Mission

Context:

The Prime Minister announced a national
Demographic Mission to address illegal infiltration
and manage India’s evolving population trends for
balanced growth, national security, and
sustainable development.

Objective:

e Monitor and analyse fertility, mortality,
migration, and population distribution.

e Strengthen border region resilience
against demographic shifts.

e Build a demographic intelligence system
for policy and governance.

Key Features:

e High-level commission for demographic
and migration management.

e Use of digital census, satellite mapping,
and advanced analytics.

e Focus on education, health, skills, ageing,

and mobility.
e Link border security with socio-economic
planning.
Importance:

e Declining fertility, regional imbalance, and
ageing population.

e Internal and cross-border migration
reshaping identities and economies.

e Unequal access to resources threatening
demographic dividend.

e Security risks from illegal infiltration in
border areas.

Challenges:
e Lack of integrated updated data.

e Political sensitivities in demographic
debates.

e Coordination gaps among ministries.

e Balancing migrant rights with security
concerns.

e Need for sustainable elderly care systems.

Way Forward:

e Integrate demographic data from all
national surveys.

e Develop a clear national migration policy.

e Strengthen health, education, and skill
infrastructure.

e Promote public awareness to reduce
politicisation of the issue.

e Create a National Institute for
Demographic Research and Policy.

Conclusion:

The Demographic Mission should be an inclusive,
data-driven framework ensuring security while
enhancing human capital, addressing ageing, and
guiding India towards demographic stability and
equitable growth.

Microfinance Loan Defaults Surge in
2024-25
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Context:

According to the Bharat Microfinance Report
2025 by Sa-Dhan, India’s microfinance sector
witnessed a steep rise in loan defaults during FY
2024-25, reflecting growing repayment stress
and financial vulnerability among low-income
borrowers.

Key Findings:
e Delinquency Surge: Loans overdue

beyond 30 days (PAR 30+) increased to
6.2%, up from 2.1% in FY 2023-24.

e Rising NPAs: Non-performing assets
(overdue beyond 90 days) rose sharply
to 4.8%, compared to 1.6% last year.

o Regional Snapshot: Bihar recorded
57,712 crore in outstanding microloans,
with 7.2% delayed beyond 30 days and
4.6% beyond 90 days.

e Rural Distress: Out of 2.3 lakh crore in
rural microloans, 6.4% were overdue,
higher than urban and semi-urban levels,
showing deeper rural financial stress.

Causes:

e Post-pandemic income stagnation and
inflationary pressures.

e Over-borrowing due to multiple lending
channels.
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e Climate-induced livelihood disruptions in
agrarian and informal sectors.

e Limited financial literacy and weak credit
monitoring systems.

Implications:

e Rising defaults threaten the financial
sustainability of microfinance
institutions (MFls).

e Could reverse financial inclusion gains,
particularly for women and self-help
groups.

e Pressure on NBFC-MFIs and small
lenders may trigger consolidation in the
sector.

Challenges:

e Weak borrower risk assessment and
inadequate credit bureau integration.

e Lack of diversified income sources among
borrowers.

e Policy delays in restructuring microfinance
debt.

e Limited insurance or social safety nets for
vulnerable borrowers.

Way Forward:

e Strengthen credit appraisal and
borrower profiling systems.

e Introduce early warning frameworks
using data analytics for loan monitoring.

e Enhance financial literacy and
livelihood diversification programs.

e Promote collaboration between banks,
MFls, and regulators for responsible
lending.

e Expand social protection schemes to
reduce repayment shocks during crises.

Conclusion:

The surge in microfinance defaults highlights the
fragility of India’s grassroots credit ecosystem. A
balanced approach, combining stronger risk
management, borrower support, and policy
reform is essential to safeguard financial
inclusion while ensuring the long-term health of
the microfinance sector.

Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC)
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Context

In October 2025, India completed nine years of
the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC), a
major reform that reshaped the country’s credit
and debt recovery system. Since its inception, the
IBC has enabled resolution of debts worth %26
lakh crore, strengthening credit discipline,
corporate responsibility, and investor trust.

Background and Evolution

Introduced in 2016, the IBC unified multiple debt
recovery laws, such as the SARFAESI Act, Debt
Recovery Tribunals (DRTSs), and Sick Industrial
Companies Act (SICA), into one structured and
time-bound framework. It aimed to promote
financial discipline, uphold creditor rights, and
improve corporate governance.

Between 2016 and 2025, over %26 lakh crore of
debt was addressed through IBC mechanisms.
Around 30,310 cases worth ¥13.78 lakh crore
were settled before admission, while 1,314 cases
were resolved post-admission and 1,919
withdrawn under Section 12A after mutual
settlement. Non-Performing Assets (NPAs)
declined from 10.9% in FY 2017-18 t0 2.3% in
FY 2024-25, with net NPAs at only 0.5%. Loan
overdue periods also dropped from over 200 days
to below 90 days.

Governance and Deterrence Reforms
Key provisions strengthened accountability and
deterrence.

e Section 29A: Bars defaulting promoters
from rebidding for their assets.

e Section 32: Removes immunity for
offences before insolvency, ensuring
transparency.

e Provisions against preferential and
fraudulent transactions protect creditor
interests.

Constitutional and Legal Framework

The IBC reflects the Constitution’s vision of
economic justice by promoting efficiency,
fairness, and transparency. It balances creditor
primacy with protection for employees and
investors.

Legislative Milestones:

e 2017: Section 29A introduced for ethical
accountability.
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e 2018: Homebuyers recognised as
financial creditors.

e 2019: 330-day cap on resolution timelines.

e 2020: Temporary suspension of new
insolvency cases during the COVID-19
pandemic.

e 2021: Launch of Pre-Packaged Insolvency
for Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises
(MSMEs).

e 2024: Digital filing systems and improved
avoidance transaction rules.

Judicial Role — National Company Law
Tribunal (NCLT)

The National Company Law Tribunal (NCLT) is
the main adjudicating body for insolvency and
restructuring. It has revived over 3,700
companies with a combined resolution value
above %4 lakh crore, safeguarding jobs and
preventing liquidation of viable firms. Predictable
and time-bound outcomes have improved credit
discipline.

Economic Impact

The IBC has boosted liquidity, credit flow, and
investor confidence.

e Average sales increased by 76% post-
resolution.

e Capital expenditure rose by 130%,
showing renewed investor trust.

e Liquidity improved by 80%, aiding
business revival.

e Employment and wages grew by 50%,
particularly in the steel, power, and
infrastructure sectors.

e Market capitalisation tripled from %2 lakh
crore to %6 lakh crore after restructuring.

Collectively, these results illustrate how the IBC
has promoted a resilient and transparent
corporate environment vital for sustainable
growth.

Key Challenges
Despite its achievements, several structural
issues persist:

1. Infrastructure Gaps: Many NCLT
benches lack adequate infrastructure,
causing backlogs.

2. Manpower Shortages: Limited
permanent staff and ad-hoc members
hinder consistency.

3. Case Backlogs: Delays indicate the need
for a specialised insolvency division.

4. Case Management: Absence of a
National Case Management System
(NCMS) limits efficiency.

Way Forward

1. Institutional Strengthening: Create a
dedicated IBC division within NCLT and
fast-track benches for MSMEs.

2. Digital Upgrades: Introduce paperless e-
courts, Artificial Intelligence-based
tracking, and better coordination between
the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Board of
India (IBBI), Reserve Bank of India (RBI),
and Ministry of Corporate Affairs (MCA).

3. MSME Support: Broaden pre-packaged
frameworks and simplify procedures to
reduce litigation costs.

4. Capacity Building: Train professionals,
resolution practitioners, and analysts;
promote insolvency education.

5. Personal Insolvency Expansion: Extend
IBC coverage to individuals and
partnerships for improved financial
inclusion.

Conclusion

In nine years, the Insolvency and Bankruptcy
Code has emerged as a cornerstone of India’s
economic reform agenda. It has reduced bad
loans, revived businesses, and restored
confidence in the financial system. Going forward,
emphasis on digital transformation, institutional
capacity, and inclusive access will ensure the IBC
continues to anchor India’s vision of sustainable
growth and financial resilience under Viksit
Bharat 2047.

UNESCO'’s World’s First Virtual Museum
of Stolen Cultural Objects
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Context

At the World Conference on Cultural Policies and
Sustainable Development (MONDIACULT 2025)
in Barcelona, Spain, the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) launched the world’s first Virtual
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Museum of Stolen Cultural Objects. The digital
platform is designed to track, document, and
educate the world about stolen or illicitly traded
cultural artifacts, promoting cooperation in
heritage protection and repatriation.

About the Initiative

Introduced in 2025, this virtual museum
represents a landmark in applying digital
innovation to cultural preservation. It aims to
symbolically reunite nations with their displaced
heritage, encourage ethical museum practices,
and strengthen international collaboration for the
recovery of cultural property.

Objectives
The project pursues three main goals:

1. Combat lllicit Trafficking: Create a
global database of stolen and looted
artifacts to assist museums, governments,
and law enforcement in tracing and
recovering cultural property.

2. Cultural Reconnection: Use virtual
restoration tools to reconnect communities
with their lost heritage and enable nations
to reclaim historical narratives through
digital representation.

3. Education and Awareness: Offer
immersive learning experiences, expert
talks, and digital exhibitions to promote
awareness of restitution ethics and
heritage protection.

Key Features of the Virtual Museum

1. Digital Platform: The museum uses 3D
modelling, Artificial Intelligence (Al), and
Virtual Reality (VR) to recreate over 240
stolen artifacts from 46 countries.

2. Interactive Galleries:

o Stolen Cultural Objects Gallery
displays digital reconstructions of
missing artifacts with provenance
details.

o The auditorium hosts global dialogues
on restitution and heritage justice.

o Return and Restitution Room
showcases successfully recovered
treasures.

3. Al Reconstruction: For artifacts lacking
images, Al generates realistic models
using archaeological and historical data.

4. Educational Integration: The platform
provides study material on artifact origins,
repatriation procedures, and international
agreements like the 1970 UNESCO
Convention on lllicit Trafficking of Cultural
Property.

India’s Representation

India’s collection in the Virtual Museum features
two 9th-century sandstone sculptures of Nataraja
(Lord Shiva as the cosmic dancer) and Brahma
from the Mahadev Temple in Pali, Chhattisgarh,
stolen during the colonial period. Their inclusion
reflects India’s leadership in cultural restitution,
technological documentation, and global heritage
collaboration.

Global Importance

1. Strengthening International Solidarity:
The platform brings together countries to
jointly combat the illicit trade of artifacts,
reinforcing cultural diplomacy and
collective heritage responsibility.

2. Enhancing Transparency: By creating a
verified record of missing artifacts, the
museum discourages illegal art trade and
encourages ethical acquisition by
institutions.

3. Digital Innovation for Justice: The use
of Al and virtual reality demonstrates how
emerging technology can support cultural
justice and global education.

4. Preserving Cultural Continuity: Virtual
reconnection enables communities to
reclaim cultural memory and identity
despite physical loss.

5. Supporting Legal Frameworks: The
initiative complements global conventions
such as the 1995 UNIDROIT Convention
and the 1970 UNESCO Convention,
promoting accountability and lawful
restitution.

Mission for Aatmanirbharta in Pulses
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Context

Prime Minister Narendra Modi launched the
Mission for Aatmanirbharta in Pulses at the
Indian Agricultural Research Institute (IARI), New
Delhi. The mission seeks to make India self-
sufficient in pulses by December 2027 and build a
resilient and inclusive pulses sector by 2030-31.
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It integrates technology, procurement reforms,
and farmer empowerment to create a sustainable
ecosystem for pulse production and consumption.

About the Mission

Also called the Dalhan Aatmanirbharta
Mission, this national programme aims to boost
domestic production, reduce import dependence,
and improve farmer welfare through a value chain
approach.

e Announced in: Union Budget 2025-26
e Cabinet Approval: October 1, 2025
e Duration: 2025-26 to 2030-31

e Nodal Ministry: Ministry of Agriculture
and Farmers’ Welfare

e Key Partners: Indian Council of
Agricultural Research (ICAR), Krishi
Vigyan Kendras (KVKs), National
Agricultural Cooperative Marketing
Federation (NAFED), National
Cooperative Consumers’ Federation
(NCCF), and NITI Aayog.

e Digital Platform: SATHI (Seed
Authentication and Traceability Hub for
India) Portal managed by the National
Informatics Centre (NIC).

Aims and Objectives

The mission targets 350 lakh tonnes of pulses
by 2030-31, achieving full self-sufficiency by
2027. It focuses on reducing imports of Tur
(Arhar), Urad, and Masoor; expanding cultivation
to 310 lakh hectares including rice fallows; and
promoting intercropping to enhance soil fertility.

It ensures 100% Minimum Support Price (MSP)
procurement for key pulses within four years and
introduces transparent digital procurement
systems. Around 88 lakh seed kits and 126 lakh
quintals of certified seeds will be distributed,
benefitting over two crore farmers through
higher productivity and income stability.

Key Features of the Mission
1. Technology and Seed Innovation:

o Launch of the SATHI Portal for real-
time seed tracking and quality
assurance.

o Development of pest-resistant and
climate-resilient varieties through
ICAR and State Agricultural
Universities (SAUs).
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2. Value Chain Development:

o Establishment of 1,000 processing
and packaging units to reduce post-
harvest losses and create rural jobs.

o Encouragement of Farmer Producer
Organisation (FPO)-based
aggregation and Public—Private
Partnerships for value addition.

3. Institutional Framework:

o State-specific seed production plans
led by ICAR.

o Alignment with the Pradhan Mantri
Annadata Aay Sanrakshan Abhiyan
(PM-AASHA) for price assurance.

o Monitoring through a National Steering
Committee co-chaired by the
Agriculture Secretary and Director
General, ICAR.

4. Cluster-Based Model:

o “One Block — One Seed Village” model
for traceable seed distribution.

o Region-specific crop clusters —
Chickpea in Madhya Pradesh and
Rajasthan, Tur in Maharashtra and
Karnataka, and Urad in Tamil Nadu.

5. Nutrition Integration:

o Inclusion of pulses in Public
Distribution System (PDS),
Integrated Child Development
Services (ICDS), and Mid-Day Meal
(PM POSHAN) schemes to enhance
protein intake and address
malnutrition.

Operational Strategy

States will prepare five-year seed production
plans, supported by ICAR and state seed
corporations. Soil health improvement through
micro-irrigation, balanced fertilizer use, and
organic amendments will be promoted under the
National Mission on Sustainable Agriculture
(NMSA). Mechanisation, extension services, and
large-scale demonstrations will ensure technology
adoption. Digital tools such as e-NAM and
production dashboards will improve market
transparency and real-time monitoring.

Expected Outcomes
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e Self-Reliance by 2027: End of 15,000
crore annual imports and stable domestic
prices.

e Enhanced Farmer Income: Increased
productivity, assured procurement, and
risk reduction.

o Nutritional Security: Improved protein
access for vulnerable populations.

e Environmental Gains: Pulses’ nitrogen

fixation improves soil fertility and promotes

climate-resilient agriculture.

Significance

Economically, the mission strengthens supply
chains and rural entrepreneurship while reducing
import dependence. Socially, it empowers small
and marginal farmers, including women-led
FPOs. Nutritionally, it addresses protein
deficiency, and ecologically, it promotes
sustainable soil management and diversified
cropping systems.

Conclusion

The Mission for Aatmanirbharta in Pulses
(2025-26 to 2030-31) marks a decisive step
toward food and nutrition security. By combining
research-driven innovation, institutional reform,
and welfare integration, India is set to emerge as
a global leader in sustainable pulse production.
The initiative will transform India’s journey from
import dependency to self-reliance, ensuring
economic empowerment, nutritional well-being,
and environmental sustainability for the decades
ahead.

Durand Line

Context

Recently, cross-border clashes between
Afghanistan and Pakistan along the Durand Line
resulted in over 80 soldier casualties, reigniting
tensions along the disputed frontier.

About the Durand Line

The Durand Line is the international land border
between Afghanistan and Pakistan, stretching
approximately 2,640 km (1,640 miles). It

demarcates spheres of influence agreed between

British India and the Emirate of Afghanistan in
1893 but remains unrecognized by Afghanistan.

Location:
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e It extends from the Karakoram Range in
the northeast near China to the Registan
Desert in the southwest near Iran.

e Passes through the strategic Khyber Pass
and Spin Ghar (White Mountains).

e Divides 12 Afghan provinces and 3
Pakistani provinces: Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, Balochistan, and Gilgit-
Baltistan.

Historical Background

e Established in 1893 via the Durand Line
Agreement between Sir Henry Mortimer
Durand (British India) and Emir Abdur
Rahman Khan (Afghanistan).

e Intended to define respective spheres of
influence and to buffer British India from
Russian expansion during the Great
Game.

e The agreement was only a page long and
later ratified with minor adjustments.

e Post-1947, Pakistan inherited the line but
Afghanistan never officially recognized it,
partly due to its division of Pashtun tribal
areas.

Physical and Geopolitical Features

e The boundary traverses diverse terrain
from mountainous ranges (Karakoram,
Hindu Kush, Spin Ghar) to deserts and
plains (Registan, Baloch Plateau).

e Includes strategic passes such as Khyber
Pass (historically vital for trade and
invasions) and the Wakhan Corridor.

e The area is ethnically dominated by
Pashtun tribes with strong cultural and
kinship ties spanning both sides of the
border.

e Division of Pashtun tribes has fueled
demands for an independent Pashtunistan
and persistent cross-border unrest.

e The border remains porous, affecting
regional security due to militant and
insurgent movements.

Contemporary Issues

e Afghanistan rejects the Durand Line,
viewing it as an imposed boundary that
unfairly divides ethnic groups and territory.
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e Pakistan recognizes it as an international
border essential for its sovereignty.

e The border remains one of South Asia's
most volatile, witnessing frequent clashes,
militant activity, and complex geopolitical
tensions.

Conclusion

The Durand Line is a century-old colonial legacy
continuing to shape Afghanistan-Pakistan
relations, with unresolved disputes, ethnic
divisions, and security challenges along this
perilous frontier.

Miss Rishikesh Controversy

Context

A Miss Rishikesh beauty pageant in Uttarakhand
was disrupted by right-wing groups opposing the
event on the grounds that participants wearing
modern attire and walking the ramp were "ruining
the culture."

Societal Double Standards

e While Indian women winning international
pageants like Miss Universe and Miss
World are widely celebrated, local events
face opposition framed as cultural
protection.

e This reflects a double standard where
celebration of global acceptance contrasts
with resistance to similar expressions
domestically.

Critique of Fragile Culture

e The ease with which a small event triggers
major protests questions the resilience
and value of such a culture purportedly
being protected.

e Suggests that a culture so fragile may not
merit aggressive defense through social
policing.

Fundamental Rights and Freedom of Choice

e The controversy touches upon core
constitutional rights, particularly:

e Article 19: Guarantees freedom
relating to practice, profession, trade,
or business.

e Article 21: Ensures personal liberty
and the right to life, including the right

to enjoy one’s life and make personal
choices.

Hypocrisy and Social Duality
e Example of selective morality evident in:

e Vigilance over cow protection versus
neglecting cows dying in cities due to
plastic ingestion.

e Partial acceptance of Western culture
(food, clothing) but rejection of
Western influence in fashion or
personal freedoms.

Conclusion

e The Miss Rishikesh dispute highlights the
ongoing tension in India between
traditionalism and modernity.

e India’s secular constitution upholds
democratic rights and individual freedoms
that must be defended against social
intolerance and selective cultural policing.

Geopolitical and Strategic Affairs
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A. Myanmar and Coco Islands

Context

Myanmar has assured India that there is no
Chinese presence on the Coco Islands, easing
some concerns amid ongoing regional tensions.
However, Myanmar has yet to approve the Indian
Navy’s long-standing request for visits to the
islands, maintaining strategic opacity.

Location:
e The Coco Islands are located in the Bay of

Bengal, about 18 kilometers north of
India’s North Andaman Island.

e The archipelago includes Great Coco
Island and Little Coco Island, also
historically known as Killing Islands.

Historical Context:

e Under British India, the Andaman and
Nicobar Islands and the Coco Islands fell
under British administration.

e In 1882, the British officially attached the
Coco Islands to Burma (now Myanmar).

Current Status:

e The Coco Islands are sovereign territory
of Myanmar.
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e Myanmar claimed no Chinese military or
civilian presence on these islands during
recent diplomatic dialogues.

Strategic Concern for India:

e The islands lie close to India’s Andaman
and Nicobar Command, raising fears
about Chinese surveillance and
intelligence facilities being established
there.

e Satellite data indicates expanded
infrastructure — including a 2,300-meter
airstrip, barracks for 1,500+ personnel,
and ongoing construction linking islands
— heightening Indian concern about
possible Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) or

Electronic Intelligence (ELINT) operations.

e The Coco Islands’ position is critical for
monitoring Indian naval movements,
missile tests (like those off Balasore and
APJ Abdul Kalam Island), and submarine
activities from the eastern seaboard.

e The proximity to key maritime routes like
the Strait of Malacca adds to the strategic
importance.

India’s Defense Posture:

e India maintains a Tri-Service Command
(Army, Navy, Air Force) in the Andaman
and Nicobar Islands to monitor the region
continuously.

e [ndia has persistently sought diplomatic
clearance for naval visits to Coco Islands,
which Myanmar has not granted.

B. India-Afghanistan Relations (Taliban)

Recent Visit:

Amir Khan Muttagi, the Afghan Foreign Minister
from the Taliban regime, visited India for a week
starting October 10th, meeting with External

Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar and NSA Ajit Doval.

India’s Stance - The Mid Path:

e [ndia maintains a pragmatic approach
aligned with national interest, avoiding
formal recognition of the Taliban
government but restoring normal
diplomatic engagement.

e The embassy in Afghanistan is planned to
be reopened, emphasizing that
engagement benefits the Afghan people,
not just the Taliban leadership.

Historical Goodwill:

e The Taliban historically protected Indian
development projects, such as the Zaranj-
Delaram Highway and the Salma
(Friendship) Dam, ensuring Indian works
continued despite global conflicts.

Strategic Imperative:

e India’s engagement is essential as global
and regional powers (Russia, China, Iran,
Central Asia) are already involved in
Afghanistan.

e India seeks access to Afghanistan’s
natural resources, including rare earth
minerals.

Ethical Dilemma:

e Despite the Taliban’s repressive policies,
notably towards women, India prioritizes
strategic interests.

e The Indian position highlights the
hypocrisy of Western nations that maintain
relations with states having questionable
human rights records.

Afghan Assurances:

e Afghanistan has assured India that its
territory will not be used for hostile acts
against India.

e Discussions also covered improvements
in trade, health services (including eased
visa norms for medical treatment in India),
and humanitarian aid cooperation.

Conclusion

The developments surrounding the Coco Islands
and Afghanistan reveal India’s evolving
geopolitical maturity, a shift from reactive
diplomacy to proactive strategic management. By
blending maritime security vigilance with
pragmatic continental engagement, India seeks to
strengthen its position as a balancing power in an
era of fluid regional dynamics.

India’s Blue Economy
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Context

In October 2025, NITI Aayog released the report
“India’s Blue Economy — Strategy for Harnessing
Deep-Sea and Offshore Fisheries”, outlining a
roadmap to sustainably expand marine resources
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through advanced technology and globally
competitive practices.

About the Report

India’s vast Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), with
a potential yield of 7.16 million tonnes, remains
underutilised. Few Indian-flagged vessels operate
in deep waters, hindered by the absence of an
EEZ Fisheries Act, weak institutional
coordination, and limited port and vessel
infrastructure. These constraints have slowed the
sector’s growth and monitoring capabilities.

Economic and Strategic Potential

e Export Growth:
Developing deep-sea fisheries can boost
annual marine exports beyond 360,000
crore, enhancing India’s global seafood
share.

e Livelihood Opportunities:
Modernised vessels can earn up to 330
lakh annually—ten times traditional
coastal income—generating jobs and
boosting coastal livelihoods.

e Ecological Balance:
Offshore fishing eases pressure on
coastal ecosystems, helping fish stocks
recover and ensuring long-term
sustainability.

e Resource Diversification:

Untapped species like lanternfish, squid,
and deep-sea shrimp offer new
opportunities for value-added processing
and export diversification.

e Maritime Strength:
A strong offshore fleet bolsters food
security and India’s maritime influence
under the SAGAR vision in the Indo-
Pacific.

Key Challenges

e Policy and Legal Gaps:
Overlapping mandates and the lack of a
unified EEZ fisheries law create
inefficiencies and regulatory ambiguity.

e Infrastructure Shortfall:
Only a few of India’s 90 fishing harbours
can handle modern vessels; weak cold-
chain and processing facilities lower
export value.

e High Costs:

Deep-sea fishing demands heavy
investment in vessels and fuel, deterring
small-scale fishers without institutional
support.

o Limited Research:
Insufficient surveys and data restrict stock
assessments and evidence-based
policymaking.

e Environmental Risks:
Unsustainable practices like bottom
trawling threaten biodiversity, highlighting
the need for stronger oversight.

Way Forward

e Policy Reform:
Enact an EEZ Fisheries Act to clarify
licensing, jurisdiction, and monitoring
across agencies.

e Infrastructure Upgrade:
Modernise harbours, expand cold-chain
capacity, and promote private investment
in processing and exports.

e Capacity Building:
Train and support coastal fishers with
financial and technological assistance for
safe offshore operations.

e Sustainability Practices:
Introduce selective gear, strict
environmental norms, and Al-based
monitoring systems.

e Institutional Integration:
Create a national coordination authority
linking NITI Aayog, the Fisheries Ministry,
and state governments.

Conclusion

India’s deep-sea fisheries strategy marks a
turning point in advancing a sustainable Blue
Economy. With reforms in policy, technology, and
governance, the nation can transform its fisheries
sector into a globally competitive, environmentally
responsible, and livelihood-enhancing enterprise.

Blind Spot in Critical Infrastructure
Cybersecurity
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Context

The World Economic Forum (WEF) has warned
of a major weakness in global cybersecurity, the
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growing exposure of Operational Technology
(OT) systems that manage critical infrastructure
like power grids, transport, and water networks.
Recent incidents such as the Spain—Portugal
blackout highlight the rising risks of cyber-
physical disruptions.

Understanding Operational Technology (OT)

e Definition:
Operational Technology includes the
hardware and software that control
industrial and physical processes —
turbines, valves, and pipelines. Unlike IT
systems that handle data, OT systems
directly operate machinery and essential
services.

e Rising Exposure:
Earlier, OT systems were isolated (“air-
gapped”) from the internet. But with
automation and digital integration, they
now connect to IT networks, expanding
cyber vulnerabilities. A single breach can
halt production, disrupt public utilities, and
threaten human safety.

Causes of Growing Vulnerability

1. OT-IT Convergence:
Integration with digital systems increases
exposure by connecting once-isolated
industrial controls to external networks.

2. State-Sponsored Threats:
Cyberattacks by nation-states target
infrastructure, as seen in Ukraine’s
NotPetya incident, to cause large-scale
disruption.

3. Outdated Systems:
Many facilities rely on legacy SCADA
networks lacking encryption and modern
protection tools.

4. Uneven Investment:
While IT security receives major funding,
OT defense often remains under-
resourced and poorly managed.

5. Low Visibility:
OT networks often lack real-time
detection or logging tools, letting
intrusions persist unnoticed.

Major Challenges

o Weak Detection:
Over half of OT networks operate without
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intrusion detection, allowing cyber threats
to remain undetected.

Regulatory Fragmentation:

No global cybersecurity standard governs
critical infrastructure, resulting in
inconsistent protection levels.

Workforce Deficit:

Few cybersecurity professionals have OT
expertise, leaving industries short of
skilled defenders.

Attribution Difficulty:

Technical faults and cyber incidents often
appear similar, complicating forensic
investigations.

High Upgrade Costs:

Modernizing old systems with advanced
defenses poses financial strain, especially
in developing economies.

Consequences of OT Cyberattacks

Operational Disruption:

A single attack can halt electricity supply
or manufacturing, causing losses
exceeding $1 million per hour.

Economic Losses:

Worldwide damages from infrastructure-
related cyber incidents could reach $10
trillion annually.

National Security Risks:

Cyber sabotage can disable defense,
healthcare, and water systems,
endangering public safety.

Erosion of Trust:

Repeated disruptions reduce public
confidence in governments and utility
providers.

WEF Recommendations

1.

Real-Time Monitoring:

Adopt continuous network surveillance
and anomaly detection like that used by
FERC in the U.S.

Integrated Governance:

Governments should view OT security as
central to national defense and
infrastructure resilience.

Technological Investment:

Use Al-driven monitoring, digital
forensics, and predictive analytics for
rapid response.
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4. Public-Private Coordination:
Build information-sharing platforms linking
energy, transport, and healthcare sectors.

5. Skill Development:
Promote global training programs for
engineers and operators in OT
cybersecurity.

Conclusion

Critical infrastructure, once protected by physical
isolation, now faces digital threats with far-
reaching consequences. The WEF urges nations
to close this cybersecurity blind spot through
global cooperation, strategic investment, and
robust governance. Strengthening OT defenses is
essential to safeguard national stability, economic
resilience, and public safety in a hyperconnected
era.

India—Australia Clean Energy Partnership

Context

The editorial by Lisa Singh and Tushar Joshi
explores the growing India—Australia collaboration
in clean energy, aimed at cutting carbon
emissions, diversifying supply chains, and
reducing dependence on China for critical
minerals and renewable technologies.

Shared Goals and Strategic Dependence

e Common Vision: Both countries share
ambitious clean energy and climate goals.

e India: Target of 500 GW non-fossil fuel
electricity capacity by 2030.

e Australia: Aims for 62—70% emission
reduction by 2035 and net-zero by
2050.

e Reliance on China:

e China refines over 90% of rare earth
elements and produces over 80% of
global solar modules.

e Australia mines lithium, nickel, and
cobalt but depends on China for
processing.

e Strategic Necessity: Over-dependence
poses supply chain security risks. Joint
cooperation is seen as a mitigation
strategy to diversify sources and build
self-reliance in clean energy materials.

The Clean Energy Partnership
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e Launch: Initiated in 2024 jointly by PM
Narendra Modi and PM Anthony
Albanese.

e Key Areas of Cooperation:
e Solar photovoltaic (PV) manufacturing

e Green hydrogen production and
storage

e Energy storage and battery systems
e Circular economy and recycling

e Investments, capacity building, and
skills development

Synergies and Strategic Importance
e India’s Advantages:

e Expanding domestic clean energy
market

e Large youth workforce and
manufacturing incentives (EVs, solar
components)

e Australia’s Advantages:

e Abundant critical mineral reserves
(lithium, cobalt, nickel, rare earths)

e Expertise in mining technology and
research

e Mutual Benefits:

e Boost in green manufacturing and
clean jobs creation

e Enhanced technological cooperation
and export opportunities

e Strengthened geopolitical positioning
in the Indo-Pacific through shared
sustainable growth

Implementation and Way Forward

e Current Progress: Australian Climate
Minister Chris Bowen’s visit to India
(October 2025) focuses on accelerating
project implementation and joint policy
design.

e Challenges: Technology and investment
gaps, policy coordination issues, and
infrastructure readiness.

e Recommendations:

e Encourage Public—Private
Partnerships (PPPs) for large-scale
green projects
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e Investin joint R&D to innovate
cleaner technologies

e Ensure coordinated policymaking for
faster adoption and equitable growth

Conclusion

The India—Australia Clean Energy Partnership
embodies economic and environmental synergy.
With shared climate ambitions and
complementary strengths, both nations can
reduce Chinese supply dominance, secure their
energy future, and shape the clean transition in
the Indo-Pacific region.

Maitri-2

Context

India is launching Maitri-2, its fourth research
station in Antarctica, marking a significant step in
polar scientific research and environmental
sustainability. The initiative aligns with India’s
long-term commitment to the Antarctic Treaty
System and global climate research efforts.

Details of Maitri-2

e Status: Fourth Indian research base in
Antarctica.

e Location: Planned for the Eastern
Antarctic region.

e Timeline & Cost: To be completed by
January 2029 over seven years, with a
total outlay of 2,000 crore approved by
the Ministry of Finance.

e Purpose: Designed to replace the aging
Maitri-1 (1989) with a modern, eco-
sustainable facility focusing on climate,
geological, and glaciological research.

e Implementing Agency: National Centre for
Polar and Ocean Research (NCPOR),
Goa, functioning under the Ministry of
Earth Sciences.

Strategic and Scientific Importance

e Climate Research: Enables continuous
observation of ice melt, temperature shifts,
and sea-level rise, essential for assessing
the global impact of climate change on
India’s coasts.

e Environmental Monitoring: Supports long-
term data collection on ocean currents,

atmospheric composition, and polar
biodiversity.

e Geopolitical Relevance: Sustains India’s
presence and influence in Antarctica,
alongside major powers such as China,
Russia, the US, and the UK.

e Future Potential: Maintains India’s
eligibility for potential resource exploration
rights if global Antarctic regulations
evolve.

India’s Antarctic Stations

1. Dakshin Gangotri (1983): India’s first
station; now buried under ice but serves
as a supply base.

2. Maitri-1 (1989): Operational research
station to be succeeded by Maitri-2.

3. Bharati (2012): Fully functional,
supporting oceanographic and climate
studies.

4. Maitri-2 (Upcoming by 2029): Focus on
sustainable research infrastructure,
enhanced logistics, and renewable energy
use.

Conclusion

The Maitri-2 project represents India’s continued
commitment to polar science, climate resilience,
and global environmental cooperation. It
reinforces India’s scientific leadership in
Antarctica while ensuring a sustainable and
technologically advanced research presence for
decades ahead.

Logistics Excellence, Advancement, and
Performance Shield (LEAPS) 2025
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Context

The Union Minister for Commerce and Industry
launched the Logistics Excellence, Advancement,
and Performance Shield (LEAPS) 2025 at Bharat
Mandapam, New Delhi, to commemorate the 4th
anniversary of PM GatiShakti. The initiative seeks
to transform India’s logistics ecosystem through
benchmarking, innovation, and performance
excellence.

About LEAPS 2025
e Launched in: October 2025

e Organizing Body: Department for
Promotion of Industry and Internal Trade
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(DPIT) under the Ministry of Commerce
and Industry

e Objective: Benchmark India’s logistics
performance, recognize excellence and
leadership, and align industry practices
with the National Logistics Policy (2022)
and PM GatiShakti initiatives.

e Vision: To build an integrated,
sustainable, and resilient logistics network
supporting Atmanirbhar Bharat and Viksit
Bharat 2047.

Key Features
e National Benchmarking Framework:
Promotes competitiveness, efficiency, and
technology adoption across logistics
sectors.
e Categories (13 in total): Covering
e Air, Rail, Road, and Maritime Freight
Operators
e Warehousing (industrial and
agricultural)
e MSMEs, Startups, and Academia
e E-commerce logistics and innovation-
driven firms
e Focus Themes:
e ESG Compliance and Green
Logistics practices
e Digital integration and sustainable
infrastructure

e Collaboration between Government,
Industry, and Academia

Significance
e Encourages innovation and sustainability
in the logistics sector.

e Acts as a recognition platform for
enterprises developing efficient and eco-
friendly logistics models.

e Strengthens India’s position in global
supply chains and enhances ease of
doing business.

e Reinforces the goals of Make in India,
Atmanirbhar Bharat, and logistics sector
competitiveness.

Registration

Applications for LEAPS 2025 are open through
the Rashtriya Puraskar Portal (awards.gov.in),

inviting participation from diverse players within
India’s logistics ecosystem.

Conclusion

LEAPS 2025 marks a major milestone in
integrating logistics efficiency with sustainability
and innovation. By uniting stakeholders under PM
GatiShakti’s national master plan, it aims to
propel India toward becoming a global logistics
leader by 2047.

India-Middle East-Europe Economic
Corridor (IMEC)
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Context

The India-Middle East-Europe Economic
Corridor (IMEC) is a multi-modal connectivity
initiative designed to link India, the Middle East,
and Europe through integrated sea, rail, and
road networks. Launched at the G20 Summit in
India, 2023, IMEC was formalised through a
Memorandum of Understanding among India,
the US, Saudi Arabia, UAE, the European
Union, France, Germany, and Italy. The corridor
aims to enhance trade efficiency, infrastructure
integration, and regional connectivity across
three continents.

Definition and Structure
IMEC is structured around two main routes:

1. Eastern Corridor: Connects Indian ports
such as Mundra, Kandla, and Jawaharlal
Nehru Port to UAE and Saudi ports,
facilitating faster maritime trade.

2. Northern Corridor: Extends from the
Middle East through Jordan to Haifa
Port, Israel, and onward via shipping to
Piraeus Port, Greece, integrating goods
transport into European markets.

This combination of maritime, rail, and road
connectivity ensures a flexible and resilient
trade network that complements existing
maritime routes.

Objectives and Geopolitical Significance

e Cost and time efficiency: IMEC is
expected to reduce logistics costs by
up to 30% and transit times by 40%
compared to the Suez Canal route.

e Strategic alternative: Provides a secure
bypass to the Suez Canal, which faces
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risks from regional conflicts and
congestion.

e Economic development: Encourages
industrial growth, job creation, and
infrastructure development, including
electricity cables, hydrogen pipelines, and
high-speed internet networks.

e Geopolitical leverage: Serves as a
counterbalance to China’s Belt and
Road Initiative, bypassing Pakistan, and
strengthening India’s partnerships with the
Middle East, Europe, and the US.

e Integration of energy and digital
infrastructure: Supports modern supply
chains by linking energy, trade, and
communication networks across the
corridor.

Challenges

Despite strong political backing, several hurdles
remain:

o Geopolitical instability: Conflicts, such
as the Israel-Gaza tensions, threaten key
nodes like Haifa Port, delaying
construction.

e Competition with Suez Canal: The
entrenched Suez route remains
operationally and commercially
dominant, requiring IMEC to offer
substantial advantages to attract traffic.

e Financial requirements: Estimated
project costs between $3 billion and $8
billion demand innovative funding,
including Public-Private Partnerships
(PPPs).

e Standardization and logistics: Ensuring
efficient cross-border procedures,
customs integration, and compatible
transport standards is critical for
seamless operations.

Way Forward

e Phased implementation: Prioritize
critical nodes and port upgrades to
demonstrate viability and attract early
investors.

e Conflict risk mitigation: Explore
alternative routes and insurance
mechanisms to manage geopolitical
risks.

e Funding innovation: Mobilize a
combination of multilateral loans, private
investment, and government support to
meet financial requirements.

e Digital and energy integration: Embed
smart logistics, tracking systems, and
energy infrastructure to maximize
corridor efficiency.

e International coordination: Regular
dialogue among participating countries to
ensure political commitment, regulatory
alignment, and dispute resolution
mechanisms.

Conclusion

The India-Middle East-Europe Economic
Corridor (IMEC) represents a transformative
approach to transcontinental trade and
infrastructure integration. By offering a
strategic, cost-efficient, and secure alternative
to traditional maritime routes, it has the potential
to strengthen India’s economic and
geopolitical influence, drive regional industrial
growth, and enhance connectivity between
Asia, the Middle East, and Europe. However,
geopolitical tensions, financial demands, and
operational standardization remain key
challenges that will determine the corridor’s
successful implementation.

Right to Information (RTI) Act at 20

WWwWw.raceias.com

Context

As the Right to Information (RTI) Act, 2005,
completes two decades, concerns have risen
over its declining impact. Civil society and
transparency advocates caution that institutional
weakening, vacancies, and the restrictive
provisions of the Digital Personal Data Protection
Act (DPDPA), 2023, threaten the law’s core
democratic purpose.

About the RTI Act

Enacted in 2005, the RTI Act empowers citizens
to seek information from public authorities at
minimal cost. It was envisioned as a pillar of
transparent, accountable, and participatory
governance.

Core Features:

e Three-tier structure: Public Information
Officers, First Appellate Authorities, and
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Central/State Information Commissions
(CIC/SIC).

e Mandatory disclosure: Section 4
requires proactive publication of
government data.

e Time-bound process: Replies within 30
days, or 48 hours for urgent matters.

e Penalties: Up to ¥25,000 for delays or
refusals.

e Democratic access: Information
available to Parliament must also be open
to citizens.

Impact and Achievements

In 20 years, the RTI Act has reshaped state—
citizen relations:

¢ Empowering citizens: Over 2.5 crore RTI
applications deepened participatory
democracy.

e Curbing corruption: Exposed scams
such as 2G, Commonwealth Games, and
Adarsh Housing.

e Better governance: Encouraged
transparency in decision-making and fund
use.

e Judicial backing: Courts affirmed
inclusion of political parties and the PMO
under RTI.

e Inclusive access: Enabled marginalized
groups to secure welfare and entitlements.

Challenges and Concerns

Despite its achievements, the RTI framework
faces multiple hurdles:

e Vacancies and delays: Long backlogs
weaken effectiveness.

e Reduced autonomy: The 2019
Amendment removed fixed tenure and
pay parity, enhancing executive control.

e Weak enforcement: Only about 1% of
defaulting officials face penalties.

e Political interference: Appointments
often lack transparency.

o Legal barriers: DPDPA’s limits on
“personal data” disclosure curb
transparency in public expenditure.

e Opacity and inaction: Data withholding
and judicial restraint foster non-
compliance.

Way Forward
To restore RTI's vitality, reforms must focus on:

e Institutional strengthening: Fill CIC/SIC
vacancies promptly.

e Autonomy restoration: Reinstate fixed
tenure and parity to ensure independence.

e Legal harmony: Amend DPDPA to
balance privacy with accountability.

e Digital modernization: Expand unified
RTI portals for online tracking and
hearings.

e Civic vigilance: Empower citizens,
media, and courts to defend the right to
information.

Conclusion

After 20 years, the RTI Act remains a crucial
democratic safeguard but suffers from institutional
neglect and restrictive laws. Reviving it demands
political will, independent oversight, and citizen
engagement. Transparency must stay central to
governance, ensuring accountability and public
trust.

EPF New Withdrawal Rules 2025:
Simplification and Flexibility

WWwWw.raceias.com

Context

In 2025, the Employees’ Provident Fund
Organisation (EPFO) launched EPFO 3.0,
introducing major reforms to simplify withdrawals
for over 30 crore members. The move balances
subscribers’ short-term financial needs with long-
term retirement security through a transparent,
digital, and user-friendly system.

About the Reforms

Background:

The new rules merge 13 withdrawal purposes
into three categories — Essential Needs (illness,
education, marriage), Housing Needs, and
Special Circumstances. This streamlining reduces
paperwork, standardises documentation, and
simplifies eligibility, cutting down on delays and
rejections.

Objectives:
The reforms aim to modernise fund access,
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improve financial flexibility, and strengthen trust
through a simplified digital interface.

Key Features of EPFO 3.0

e Unified categories: Withdrawal purposes
consolidated for faster and clearer
processing.

e Flexible withdrawal limits:

o Education — up to 10 withdrawals
allowed.

o Marriage — up to 5 withdrawals, up
from the earlier limit of 3.

e Minimum balance rule: Members must
retain 25% of the corpus to preserve
retirement savings and ensure continued
interest accrual.

e Reduced service tenure:

o Housing/Special needs — minimum
service cut to 12 months.

o Marriage/Education — reduced to 7
years.

e Full withdrawal option: Access to 100%
of eligible balance (employee + employer
share) under specified conditions.

e Digital transformation:

o End-to-end paperless settlements via
cloud-based integration.

o Multilingual self-service portals for
inclusivity.
o Vishwas Scheme: Streamlines penalty
resolution and promotes voluntary
compliance by reducing litigation.

Significance of the Reforms

These changes mark a major shift in provident
fund management — promoting simplicity, speed,
and transparency:

e Financial empowerment: Quick access
to funds during emergencies without
bureaucratic hurdles.

e Inclusivity: Multilingual digital platforms
expand access across regions and
income groups.

e Transparency and trust: Automated
tracking reduces human interference and
corruption risks.

o National alignment: Advances Digital
India goals by integrating fintech with
social security systems.

Way Forward
To sustain EPFO 3.0’s success:

e Awareness drives: Educate members on
new rules, limits, and digital claims.

e Cybersecurity: Strengthen data
protection and system integrity.

e User feedback: Leverage analytics to
refine digital platforms.

e Partnerships: Deepen collaboration with
banks and fintechs for real-time
settlements.

Conclusion

The EPF New Withdrawal Rules 2025 combine
flexibility with financial discipline. By simplifying
access, enabling digital efficiency, and ensuring a
minimum savings buffer, EPFO 3.0 empowers
India’s workforce while preserving long-term
security. It represents a modern, inclusive, and
technology-driven approach to social welfare
governance.

United Nations Human Rights Council
(UNHRC)

WWwWw.raceias.com

Context

India has been elected unopposed to the United
Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) for the
2026-2028 term, marking its seventh tenure on
the global body that promotes and protects
human rights. The victory underscores India’s
diplomatic credibility and commitment to
multilateral engagement on global rights issues.

About the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC)

Background:

Formed in 2006 through UNGA Resolution
60/251, the UNHRC replaced the Commission on
Human Rights to improve transparency and
effectiveness. It is the UN’s main
intergovernmental body for promoting and
safeguarding human rights worldwide.

Headquarters and Collaboration:

Based in Geneva, Switzerland, the Council works
closely with the Office of the High Commissioner
for Human Rights (OHCHR) to address thematic
and country-specific concerns.
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Functions and Mandate

The Council performs several key functions to
uphold global human rights:

e Universal Periodic Review (UPR):
Reviews the human rights records of all
UN member states every four to five
years.

e Special Procedures: Appoints
rapporteurs and experts to focus on
thematic or country-based issues such as
women'’s rights and freedom of
expression.

e Fact-Finding Missions: Investigates
alleged human rights violations through
commissions of inquiry.

e Resolutions and Recommendations:
Adopts measures to address crises and
guide international action.

e Dialogue Platform: Encourages
discussion between governments, NGOs,
and civil society to promote shared human
rights standards.

Election Process

The UNHRC has 47 member states elected by
the UN General Assembly for three-year terms,
with one-third of seats renewed annually.

Regional Allocation:

e Africa: 13 | Asia-Pacific: 13 | Latin
America & Caribbean: 8 | Western
Europe: 7 | Eastern Europe: 6

Eligibility and Criteria:
Members can serve up to two consecutive terms
and are expected to uphold the highest standards

of human rights and engage constructively in
Council proceedings.

India’s Membership and Track Record

India’s re-election marks its seventh term,
reflecting global recognition of its democratic
values and constructive diplomacy.

Previous Terms: 2006-2007, 2011-2014,
2014-2017, 2017-2020, 2022—-2024, and now
2026-2028.

Key Focus Areas:

e Human dignity and equality: Promoting
inclusive growth and poverty eradication
as human rights goals.

e Gender empowerment: Advocating
education, safety, and equal opportunity
for women and girls.

e Digital and data rights: Supporting
balanced global norms on privacy,
cybersecurity, and online freedom.

e Global South cooperation: Ensuring fair
representation for developing nations in
human rights debates.

Significance of India’s Election

e Diplomatic endorsement: Unopposed
election signals broad global support and
confidence in India’s role.

e Voice of balance: Acts as a bridge
between developed and developing
nations to foster dialogue and consensus.

e Commitment to reform: Expected to
push for greater accountability and
transparency within the UNHRC.

e National alignment: Reflects India’s
constitutional principles of equality, justice,
and human dignity.

Conclusion

India’s election to the UNHRC for 2026-2028
strengthens its position as a democratic nation
dedicated to human rights, sustainable
development, and global cooperation. Beginning
its term on January 1, 2026, India aims to
promote a balanced, inclusive, and dialogue-
driven approach—reinforcing its leadership as a
responsible global voice for the Global South.

Limestone

WWwWw.raceias.com

Context

In October 2025, the Ministry of Mines classified
all forms of limestone as a major mineral, ending
its earlier dual status as both major and minor.
The move aims to streamline mining regulation,
reduce bureaucratic confusion, and promote ease
of doing business across India’s mineral sector.

Background

Earlier, limestone’s classification depended on its
end use, it was treated as a minor mineral for
producing lime or as a building material, and as a
major mineral when used in cement, steel, or
fertilizer industries. This duality caused overlaps
between state and central jurisdictions, delaying
approvals and creating compliance disputes.
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The 2025 notification removes this ambiguity by
declaring all limestone a major mineral under
the Mines and Minerals (Development and
Regulation) Act, 1957 (MMDR Act). The uniform
treatment simplifies administration, boosts
investor confidence, and aligns with India’s
mining reform agenda.

Key Features of the Reform

e End-use distinction removed:
Limestone will now be treated as a major
mineral, regardless of its purpose.

e Lease conversion: Existing minor
mineral leases will transition to major
mineral leases without affecting
operations or ownership rights.

o Freedom of utilization: Leaseholders
may use or sell limestone for any
industrial or commercial use without
restrictive approvals.

e Smooth transition:

o Extended deadlines for registration
and compliance.

o Validity of approved mining plans
maintained.

o Temporary exemption from select
filings and penalties until mid-2027.

e Digital monitoring: Integration with the
Mine Developer Portal for online
registration, tracking, and transparency.

Significance of the Reform

e Simplification and clarity: Eliminates
classification confusion, ensuring
consistency and faster clearances.

e Industrial growth: Encourages
expansion in cement and allied industries,
a key driver of infrastructure development.

e Economic boost: Freer trade and use of
limestone can raise rural employment,
state revenues, and small enterprise
participation.

e Policy alignment: Supports Atmanirbhar
Bharat and India’s push for sustainable
resource management.

e Institutional coordination: Guided by an
Inter-Ministerial Committee under NITI
Aayog, following stakeholder consultations
with states and industry.

Way Forward

e Streamlined licensing: States should
update rules under the MMDR framework
for faster approvals.

e Digital compliance: Broader use of e-
permitting and satellite-based mine
monitoring to improve transparency.

e Capacity-building: Training programs for
small miners to meet new documentation
and safety standards.

e Sustainable mining: Promote eco-
friendly extraction and rehabilitation of
mined areas under central oversight.

Conclusion

Classifying all limestone as a major mineral
marks a major step in India’s mining reforms. By
removing outdated distinctions and ensuring
uniformity under the MMDR Act, the government
has strengthened regulatory clarity, investment
confidence, and industrial competitiveness. The
reform is expected to accelerate cement sector
growth, infrastructure expansion, and
employment generation, reinforcing India’s
emergence as a key global player in mineral-
based industries.

Madagascar

WWwWw.raceias.com

Context

Madagascar faces a military takeover alongside
widespread Gen Z-led protests, triggered by the
sudden disappearance of the President amid
public anger over corruption and governance
failures. The unrest signals deep dissatisfaction
with political leadership and economic
mismanagement.

Background

e Political instability: The President went
into hiding as protests intensified, creating
a power vacuum.

e Youth involvement: Demonstrations are
largely driven by Gen Z citizens frustrated
by corruption, unemployment, and limited
opportunities.

e Military role: An elite unit has taken
control of key government institutions and
infrastructure, raising concerns about
democratic continuity.
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Key Developments

e Mass protests: Large-scale
demonstrations in major cities demand
accountability, anti-corruption measures,
and political reform.

e Military intervention: Troops have
occupied strategic locations, signaling a
de facto takeover.

e Government response: Absence of
civilian leadership heightens fears of
prolonged instability.

e International concern: Regional and
global actors are monitoring the situation,
urging a return to constitutional order.

Significance

e Youth mobilization: The crisis
underscores the growing political influence
of younger generations.

e Governance crisis: Highlights
Madagascar’s persistent corruption, weak
institutions, and lack of transparency.

e Regional stability: Political turmoil could
impact trade, security, and economic ties
in the Indian Ocean region.

Way Forward

o Negotiated transition: Establishing an
interim civilian administration while
maintaining law and order.

e Anti-corruption reforms: Long-term
stability requires strengthening institutions
and accountability mechanisms.

e Youth engagement: Involving young
leaders in governance could rebuild trust.

e International support: Regional bodies
and the UN could facilitate dialogue and
provide technical assistance for
democratic transition.

Conclusion

Madagascar’s crisis reflects a complex mix of
military intervention and youth-led civil unrest
rooted in governance failures. The coming weeks
are critical for restoring constitutional order,
implementing reforms, and addressing the
aspirations of the young population, or risking
prolonged instability.

Fiscal Architecture of Municipalities in
India

WWwWw.raceias.com

Context

India’s governance operates through three tiers:
Union, State, and Local. Municipalities, as urban
local bodies, oversee planning, sanitation, health,
and infrastructure. Despite urban areas
contributing over 65% of GDP, municipalities
control less than 1% of tax revenues, making
them heavily reliant on State and Central
transfers. This fiscal imbalance limits autonomy
and hampers effective service delivery.

Impact of GST on Municipal Finances

Before GST (2017), municipalities raised
revenue via Octroi, local cesses, and surcharges.
GST unified indirect taxes but eliminated many
local revenue streams, reducing municipal
income by 19%. Compensation promised by the
Central government flows through States rather
than directly to municipalities, deepening fiscal
dependence and restricting local decision-making
and infrastructure investment.

Solution

Municipal bonds offer a market-based financing
mechanism for urban bodies. Initiatives like NITI
Aayog guidelines, the Smart Cities Mission, and
the Finance Commission encourage bond
issuance.

Challenges:

e \Weak creditworthiness due to limited own-
source revenue.

e Heavy reliance on State and Central

grants.
e Low investor confidence leading to limited
uptake.
Potential:

By strengthening finances, improving credit
ratings, and treating grants as regular income,
municipal bonds can fund infrastructure and
enhance urban development.

Constitutional and Policy Framework

e 74th Constitutional Amendment (1992):
Institutionalized Urban Local Bodies,
granting powers to levy taxes and perform
governance functions.

o Articles 243W-243Y: Empower
municipalities to collect taxes, manage

Page 54 of 64




finances, and receive devolution from
State Finance Commissions.

e 15th Finance Commission (2021-2026):
Recommended %4.36 lakh crore allocation
to local bodies, emphasizing fiscal
decentralization.

International Experience
Countries like Denmark, Norway, and Sweden
provide relevant models:

e Local governments raise substantial
revenue through direct taxes, reducing
dependence on central transfers.

e Fiscal autonomy ensures predictable
budgets, efficient service delivery, and
sustainable infrastructure investment.

Way Forward

e Legal recognition of grants: Treat State
and Central grants as regular municipal
revenue to improve predictability and
creditworthiness.

e Expand own-source revenues:
Reintroduce or redesign local taxes
compatible with GST to enhance
autonomy.

e Encourage municipal bonds:
Strengthen financial management,
transparency, and accounting standards
to attract investors.

e Capacity building: Train municipal
officials in financial planning, debt
management, and revenue mobilization.

e Fiscal justice mindset: Recognize
municipalities as drivers of national
prosperity, ensuring equitable fiscal
architecture.

Conclusion

Despite their economic contribution, India’s
municipalities remain underfunded, limiting urban
service delivery and development. Reforms in
fiscal autonomy, municipal bonds, and grant
recognition are critical to creating empowered
local governance. Aligning with global best
practices can enhance efficiency, infrastructure
development, and citizen welfare, fostering
inclusive and sustainable urban growth.

India’s Biotech Surge and Its Scaling
Challenges

WWwWw.raceias.com

Context

India’s biotechnology sector has rapidly
expanded—from about 500 startups in 2018 to
over 10,000 by 2025—supported by policies like
the BioE3 initiative and the government’s target of
achieving a $300-billion bioeconomy by 2030.

About the News

Background:

India’s biotech sector is transitioning from generic
production to high-tech innovation, focusing on
affordable R&D, digital integration, and global
market expansion.

Growth Drivers:

e Startup Boom: A twentyfold rise in biotech
ventures (2018—-2025), backed by 90+
incubators across 25 states.

e Low-Cost Research Advantage: India’s
affordable R&D ecosystem and strong
STEM base attract innovation.

e Al Integration: Startups use Al and data
analytics for drug discovery and
diagnostics.

e Global Vaccine Hub: India supplies
around 60% of global immunisation doses,
reinforcing its global leadership.

e BioE3 Policy (2025): Aims to integrate
biomanufacturing, bio-energy, and
biopharma, aligning with sustainability and
Atmanirbhar Bharat goals.

Key Government Initiatives

e BIRAC: Facilitates grants, incubation, and
funding (BIG, SBIRI), supporting over
6,000 biotech startups.

e PLI for Biopharma: Promotes local
production of raw materials and reduces
import dependence.

e 100% FDI Policy: Encourages foreign
investment and global R&D partnerships.

Major Challenges

e Funding Gaps in Scale-Up Stage: Early
funding is available, but later rounds
(Series B/C) remain scarce, preventing
market expansion.

e Fragmented Infrastructure: Most
incubators lack shared GMP and
pilot-scale facilities; startups operate
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across multiple cities to complete one
product cycle.

e Regulatory Lag: Outdated frameworks for
gene editing, CRISPR, and Al-based
therapeutics delay global collaborations
and IP protection.

e Talent Exodus: About 40% of biotech
PhDs migrate abroad due to limited
domestic opportunities and weak post-doc
funding.

e Limited Global Access: Misalignment with
US and EU regulatory standards restricts
high-value biologics exports.

Area Proposed Reform

Establish biotech clusters like
“Bio Commons” in Genome
Valley and Mumbai—Pune for
shared facilities.

Ecosystem
Development

Financing Create a national bio-venture

Mechanism fund using blended finance and
venture debt models.

Clinical Develop late-phase clinical-trial

Research centres in AIIMS and major

institutes with unified ethics
committees.

Launch tax-incentivised
reverse brain drain and
micro-credential training in
CRISPR and Al-biostatistics.

Talent Retention

Regulatory
Modernisation

Introduce adaptive, risk-based
systems inspired by EU and
US frameworks for faster
approvals.

Way Forward

e Integrated Clusters: Consolidate
infrastructure to reduce duplication and
costs, encouraging collaboration.

e Dedicated Financing: Establish a National
Biotech Fund combining equity, pension,
and insurance capital.

e Adaptive Regulations: Align domestic
rules with global standards to speed up
innovation approval.

e Talent Strategies: Incentivise return of
skilled professionals through direct grants
and relocation support.

e Public—Private Partnerships: Strengthen
R&D links between academia, industry,
and government institutions to scale
innovation.

Conclusion

India’s biotech ecosystem is witnessing rapid
growth but faces scalability barriers in finance,
regulation, and human capital. Building integrated
clusters, reforming regulation, and deepening
global linkages can transform India into the
biotechnology hub of the Global South by 2030.

Urban Fiscal Architecture in India

WWwWw.raceias.com

Context

India’s urban local bodies, which contribute nearly
two-thirds of national GDP, receive less than 1%
of total tax revenue. An analysis highlights that
post-GST centralisation has weakened city-level
fiscal independence.

About the News

Background:

India’s fiscal structure undervalues municipal
contributions. Despite cities driving national
growth, their tax powers remain severely limited
and dependent on higher tiers of government.

Structural Flaws:

e Revenue—Responsibility Mismatch: Cities
generate 66% of GDP but receive less
than 1% of tax revenue, forcing high
dependence on state and central grants.

e Tax Centralisation under GST: Traditional
local levies like octroi and entry tax were
merged into GST, eroding local fiscal
autonomy.

e Dependence on Grants: ULBs rely on
conditional transfers from AMRUT, Smart
Cities Mission, and State Finance
Commissions, leading to uncertain cash
flows.

e Restricted Tax Autonomy: Local bodies
cannot revise property or professional
taxes without state approval.
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e Inverted Federalism: While responsibilities
are decentralised (waste management,
housing), fiscal control remains
centralised.

Loss of Revenue Autonomy

e Post-GST Impact: Nearly one-fifth of
traditional municipal revenue sources
were absorbed by GST, erasing city-
specific income streams.

e Bypassed Compensation: GST
compensation flows to states, not ULBs,
preventing recovery of urban revenue
loss.

e State Control: States decide property
valuation and tax rates, delaying financial
decision-making.

e Weak Enforcement of Fiscal Devolution:
Implementation of the 74th Amendment
remains limited, as many states fail to
regularly constitute State Finance
Commissions.

e Administrative Deficits: Low digitalisation
and incomplete property databases
restrict local tax collection efficiency.

Municipal Bonds and Fiscal Innovation

e Policy-Promise Gap: Despite government
promotion, only about 40 cities have
issued bonds due to weak municipal
balance sheets.

e Credit Assessment Flaws: Rating
agencies undervalue steady grants while
overstating self-revenue dependency.

e Ideological Bias: Global lenders push user
charges and property tax models,
undermining fiscal justice.

e Need for Governance-Based Rating: City
credit evaluation must consider
transparency, citizen participation, and
audit performance — not just income

numbers.
Aspect India Scandinavia
n Model
Tax Powers Centralised Local income
under GST taxation

allowed

Revenue Dependent Stable,
Predictability on grants localised
Citizen Indirect Direct
Accountability visibility on
tax use
Fiscal Equity Uneven Shared and
balanced

Way Forward

e Recognise Shared Taxes as City Income:
Include grants and GST compensation in
urban balance sheets to reflect true fiscal
capacity.

e Reform Credit Ratings: Introduce
governance-linked performance
measures.

e Establish Urban Fiscal Fund: Create a
dedicated financing authority (like
Sweden’s Kommuninvest) for pooled
municipal lending.

e Guarantee Fiscal Transfers: Amend State
Acts for predictable and untied grants
under Article 280(3)(bb).

e Enable Borrowing Autonomy: Permit ULBs
to use a share of tax transfers or GST
compensation as bond collateral.

Conclusion

India’s urban future depends on genuine fiscal
federalism. Strengthening municipal autonomy,
ensuring predictable transfers, and linking
creditworthiness to governance will empower
cities as engines of inclusive national growth
rather than dependent administrative units.

Leadership Through Cultural Empathy

WWwWw.raceias.com

Context

During LG India’s historic IPO listing on the
National Stock Exchange (NSE) in October 2025,
Managing Director Hong Ju Jeon — a South
Korean executive — delivered his entire address
in fluent Hindi, beginning with “Namaste.” This
gesture of linguistic and cultural empathy
captured national attention and redefined how
leadership connects across cultures.
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About the Event

Anecdote:

Jeon chose to speak in Hindi rather than English
or Korean, symbolising respect for India’s culture
and emotional connection with stakeholders. His
address thanked NSE officials, the Government
of India, and LG’s partners, evoking appreciation
across social media.

Business Impact:

LG India’s 11,600 crore IPO became one of the
most subscribed offerings since 2008, with shares
surging over 50% post-listing — valuing the
company above its South Korean

parent LG Electronics .

Reactions:

Business leaders and viewers welcomed Jeon’s
act as a rare cultural sensitivity in corporate India,
highlighting humility and personal effort. The
moment was widely hailed as “wholesome” and
an example of global leadership done the Indian
way.

Significance and Ethical Insight

e Cultural Empathy: Jeon’s speech
exemplified emotional intelligence and
adaptability — values integral to ethical
and inclusive leadership.

e Communication as Connection: By
choosing Hindi, he transcended corporate
formality to foster trust and belonging
among Indian stakeholders.

e |eadership Beyond Authority: His gesture
demonstrated that true leadership arises
from understanding, not dominance; from
respect, not rhetoric.

Broader Lessons in Leadership

e Intercultural Competence: Adapting to
local contexts strengthens global
partnerships and deepens human
connection.

e Symbolic Acts, Real Impact: Simple
gestures like speaking the audience’s
language can inspire loyalty and
admiration.

e Public Leadership Parallel: In governance
or administration, empathetic
communication helps leaders engage
citizens effectively, reinforcing public trust.

Conclusion

Hong Ju Jeon’s Hindi address at LG India’s IPO
listing was more than a marketing gesture — it
embodied cultural humility

and leadership grounded in empathy. By aligning
professionalism with respect for local ethos, Jeon
showcased that adaptive leadership, rooted in
emotional intelligence, is the

cornerstone of success in a globalised world.

IUCN & Western Ghats, Manas, and
Sundarbans

WWwWw.raceias.com

Context

The International Union for Conservation of
Nature (IUCN), in its World Heritage

Outlook 4 (2025) report, flagged

India’s Western Ghats, Manas National Park,
and Sundarbans National Park as “Significant
Concern’” sites, indicating deterioration in
conservation status due to climate and human
pressures .

About the IUCN World Heritage Outlook

The World Heritage Outlook is a periodic global
assessment (every 3-4 years) that evaluates the
status of World Heritage natural sites and threats
to biodiversity.

It classifies sites into four categories —

Good, Good with Some Concerns, Significant Con
cern, and Critical.

In the 2025 edition, 30% of Asian sites fell under th
e “Significant Concern” category —

up from 26% in 2020 —

mainly due to rising climate impacts, tourism, and |
and-use pressures .

Site Location Key Threats

Western Ghats Maharashtra, Forest loss (-

Goa, 5%), urbanisa

Karnataka, tion, tourism p

Kerala, ressur, infrast

Tamil Nadu ructure projec
ts

Manas Nationa Assam (India— Habitatdama
| Park Bhutantransb  ge, poaching,
oundary) floods, invasiv
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Sundarbans N  WestBengal (I Sea-levelrise,

ational Park ndia— erosion, salini
Bangladeshtra ty, unsustaina
nsboundary) ble tourism

Key Observations from Outlook 2025

e |[ndia’s Status:
Of 7 natural World Heritage sites,
only Khangchendzonga NP is rated “Good,
"four others are “Good with Some Concern
s,” while Western Ghats, Manas, and
Sundarbans are under “Significant
Concern.”

e Dominant Threats: Climate change has sur
passed hunting as the most widespread ris
k in Asia, followed by tourism and invasive
species .

e Infrastructure Risks: Expansion of roads an
d railways has entered the top-five threats,
causing habitat fragmentation and wildlife
mortality .

e Regional Trend: Globally, 57% of sites now
have a positive conservation outlook —
down from 63% in 2020, marking the firstr
ecorded decline since 2014 .

Way Forward

e Strengthen climate resilience and ecosyste
m restoration projects across vulnerable sit
es.

e [ntegrate community-based managementt
o balance tourism and livelihood goals.

e Enhance environmental impact assessmen
ts for infrastructure projects within eco-sen
sitive zones.

e Employ Al and satellite surveillance for real
-time monitoring of habitat changes.

Conclusion

The IUCN findings act as a warning for India’s natu
ral heritage. Preserving these biodiversity hotspots
demands coordinated action on climate, tourism, a
nd land use —

ensuring that India’s global ecological assets rema
in resilient and protected for future generations .
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India—Russia Defence Cooperation and
Geopolitical Balancing

Context

India and Russia share one of the world’s longest
defence partnerships built on trust and
technological collaboration. Russia remains
India’s major arms supplier, but cooperation now
focuses on co-production, technology transfer,
and research aligned with Atmanirbhar Bharat.
Yet, U.S. pressure over Russian oil and arms
transactions places India in a sensitive strategic
position requiring careful balance.

About the Defence Cooperation

Longstanding Partnership:

Dating back to the Cold War, India—Russia
defence ties remain strong, with nearly 60-70%
of India’s weapon systems of Russian origin.

Evolution of Cooperation:

Partnerships have evolved from purchases to
joint ventures such as BrahMos missiles, Sukhoi
Su-30MKI fighters, T-90 tanks, and AK-203 rifles.

Technology Transfer and Indigenous

Development:

Russia’s readiness to share critical technologies
strengthens India’s defence manufacturing under
Make in India and DPEPP, contrasting Western
restrictions.

Advanced Medium Combat Aircraft (AMCA)
Collaboration

Project Overview:

The AMCA project aims to produce India’s first
indigenous Fifth Generation Fighter with stealth
and advanced avionics for the IAF.

Russian Involvement:

Russia supports AMCA design, engine, and
stealth technology, and proposes local
manufacturing to boost India’s aerospace
capacity.

Offer of SU-57 Fighters:

Moscow has offered its SU-57 stealth fighters for
sale or local production, advancing India’s
technological base.

Strategic Implications:

Such collaboration narrows India’s gap with the
United States and China in next-generation air
capabilities.

Page 59 of 64




Joint Research and Future Areas of
Cooperation

Current Projects:

Key ventures include BrahMos missile exports,
Su-30MKI upgrades, and T-90 and AK-203
production in India.

Emerging Domains:

Both countries plan cooperation in anti-drone
systems, radar, electronic warfare, precision-
strike weapons, and naval propulsion.

U.S. Pressure and Energy Diplomacy

Controversy Over Oil Imports:

Former U.S. President Donald Trump claimed he
influenced Prime Minister Narendra Modi to stop
Russian oil purchases, a statement the MEA
rejected, affirming India’s independent energy
policy.

India’s Energy Strategy:

India continues importing discounted Russian
crude for price stability and energy security,
guided by national interest.

Political Reactions:

Trump’s remark drew criticism domestically,
while China supported India’s stance and
accused the U.S. of coercion.

Strategic Balancing: Defence and Diplomacy

U.S. vs. Russia Defence Offers:

The U.S. promotes its F-35 jets over Russia’s
SU-57, but India’s choices rest on reliability, cost,
and autonomy.

Balancing Act:

India maintains close defence ties with Russia
while enhancing cooperation with the U.S.,
France, and others, ensuring multi-alignment.

Resilient Ties Amid Sanctions:

Despite Western sanctions, Indo-Russian
defence projects continue, reflecting strong
mutual commitment and operational support.

Way Forward

o Diversified Defence Ecosystem:
Strengthen global partnerships while
retaining Russian cooperation.

e Technology Co-Development: Expand
joint R&D in Al, drones, and cyber
defence.

o Energy Independence: Enhance refining
and renewable energy capacity.

e Strategic Autonomy Doctrine: Preserve
independent decision-making on defence
and energy.

e Public Diplomacy: Clarify national
interests to counter misinformation.

Conclusion

India’s defence ties with Russia remain central to
its strategic framework, defined by technology
sharing and mutual reliability. Despite global
pressures, India’s policy of strategic autonomy
ensures balanced relations with all powers. Joint
innovation and indigenous capability building will
anchor India’s emergence as a self-reliant and
globally respected defence power.

Dopamine Overdose
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Context

Neuroscientists have cautioned against a growing
phenomenon termed “dopamine overdose,”
arising from excessive digital engagement and
instant gratification. Continuous exposure to
social media, gaming, and on-demand
entertainment is altering the brain’s reward
circuits, contributing to anxiety, low motivation,
and attention-related disorders among youth.

About the News
e What is Dopamine?

Dopamine is a neurotransmitter
responsible for pleasure, motivation, and
learning. It activates the brain’s reward
system, encouraging repetition of
enjoyable experiences such as eating,
socialising, or achieving goals.

e Modern Disruption

In today’s hyperconnected lifestyle,
frequent digital rewards—likes,
notifications, and short-form content—
trigger repeated dopamine surges. Over
time, this desensitises brain receptors,
reducing natural satisfaction and creating
dependence on constant stimulation.

e Technology’s Role

Social media algorithms are designed to
maximise engagement by delivering
unpredictable dopamine bursts, similar to
gambling or substance use. Adolescents,
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whose brains are still developing, are
especially vulnerable to addictive
consumption cycles.

e Impact on Mental Health

Chronic overstimulation disrupts emotional
regulation, leading to restlessness, low
attention span, and a sense of emptiness.
Studies link prolonged screen exposure
with increased cases of anxiety,
depression, and social withdrawal among
youth.

Path to Recovery
e Restoring Balance

Experts recommend “dopamine detox”
practices—intentional breaks from
screens and social media to allow brain
receptors to reset.

e Healthy Habits

Mindfulness meditation, physical activity,
adequate sleep, and meaningful offline
interactions help restore emotional
stability and intrinsic motivation.

e Education and Awareness

Parents, educators, and digital platforms
must encourage responsible technology
use and promote balanced routines for
students and young professionals.

Conclusion

The digital age has turned the pursuit of pleasure
into dependency, rewiring how humans
experience motivation and joy. Sustainable well-
being lies in moderating technology use,
prioritising real-world relationships, and
reclaiming control over the brain’s reward system.

Restoring Fiscal Space for the States

Context

The abolition of the GST Compensation Cess in
July 2025 marks a turning point in Centre—State
fiscal relations. Several States have voiced
concerns about shrinking revenue autonomy and
financial instability, calling for a renewed
approach to tax devolution and cooperative
federalism.

About the Topic
Fiscal Policy Evolution and GST Impact
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e The 101st Constitutional Amendment
(2017) introduced the Goods and
Services Tax (GST), replacing multiple
indirect taxes with a destination-based
system. While simplifying taxation, it
curtailed States’ independent taxing
powers.

e The GST Council, though a joint decision-
making body, grants the Centre a 33%
voting share, giving it effective control
over rate and policy changes.

e With the cessation of GST
compensation, resource-poor States face
widening revenue gaps. Recent GST slab
revisions—designed to aid consumers—
have further narrowed States’ fiscal
flexibility and deepened dependence on
central transfers.

Role of the Finance Commission and Fiscal
Transfers

e Under Article 280, the Finance
Commission recommends revenue-
sharing between the Centre and States.
However, varying criteria and the
exclusion of cesses and surcharges
from the divisible pool have reduced
effective transfers.

The 15th Finance Commission lowered
the States’ share from 42% to 41% post—
J&K bifurcation.

e |n 2025-26, cesses and surcharges
amounting to ¥4.23 lakh crore remain
outside the sharing pool, limiting
devolution. States now receive less than
33% of gross tax revenue, despite
managing key sectors such as health,
education, and policing.

e Fiscal dependence on the Centre,
particularly for poorer States like Bihar
and Uttar Pradesh has increased, with
delayed or conditional fund releases
undermining fiscal equity.

Growing Fiscal Imbalance

e The Centre collects nearly two-thirds of
total tax revenue, while States bear over
half of public expenditure
responsibilities.

e This mismatch—centralized revenue
powers coupled with decentralized
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expenditure duties—has created a
vertical fiscal imbalance.

e Rising borrowing needs have elevated
States’ debt-to-GSDP ratio to 31.2%
(FY2024), threatening fiscal sustainability
and autonomy.

Reform Proposals

Economists advocate revising vertical
devolution formulas to reflect States’ expanding
welfare and development roles.

The 16th Finance Commission (2025-30)
could revisit the 41% ceiling and consider:

e Sharing personal income tax more
equitably between Centre and States.

e Allowing limited State-level surcharges
on income tax, inspired by the Canadian
model.

e Merging cesses and surcharges into the
divisible pool, potentially adding %1.5 lakh
crore annually to State revenues.

Such reforms would strengthen
cooperative federalism and enhance
local accountability.

Conclusion

India’s fiscal federalism is at a crossroads. With
States shouldering a growing share of welfare
and development expenditure, restoring fiscal
autonomy is vital.

Broader tax devolution, integration of cesses into
the sharing pool, and equitable income tax
distribution would rebuild trust, rebalance fiscal
power, and reinforce the spirit of true
cooperative federalism.

South Atlantic Anomaly (SAA)

Context

Recent findings from the European Space
Agency’s (ESA) Swarm Mission reveal that the
South Atlantic Anomaly (SAA), the weakest
zone of Earth’s magnetic field — has expanded
by about 0.9% since 2014. This region spans
South America, the southern Atlantic Ocean,
and parts of southwest Africa, posing
challenges to satellites and spacecraft traversing
it.

What It Is
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e The South Atlantic Anomaly represents
an area where Earth’s magnetic field
intensity is considerably lower than
average.

e This anomaly arises from irregular
movements of molten iron and nickel in
Earth’s outer core, which distort the
planet's geo-dynamo system — the
process responsible for generating the
global magnetic field.

e Beneath this zone, reverse magnetic
flux patches cause field lines to loop
back into Earth’s core, reducing magnetic
strength near the surface.

Key Features

e Location: Extends over South America,
southern Atlantic Ocean, and
southwest Africa.

e Expansion: Increased by 0.9% since
2014, gradually shifting westward.

e Dual-Cell Structure: Since 2020, the
anomaly has split into two sub-cells, one
near South America and another near
southwest Africa, indicating evolving
geomagnetic patterns.

Impacts
1. Satellite Vulnerability

Spacecraft passing through the SAA experience
enhanced radiation exposure, which can
damage onboard electronics, sensors, and data
storage systems.

2. Disruption in Low-Earth Orbit Operations

Satellites and instruments relying on precise
calibration and navigation systems face signal
distortion or data loss when traversing this
weak magnetic region.

3. Increased Space Weather Risks

Weakened magnetic shielding allows more
charged solar particles to penetrate, intensifying
space weather hazards for communication,
navigation, and Earth-observing satellites.

Monitoring and Research

e ESA’s Swarm constellation, comprising
three satellites, continues to observe
Earth’s magnetic field and monitor
changes in the SAA.
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e Ongoing data collection through 2030
aims to better understand core
dynamics, predict anomaly evolution, and
safeguard space missions against
radiation-induced malfunctions.

Conclusion

The South Atlantic Anomaly highlights the
dynamic nature of Earth’s magnetic field and its
implications for modern technology.

Continuous satellite monitoring, improved
spacecraft shielding, and predictive modeling are
essential to mitigate risks and ensure the
reliability of global communication and
observation systems in a changing magnetic
environment.

State Mining Readiness Index (SMRI)

Context

In 2025, the Ministry of Mines launched the
first-ever State Mining Readiness Index (SMRI)
to assess and rank Indian States on the
efficiency, transparency, and sustainability of their
mining governance, with a focus on non-coal
minerals.

This initiative fulfills a key commitment of the
Union Budget 2025-26, aiming to promote
competitive federalism and accelerate mining
reforms across India.

About SMRI

The SMRI is designed as a performance-based
benchmarking tool to evaluate State-level mining
policies and practices. It measures readiness
through four key indicators:

1. Auction Performance — Efficiency,
transparency, and pace of mineral block
auctions.

2. Early Mine Operationalisation — Speed
of converting auctioned mineral blocks
into operational mines.

3. Exploration Thrust — Extent of geological
surveys, exploration investments, and
innovation in mineral mapping.

4. Sustainable Mining Practices —
Adoption of environmentally responsible
and socially inclusive mining processes.

Categorisation of States
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To ensure fair comparison, States are classified
based on mineral endowment into three
categories:
e Category A (Mineral-Rich): Madhya
Pradesh, Rajasthan, Gujarat — top
performers.

e Category B (Moderate Resources):
Goa, Uttar Pradesh, Assam — emerging
performers.

e Category C (Low Endowment): Punjab,
Uttarakhand, Tripura — notable achievers
despite limited resources.

This structure enables customized policy
evaluation according to each State’s resource
base and institutional capacity.

Significance

e Promotes Reforms: Encourages States
to modernize mining laws, streamline
clearances, and expand exploration.

e Enhances Transparency: Integrates e-
governance tools and digital monitoring
to curb irregularities in allocation and
operations.

e Encourages Sustainability: Aligns with
India’s climate and ESG
(Environmental, Social, and
Governance) goals by rewarding
responsible mining practices.

e Strengthens Cooperative Federalism:
Creates healthy competition among States
and provides performance-based
incentives, including support under the
SASCI (Sustainable and Secure Critical
Minerals Initiative) scheme.

Conclusion

The State Mining Readiness Index (SMRI)
marks a crucial step toward transforming India’s
mineral governance framework. By combining
accountability, transparency, and
sustainability, it empowers States to enhance
resource efficiency while ensuring environmental
and social balance — advancing India’s vision of
a modern, responsible, and self-reliant mining
sector.
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Challenges and Safeguards in India’s
Carbon Market

Context

As India advances toward its net-zero emission
target by 2070, the creation of a structured
carbon market has emerged as a key instrument
to balance economic growth, environmental
protection, and social justice. However, global
experiences, particularly from Africa, highlight that
poorly regulated carbon markets can deepen
inequalities and marginalize local communities.

About the Carbon Market

Concept

A carbon market sets limits on greenhouse gas
emissions and enables trading of carbon

credits—each representing the removal or
avoidance of one ton of carbon dioxide (CO,).

Mechanism

e Entities emitting less than their allocated
limit can sell surplus credits.

e Those exceeding limits must purchase
credits to offset excess emissions.

e Credits are generated through green
projects such as afforestation, renewable
energy, or sustainable agriculture.

India’s Initiative

The Carbon Credit Trading Scheme (CCTS),
launched by the Ministry of Power, seeks to
build a domestic carbon trading ecosystem to

support low-carbon industrial transformation and
attract climate finance.

Structural Challenges and Risks

Global precedents, notably from Kenya, reveal
several pitfalls that India must avoid while
expanding its carbon market.

1. Corporate Dominance
Large corporations often acquire vast land tracts
for renewable or offset projects, generating

credits while continuing pollution in other sectors.
This undermines genuine emission reduction.

2. Land and Livelihood Conflicts

Common and community lands—especially those
belonging to tribal and pastoral groups—are
converted for carbon projects, leading to loss of
access and displacement.

3. Lack of Community Consent
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Many projects proceed without Free, Prior, and
Informed Consent (FPIC) from affected
populations, excluding them from key decisions
over land and resource use.

4. Unequal Benefit Sharing

Profits from credit sales often remain with
corporations, with minimal compensation or
reinvestment in local communities that host
these projects.

5. Lack of Transparency and Oversight

Monitoring loopholes, opaque benefit
calculations, and limited disclosure of project data
make it difficult to hold polluters accountable.

6. Sectoral Exclusion

The agriculture sector, a major emission source,
lacks institutional support and awareness to
participate effectively in carbon credit generation.

Safeguards and Way Forward
1. Protecting Community Rights

Ensure FPIC and legal safeguards for tribal and
rural populations before project approval,
preventing land alienation and exploitation.

2. Just and Inclusive Climate Action

Climate strategies must integrate equity and
social justice, ensuring vulnerable groups are
not sacrificed for carbon offset targets.

3. Fair Benefit Sharing

Establish mechanisms for revenue-sharing with
local communities from projects executed on their
land.

4. Independent Monitoring

A neutral oversight body should audit projects,
ensure transparency, and address grievances
beyond the courts.

5. Balanced Regulation

Regulations must align economic development,
environmental responsibility, and human
rights, fostering both growth and justice.

Conclusion

India’s carbon market holds transformative
potential but must avoid reproducing global
inequities. A just, inclusive, and transparent
framework, rooted in community consent,
accountability, and equitable benefit distribution,
will ensure that climate action strengthens both
sustainability and social justice.
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