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HOUSE OF DYNAMITE? LAST US-RUSSIA NUCLEAR PACT TO EXPIRE
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The last remaining nuclear arms pact between Russia and the United States is set to expire
Thursday, removing any caps on the two largest atomic arsenals for the first time in more than a
half-century.

Key Takeaways:

— The termination of the New START Treaty would set the stage for what many fear could be an
unconstrained nuclear arms race.

— Russian President Vladimir Putin declared readiness to stick to the treaty’s limits for another
year if Washington follows suit, but President Donald Trump has been noncommittal about
extending it.

— Trump has repeatedly indicated he would like to keep limits on nuclear weapons and involve
China in arms control talks, a White House official who was not authorised to talk publicly and
spoke on condition of anonymity said on Monday.

— Trump will make a decision on nuclear arms control “on his own timeline” the official said.
Beijing has balked at any restrictions on its smaller but growing nuclear arsenal.

— Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov said Tuesday it would be a “more dangerous” world with
long have voiced concern about the expiration of New START, warning it could lead to a new
Russia-US arms race, foment global instability and increase the risk of nuclear conflict.

— Failure to agree on keeping the pact’s limits will likely encourage a bigger deployment, said
Daryl Kimball, executive director of the Arms Control Association in Washington. “We're at the
point now where the two sides could, with the expiration of this treaty, for the first time in about
35 years, increase the number of nuclear weapons that are deployed on each side,” Kimball told
The Associated Press.

— “And this would open up the possibility of an unconstrained, dangerous three-way arms race,
not just between the U.S. and Russia, but also involving China, which is also increasing its smaller
but still deadly nuclear arsenal.”

NEW START’S EXPIRY RISKS PUSHING THE WORLD TO UNCHECKED NUCLEAR RIVALRY

The New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (New START) officially expired on February 5, marking
the end of the last remaining bilateral agreement constraining the nuclear arsenals of the U.S. and
Russia. The New START treaty emerged from a period of diplomatic reset between Washington
and Moscow in the late 2000s.

After entering into force on February 5, 2011, New START set up verifiable limits on the strategic
offensive arms of both nations, including capping the number of deployed warheads to 1,550, and
required both parties to reach these limits within seven years and maintain them thereafter. It
also allowed 18 on-site inspections a year, mandated data exchange, and set up a bilateral
commission to resolve issues.
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New START was constantly beleaguered. Russia often argued that U.S. missile defense systems
undermined the strategic balance, suggesting that if one side could neutralise the other’s
retaliatory strike, the ‘mutually assured destruction’ dynamic would be broken. The U.S.
expressed concerns over conventional prompt global strike capabilities, where precise
conventional warheads are placed on ballistic missiles, systems that New START counted under
its nuclear limits.

Later Russia also unveiled several novel strategic systems, including the Sarmat heavy ICBM and
the Avangard hypersonic glide vehicle. While the U.S. successfully argued that these should be
counted under New START, other systems like the nuclear-powered underwater drone Poseidon
and nuclear-powered cruise missile Burevestnik remained outside the treaty's technical
definitions.

No binding limits

The treaty was originally set to expire in 2021. Just days before the deadline, the Biden
administration and the Kremlin agreed to a one-time, five-year extension, moving the expiration
date to February 5, 2026. But in February 2023, after the conflict in Ukraine escalated and
undermined bilateral relations, President Vladimir Putin said he was suspending Russia’s
participation in New START because, Moscow said, the U.S. was seeking a “strategic defeat” of
Russia and that western aid to Ukraine made on-site inspections in Russia impossible. The U.S.
soon followed.

Today, for the first time since 1972, there are no legally binding limits on the number of strategic
nuclear weapons the U.S. and Russia can deploy. The formal channels to verify the locations and
status of nuclear forces have ceased to exist, forcing intelligence agencies to rely entirely on
satellite imagery and other unilateral methods, which are more error-prone and easier to
politicise.

Nuclear and non-nuclear strategic systems are also entangled today and that, together with the
premium both sides place on non-contact options like cyberattacks, can threaten nuclear
command and control without crossing a nuclear threshold. This is why analysts have stressed
the loss of predictability rather than the appearance of new warheads alone.

New START’s expiry also makes the prospect of including China and other nuclear states in a
larger nonproliferation regime harder in practice. Washington can now argue that it shouldn’t be
the only state constrained while Beijing grows. Moscow can argue that it shouldn't accept
constraints while NATO’s aggregate capabilities shape its security environment. And Beijing has
already argued that its arsenal is smaller than those of the U.S. and Russia and that therefore it’s
“not fair or reasonable” to demand it enter their disarmament framework now.

In 2025, Arms Control Association board chairman Thomas Countryman argued that the most
realistic near-term path is a regime with three prongs: the U.S. and Russia establishing measures
to restore basic level of transparency, the P5 group standardising definitions and modest
transparency practices; and setting up of nonproliferation tools such as hotlines, launch
notifications, incident prevention, and fissile material security, to involve more states without
immediately forcing them to count each other’s warheads.
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CYCLES OF REVOLT

The coordinated attacks by the Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA) across multiple districts
underline a grim truth: Pakistan’s largest province remains trapped in a deepening cycle of
violence. According to Pakistani authorities, at least 30 civilians and 18 security personnel were
killed in the January 31 attacks. In response, the Pakistani military reportedly killed at least 150
Baloch fighters. But such reprisals are unlikely to produce any lasting improvement in
Balochistan’s security situation. In March 2025, after Baloch militants hijacked the Jaffar Express,
Pakistan’s largely reactive, and often disproportionate military responses, have done little to
break the cycle. On the other side, Baloch rebel groups, including the BLA, the Balochistan
Liberation Front, and several smaller outfits, have established the Baloch Raaji Aajoi Sangar, a
united front, for improved coordination. While militant violence against civilians is indefensible,
the Pakistani state’s long reliance on coercion has fuelled the very insurgency it seeks to crush. As
security conditions along the country’s tribal borderlands deteriorated in recent years,
particularly after the Taliban captured power in Kabul, Baloch rebels and Tehreek-e-Taliban
Pakistan Islamists used the chaos to regroup themselves and intensify hit-and-retreat operations,
leading to a rapid decline in internal security across provinces bordering Afghanistan.

Balochistan is Pakistan’s most resource-rich province, with vast mineral reserves and a strategic
Arabian Sea coastline. It has drawn growing international attention, especially as the $60-billion
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor passes through it. More recently, Pakistan has pitched mineral
extraction deals to American companies. Baloch nationalists and militants argue that extraction
and infrastructure projects proceed with little transparency, minimal local participation and
limited economic benefit for local communities. Security crackdowns and counterinsurgency
campaigns have worsened alienation. Human rights groups have repeatedly documented
enforced disappearances, extrajudicial killings and arbitrary detentions. Equally troubling is
Islamabad’s reflexive tendency to blame India for unrest in Balochistan, without presenting
verifiable evidence. This narrative may serve short-term political ends, but avoids the
introspection required. Since its annexation in 1948, Balochistan has witnessed five major waves
of rebellions. Each time, the Pakistani state relied on brute force to restore order, only for violence
to return after only a fragile lull. If Pakistan is serious about peace and stability in the region,
opting for political reconciliation, rather than confrontation, addressing long-standing Baloch
grievances, including economic and political exclusion, and opening channels for dialogue, even
with rebel groups, are essential steps. Otherwise, the country risks remaining locked in a
perpetual conflict with its own people.
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Much water has flowed down the Indus since 1947, and yet India and Pakistan are stuck in a time
warp when it comes to border conflicts and cricketing ties. The latest salvo fired by Pakistan is
centred around its refusal to play against India in the ICC Twenty20 World Cup fixture in Colombo
on February 15. In a bizarre turn of events, India’s western neighbour has taken offence to the fact
that Bangladesh was denied a neutral venue and was also scratched out of the championship. The
logic being if Pakistan can be given a neutral venue in Sri Lanka, the same concession could have
been granted to Bangladesh. However, Pakistan’s fixtures were fixed a long time ago, while
Bangladesh’s sudden insistence on shifting its preliminary games outside India came too late and
proved to be a logistical nightmare. But it would be simplistic to only just blame India’s neighbours
on either side for political posturing: this current mess affecting a global cricketing tournament
was triggered from Delhi. Kolkata Knight Riders were nudged to drop Bangladeshi pacer
Mustafizur Rahman from its squad, and this move unleashed a catastrophic domino effect on the
championship. The omission was seen as a reaction to the assault against Hindus in Bangladesh.

What India did not bargain for was the fiery reaction from Dhaka. The Bangladesh Cricket Board
cited security concerns and requested the International Cricket Council (ICC) to shift its four early
games away from India. The ICC refused to budge and inevitably Scotland replaced Bangladesh in
Group C. Pakistan’s reaction to this latest development has been theatrical. That Bangladesh,
erstwhile East Pakistan, was carved out of Pakistan in 1971, remains a historical truth and it also
strained ties between the two nations. However, with the latest conservative turn in Bangladeshi
politics, with one former Prime Minister in asylum in India, Pakistan senses a pathway to forge an
‘Islamist brotherhood’ with Dhaka. This, despite the reality of Bangladesh being formed on the
basis of linguistic nationalism thriving on Bengali pride. In all this political slugfest involving three
neighbours, a championship is now caught in a needless crossfire. Perhaps, this is also a sobering
lesson for the ICC and official broadcasters, who ensure that India and Pakistan are placed in the
same group to guarantee games between the rivals so as to reap the resultant commercial
windfall. Sport and politics do mix, especially in the subcontinent, and its pitfalls are starkly
evident. The ICC T20 World Cup awaits its start on February 7 while Asian solidarity lies in tatters.

SIGNALS FROM THE INDIA-ARAB DELHI DECLARATION

India hosted 22 members of the League of Arab States (AL) for the second India-Arab Foreign
Ministers Meeting, 10 years after the first iteration in Bahrain.

Key Takeaways:

— This meeting occurred amid escalating tensions between Iran and the US, a growing rift
between Saudi Arabia and UAE, and the US President Donald Trump-led Board of Peace
attempting a new approach to resolving the Israel-Palestine question.

— In a joint statement — the Delhi Declaration — after the meeting, India and the Arab League
clarified their positions on a number of issues, apart from commitments to enhance cooperation.

— The Delhi Declaration uniformly focuses on the need to uphold the “sovereignty, unity, and
territorial integrity” of Sudan, Somalia and Libya, and “rejects interference” in their internal
affairs.
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— All three nations have been central to the growing rift between two camps in the Middle East
— one led by Saudi Arabia as the principal power supported by most of the Arab League, and one
led by the UAE and Israel, and supported by the US.

— Formally, these camps do not exist — especially as the UAE remains a crucial constituent of the
League (co-chairing the January 31 meeting). The lines of division, however, are evident on the
ground in each of these states, as reflected by the measures each side has taken.

— The UAE is accused of supporting the Rapid Support Forces in Sudan, a militia that has waged
war against the Sudanese government (since 2023), established a parallel government (in April
2025), and brutalised civilians in city after city.

— The case is similar in Libya, where the UAE has long supported the breakaway Libyan National
Army (LNA) led by Khalifa Haftar, which is opposed to the internationally recognised government
in Tripoli. While other AL states such as Saudi Arabia have engaged with the LNA, the bulk of their
efforts is towards reconciliation between conflicting factions.

— In the case of Somalia, Israel is the only UN member-state to recognise the Republic of
Somaliland — a breakaway quasi-state within Somalia. The UAE began recognising Somaliland
passports in 2025, a position contrary to other AL states.

— While India was quick to rebuff any possibility of recognising Somaliland last December, it took
a categorical position along with the rest of the Arab League in reiterating its support for the
internationally recognised governments in Libya and Sudan on January 31. The Delhi
Declaration’s condemnation for atrocities against civilians in particular is in line with this
position.

— In Yemen (which has been the principal site of the conflict between Abu Dhabi and Riyadh),
India and the AL explicitly condemned Houthi attacks on navigation in the Red Sea. This is a subtle
break from India’s policy of condemning Houthi actions without explicitly naming the group in
the last two years, as the Houthis linked their actions with Israel’s war in Gaza.

— More importantly, the Declaration’s support for Yemen’s unity is in line with the Saudi position
that Riyadh militarily enforced in December/January by acting against the UAE-backed Southern
Transitional Council, a secessionist faction in South Yemen.

— Last, the Declaration is relatively quiet on Syria, restricting itself to an appreciation of
Damascus’s counter-terror efforts against the Islamic State. In any case, Indian engagement with
post-Assad Syria, led by the formerly Al Qaeda-affiliated Ahmed al-Sharaa, has been
“bureaucratic-ministerial” (read cautious).

— The Delhi Declaration makes no mention of the Donald Trump-led Board of Peace (BoP). While
key Gulf states are now BoP members, India is yet to accept the invitation extended in January.

— Notably, the Delhi Declaration features support for the Arab Peace Initiative of 2002. This is a
land-for peace arrangement where Arab states recognise Israel in exchange for Israeli recognition
of a Palestinian state based on pre-1967 borders.
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— While the Declaration also supports the 2025 Sharm el-Sheikh summit’s outcomes (which also
features the only mention of America’s role), the reference to the Arab Peace Initiative signals the
actual preferences of both India and the Arab League.

— Finally, the Declaration avoids mentioning the principal conflict that threatens fresh regional
instability — the US military build-up around Iran and the prospect of a larger war. This is
arguably to respect bilateral approaches.

— Notably, India’s 2026-27 budget bears no allocation for the Chabahar Port despite India’s 10-
year agreement in 2024 to operate the port — a reflection of vulnerability to US sanctions.

— Ultimately, the Delhi Declaration furthers India-Arab League cooperation on the five key pillars
identified at the inception of the meeting as the highest institutional dialogue mechanism between
India and the Arab League in 2002 — economy, energy, education, media and culture.

Do You Know:

— India hosted the 2nd India-Arab Foreign Ministers’ Meeting (IAFMM) on 31 January 2026. The
meeting was co-chaired by India and the UAE.

— The Foreign Ministers’ meeting happened after a gap of 10 years, the first meeting being held
in 2016 in Bahrain.

— India Arab Foreign Ministers’ Meeting is the highest institutional mechanism driving this
partnership, which was formalised in March 2002 when India and League of Arab States (LAS)
signed an MoU institutionalizing the process of dialogue.

— The Arab League, formally known as the League of Arab States, was established in 1945 with
initially just six nations: Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, and Syria. Currently, it has 22
member states, who have pledged to cooperate on economic and military affairs, among other
issues.

— The present-day Somaliland claims itself the legal successor of the erstwhile British Somaliland
or the Somaliland Protectorate.

— It comprised self-ruled sultanates under British protectorate between 1884 and 1920 before
coming under the Crown’s jurisdiction. It was formally established as a British colony in 1920.

— British Somaliland gained independence and became the State of Somaliland, which existed for
five days between June 26 and July 1, 1960. The state then voluntarily merged with the former
Trust Territory of Somaliland, its Italian-administered neighbour, to form the Somali Republic
(1960-69).

— This nation collapsed after a military coup, and the Somali Democratic Republic formed, with
General Siad Barre as the leader.

— In 1988, Barre brutally crushed a rebellion by the Somali National Movement (SNM), a pro-
independence outfit against his policies, killing 50,000 to 200,000 civilians and causing an exodus
of over 300,000 to Ethiopia.

— The SNM prevailed in its struggle against Barre’s regime and unseated him in 1991, declaring
independence. The present-day Somaliland came under SNM'’s control and was formally
established in 1991.
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PROPOSAL FOR BANNING ENTRY OF NON-HINDUS AT CHAR DHAM, QUESTIONS IT RAISES

In recent days, the committee heads of the ‘Chota Char Dham’ shrines in Gangotri, Yamunotri,
Kedarnath, and Badrinath in Uttarakhand have said that non-Hindus may soon be banned from
entering the temple premises.

Key Takeaways:

— Last week, the head of the Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee (BKTC), Hemant Dwivedi,
cited the demands of local priests as the reason for the proposed change. The heads of the Gangotri
and Yamunotri Dham committees said they will examine a similar proposal. Questions have since
been raised about how the decision may actually be instituted, as well as its constitutionality.

— The United Provinces Shri Badrinath [and Kedarnath] Temples Act of 1939, later amended in
1948, bestows the duty of administration and governance of the temple and its funds upon the
BKTC. The ownership of the temple funds is vested in the deity of Badrinath or Kedarnath, and the
committee is entitled to their possession.

— The committee was originally meant to comprise two people elected by the Hindu members of
the Uttar Pradesh Legislative Assembly, and one person elected by the Hindu members of the UP
Legislative Council (later the Uttarakhand Legislative Assembly after the state was formed).

— Four other members were elected from the districts of Garhwal, Tehri Garhwal, Uttarkashi, and
Chamoli by the Hindu members of their Zila Parishads.

— Today, the state government also nominates the committee president and seven members. It
can appoint any member of the committee as vice-president. In 2025, the government amended
the Act to allow for two Vice-Presidents.

— The committee will, in turn, appoint the Rawal or head priest of the Dham, and a Naib-Rawal
or assistant priest. After consulting the committee president, the state government shall appoint
a person possessing the prescribed qualifications as Mukhya Karyadhikari, who will be the chief
executive officer of the committee.

— Importantly, the state government can supersede the committee’s decisions. Although the
committee can terminate a Rawal or Naib Rawal, they can appeal to the government. The state
government also appoints an auditor for the temple accounts and endowments. The committee
must also submit a report on the administration of temple affairs at such time as the government
may prescribe.

— Dwivedi said that Articles 25 (right to freedom of religion) and 26 (freedom to manage religious
affairs) of the Constitution protect their religious rights.

— In a similar incident in January 2024, the Madurai Bench of the Madras High Court directed the
state government, the Hindu Religious and Charitable Endowments Department and temple
authorities to install boards at the entrances and prominent locations of temples (including the
kodimaram or flagpole). These were to indicate that non-Hindus were not allowed beyond the
kodimaram. It followed a petition by a man from Dindigul who owned a toy shop near the hillock
where the Dhandayuthapani Swamy Temple is located.

— The petition said that non-Hindus often treated temples like tourist spots, disrespecting the
sanctity of the faith. It said non-Hindus consuming non-vegetarian food within temple premises
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and attempting prayers of other religions, raising concerns among Hindu devotees about the
erosion of their religious spaces.

— The Tamil Nadu government had argued that prohibiting entry to non-Hindus who believe in
the deity could contravene their constitutional rights. However, the court countered that the
state’s concern for the sentiments of non-Hindus overshadowed the need to protect Hindu
religious practices.

— Dr Kartikeya Hari Gupta, an advocate at the Uttarakhand High Court, argued that the proposed
ban in Uttarakhand was unconstitutional. He reasoned that Article 19(1)(d) of the Constitution
allows the right to move freely throughout the territory of India.

— Challenging the committee’s arguments based on Article 25, he said that its application was not
absolute, but conditional. “There is an essential religious practices doctrine test set by the
Supreme Court. If any religious group wants to protect any religious activity, they have to prove it
is essential to their religion, so much so that if you remove that practice, the person will stop
belonging to the religion. The committees here will have to establish that prohibiting a Muslim
from entering the shrines can make the temples essential for being a Hindu institution,” Gupta
added.

— Originating in the 1950s, the essential practices doctrine states that the practices and beliefs
that a religious community considers integral are to be regarded as “essential” and protected
under Article 25. In the 2018 Sabarimala temple case judgment, the majority opinion held that
barring certain women from entering the temple owing to the celibate nature of Lord Ayyappa
was not an essential religious practice, thus allowing them in the temple.

Do You Know:

— The doctrine of “essentiality” was invented by a seven-judge Bench of the Supreme Court in the
‘Shirur Mutt’ case in 1954. The court held that the term “religion” will cover all rituals and
practices “integral” to a religion, and took upon itself the responsibility of determining the
essential and non-essential practices of a religion.

SC HAS NOT UPHELD DEATH PENALTY IN 3 YEARS: REPORT

The Supreme Court has not confirmed a single death penalty in the past three years, according to
an annual statistics report on death penalties in India, published by the Square Circle Clinic, a
criminal justice initiative at the NALSAR University of Law, Hyderabad.

In fact, in 2025, the top court acquitted 10 prisoners who had been on death row, the highest
number of such acquittals in the past decade.

The report, which examined death penalty trends across India over the past 10 years, found that
the sessions courts handed down 1,310 death sentences nationwide between 2016 and 2025.
“Despite growing judicial scepticism at higher levels,” the lower courts sentenced 128 individuals
to death in 2025 alone, the report said.

High rate of acquittals

Of the 1,310 death sentences, 842 verdicts were handed down by the High Courts, of which 70 —
that s, just 8.31% — were confirmed. The High Courts acquitted 285 people on death row, while
411 death sentences were commuted.
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The Supreme Court’s stance has been even more restrictive, with no death sentence confirmed in
the past three years.

Also, in cases where sessions courts imposed death sentences which were confirmed by the High
Courts, not a single sentence has yet been affirmed by the Supreme Court.

Of the 37 such death sentences which have been decided by the Supreme Court, 15 resulted in
acquittal and 14 were commuted. “What is starkly clear from these figures is that errors at
Sessions Courts are not only leading to wrongful imposition of death sentence but are also
resulting in wrongful convictions. The high rate of acquittals by the appellate judiciary requires a
serious examination of how Sessions Courts deem a case worthy of even a conviction,” the report
said.

The report also showed that India had 574 prisoners — 550 men and 24 women — on death row
as of December 31, 2025. The average time spent on death row before acquittal was over five
years, with some prisoners languishing for nearly a decade before being exonerated.

However, 138 individuals were also removed from death row during the year through acquittals,
commutations, or remand orders

One of the report’s most alarming findings concerns procedural violations at the sentencing stage.

Despite clear guidelines laid down by the Supreme Court in Manoj vs State of Madhya Pradesh,
which mandate psychological evaluations, prison conduct reports, and mitigation hearings —
which were elevated to a fair trial right requirement in Vasanta Sampat Dupare vs Union of India
— in 2025, nearly 95% of death sentences in 2025 were imposed without compliance.

Sentencing hearings were frequently conducted within days of conviction, leaving little scope for
meaningful defence representation, the report said.

Another emerging trend is the growing use of life imprisonment without remission as an
alternative to the death penalty.

A FULL STOP

The perspicacious judgment of the Supreme Court last week encapsulating the right to menstrual
health and hygiene into the fundamental right to life and dignity under Article 21 of the
Constitution is precisely the kind of intervention needed, with all the power of Thor's hammer. A
Bench of Justices ].B. Pardiwala and R. Mahadevan wrote in their sterling judgment that takes a
rare, rights-based, 360 degree view of the problem: “Autonomy can be meaningfully exercised
only when girl children have access to functional toilets, adequate menstrual products, availability
of water, and hygienic mechanisms for disposal.” Shifting the onus, the judges called upon the state
to make menstrual health accessible to all girls and remove the triptych of stigma, stereotyping
and humiliation that girls who do not have access to these facilities are regularly subject to. The
judges noted that this violates the bodily autonomy of menstruating girl children. Terming it as
‘menstrual poverty’, the Bench said that it hinders menstruating girls from exercising their right
to education with dignity equal to their male counterparts, or students who can afford sanitary
products. The Court ordered States and Union Territories to ensure that every school has
functional, gender-segregated toilets, and wrote in punitive action for non-compliance. The state
will be held accountable if government-run schools did not comply, and private schools can be
derecognised.
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The lack of access to health-care products during menstruation, even clean water and toilets,
arises from a clear, gendered lack of equity. While the National Family Health Survey (NFHS)-5
data claim that the percentage of women aged 15-24 years using hygienic methods during their
menstrual cycles has risen to 77.3% in NFHS-5 from 57.6% in NFHS-4, it still leaves about a fourth
of all women of eligible age in the country adrift, without support. While the Ministry of Drinking
Water and Sanitation under the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan has said that it has developed guidelines
on menstrual hygiene management for creating awareness in rural areas, implementation has
always been patchy and the energy is project-based, not sustained. Fragmented, though well-
meaning, efforts by non-governmental organisations have formed the bulk of interventions for
years now, but the ability to erase the stigma requires a larger force to act. With the judgment
there is finally a chance of that happening. Commitment from a policy and financial perspective
alone can ensure menstrual hygiene for all young girls and women and enable them to achieve
their full potential. As the judges said, inspired by the motto of The Pad Project: “A period should
end a sentence, not a girl’s education.”

WHY ARE META AND WHATSAPP FACING A JUDICIAL ULTIMATUM?

The story so far:

For years, Meta, the parent company of WhatsApp, has treated user data as the “exhaust” of its
messaging engine — a valuable byproduct to be harvested and refined for its advertising machine.
But on February 3, India’s Supreme Court suggested a different metaphor: theft. In a hearing, a
three-judge Bench led by ChiefJustice Surya Kant signalled that “consent” in the age of monopolies
may be little more than a legal fiction. The court’s observations go beyond simple privacy; they
strike at the heart of Meta’s business model, questioning whether a platform’s market dominance
renders the “choice” to share data essentially coercive.

When and where did the friction begin?

The friction began in 2021, when WhatsApp issued a “take-it-or-leave-it” update to its privacy
policy. The update allowed for increased data sharing between the messaging app and its parent,
Meta. While WhatsApp insisted that end-to-end encryption kept messages private, the
Competition Commission of India (CCI) saw the move as an abuse of dominance. It argued that for
the average Indian user, “leaving” WhatsApp is not a viable option. The CCI slapped Meta with a
%213.14 crore ($25m) penalty — a sum that is pocket change for a trillion-dollar company, but a
significant regulatory shot across the bow.

Meta then appealed the decision in the National Company Law Appellate Tribunal (NCLAT), which
last year delivered a nuanced, if controversial, verdict. The NCLAT upheld the CCI’s finding that
Meta had abused its market position. However, it significantly “softened” the regulatory blow.

While it retained the financial penalty, the NCLAT set aside a crucial CCI directive that would have
barred Meta from sharing user data with its other entities for advertising purposes for a period of
five years. The NCLAT appeared to argue that while the method of obtaining consent was coercive,
the act of sharing data across a parent and subsidiary was a standard business practice.

The tribunal likely feared that a total five-year moratorium on data-sharing was a
disproportionate “structural remedy” that could break the technical synergy of Meta’s platforms.
Furthermore, with the Digital Personal Data Protection (DPDP) Act of 2023 looming on the
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horizon, the NCLAT seemed content to let privacy-specific legislation handle the nuances of data
flows.

Why did Meta appeal to the SC?

Unhappy with the penalty and NCLAT’s verdict, Meta eventually reached the Supreme Court.
However, the apex court seemed in no mood for compromise. Chief Justice Kant’s retort to Meta’s
lawyers — that opting out of WhatsApp in India is akin to “opting out of the country” — captures
the “network effect” trap that competition regulators globally are struggling to dismantle.

Yet, the most provocative argument came from Justice Joymalya Bagchi, who shifted the debate
from privacy to “value.” India’s DPDP Act of 2023 focuses primarily on the sanctity of personal
information. But Justice Bagchi noted a vacuum in the law regarding the “rent-sharing” of data. If
Meta uses a rural Indian’s behavioural trends to sell targeted ads, who owns the profit derived
from that data?

This “data-as-property” logic aligns India more closely with the European Union’s Digital Services
Act than with the more laissez-faire approach of the U.S. By impleading the Ministry of Electronics
and Information Technology, the court forced the government to consider whether privacy is
enough, or if the economic “value” of a citizen’s digital footprint requires a new form of sovereign
protection.

What happens next?

The Solicitor General’s remark — that users are “not only consumers, but also products” —
reflects a growing fatigue with the “free” internet model. Meta’s defence remains rooted in the
“cleverly-crafted” language of terms and conditions. But the Chief Justice’s “simple query”
regarding whether a domestic helper could navigate such a policy serves as a reminder that in a
country with varying levels of digital literacy, transparency is not the same as understanding.

The court has issued an ultimatum: Meta must provide an undertaking to stop sharing personal
data, or face the dismissal of its case and “very strict conditions.” As the case heads toward interim
directions on February 9, the message is clear. In the eyes of the Indian judiciary, a billion “silent
consumers” are no longer willing to be the raw material for Meta’s bottom line. The era of “decent
theft” may be coming to a close.

AGE RATING TO LIST OF DON’TS: DRAFT RULES ON OBSCENITY ONLINE

The Centre is looking at introducing draft rules to address obscenity in online content, The Indian
Express has learnt. Besides drawing some red lines — attacks on religions or communities,
inciting people, false and suggestive innuendos, among others — the draft IT (Digital Code) Rules,
2026, proposes the classification of all digital content by age suitability.

Key Takeaways:

— Last March, the Supreme Court had asked the Solicitor General to draft proposals safeguarding
free speech under Article 19(1)(a) of the Constitution while ensuring the constitutionally
permissible “reasonable restrictions” under Article 19(2).

— This came in the backdrop of public backlash against social media influencers Ranveer
Allahbadia and Samay Raina over their comments. The case is scheduled to be heard on January
29.
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— According to sources, the Information and Broadcasting Ministry has proposed the draft IT
(Digital Code) Rules, 2026, under Section 87 (1) of the IT Act, 2000, — to be read with Sections
67, 67A, 67B and 66B of the Act. Section 67 of the IT Act provides for imprisonment and fine for
publishing or transmitting obscene material in electronic form.

— The draft code mandates the classification of all digital content with labels based on themes
and messages, including violence, obscenity, nudity, sex, language, drugs and horror. It also
proposes classification of all digital content by age suitability: ‘U’ for all ages, 7+, 13+, 16+, adult-
only, and specific categories for professionals like doctors or scientists.

— It suggests that all digital content should display a prominent content descriptor and age rating
at the beginning to inform users and enable informed viewing decisions. Content rated U/A 13+
or higher must have parental control mechanisms, while adult-only content should implement a
reliable age verification system.

— All the provisions of the IT (Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code) Rules,
2021, would also apply to these rules.

— Industry sources said the proposed strategy of amending the IT Rules to introduce “civil
consequences” for obscenity on Online Curated Content Providers (OCCPs) threatens to undo
years of “nuanced legal distinction” between linear broadcast and on-demand digital streaming.

— Sources said that OCCPs have a “pull” nature, where content is accessed by choice. The digital
ecosystem is already equipped with age-gating, content descriptors, parental locks, and curation
tools that allow adults to make informed choices as opposed to the push nature of Linear TV,
which is beamed into homes uninvited, necessitating a programme code to protect inadvertent
viewers.

— Sources further said the upcoming Supreme Court hearing was largely precipitated by concerns
over insensitive and unregulated content on User Generated Content (UGC) platforms, like
YouTube, and it would have been more appropriate to clarify to the Court that the core issue
relates to such content, not curated content.

Do You Know:

— With no clear definition in the laws, what can be considered as obscene as per the Indian courts
has changed and evolved over the years. Until 2014, the judiciary used the Hicklin test to
determine if something is obscene or not.

— The Hicklin Test was established in English Law after the case of Regina vs Hicklin (1868).
According to it, a work can be considered obscene if any portion of it is found to “deprave and
corrupt those whose minds are open to such influences”.

— The test was most famously used by the Supreme Court to ban DH Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s
Lover in the case of Ranjit D Udeshi vs State Of Maharashtra (1964).

— However, years before the SC’s judgment in 1964, the standard for obscenity in the UK had
changed. The Obscene Publications Act, 1959, stated that a work must be considered “as a whole”
before considering its effect on likely audiences.

— The United States had also shifted the goalpost away from the Hicklin test in 1957 in the case
of Roth v. United States. The US Supreme Court held that the test for obscenity was “whether to
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the average person, applying contemporary community standards, the dominant theme of the
material taken as a whole appeals to prurient interest”.

— Notably, this marked a crucial shift. While the Hicklin test defined obscenity using the lowest
common denominator, the US and the UK accounted for shifting and evolving societal mores.

— The Roth case, in particular, influenced the Indian Supreme Court’s choice to adopt the
“community standards” test in the case of Aveek Sarkar v. State of West Bengal (2014), which was
regarding the publication of a semi-nude picture of Boris Becker and his fiancee.

SC SETS ASIDE HC ORDER STAYING TN BILLS ON V-C APPOINTMENT

The Supreme Court on Wednesday set aside the Madras High Court order through which it had
stayed the Tamil Nadu government’s laws on Vice Chancellor appointment, asking the HC to hear
it afresh.

Key Takeaways:

— A three-judge bench of Chief Justice Surya Kant and Justices Joymalya Bagchi and Vipul M
Pancholi agreed with the submission of the state that it ought to have been given a reasonable
time before passing the order.

— The SC asked the HC Chief Justice to hear the matter himself or allot it to any bench he may
deem appropriate, and hear it after granting reasonable time to the state to file counter affidavit.

— The top court also recorded the assurance given by the state government that it will not make
any appointments to the V-C post till the matter is decided by the HC.

— The state had challenged the May 21, 2025, judgment of a division bench of the Madras High
Court, which had stayed the operation of 10 bills that essentially took away from the Chancellor
the power of appointment of Vice Chancellors of universities, and vested the same in the state
government.

— Senior Counsel A M Singhvi and P Wilson, appearing for the Tamil Nadu government, contended
that the matter was taken up during vacation, not giving the state enough time to present its case.

—Wilson said the matter was initially taken up on May 14, 2025, when the state said it had filed a
petition seeking transfer of the matter to the Supreme Court. “The judge posted it to the next week
and despite our arguments, repeatedly saying we have not filed a counter affidavit, the judge
switched off the mic and passed an interim order... Something unheard of in the manner it was
conducted,” said Wilson.

— Advocate D S Naidu, who appeared for the original petitioner on whose plea the HC stayed the
bills, objected to this and said it is “unfair and unethical attributing motive to the court if they (the
state government) don’t have a point.”

— Justice Bagchi asked why it was taken up in the vacation when it was already a pending matter.
“Why in the vacation bench? This was not filed during vacation, this was already pending
matter...Vacation court sitting, question of constitutionality of some university statutes, what is
the tearing hurry (to decide it during the vacation itself)?,” asked Justice Bagchi. Naidu pointed
out that the urgency was because the state was going to make the appointments.
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— The senior counsel said that the HC, after noting that the state government had already
constituted search committees for the appointment, had asked whether it was willing to put the
process on hold till the matter is disposed of but the state expressed its unwillingness to do so.

— The CJI said that even if some illegal appointments were made, the HC could have set those
aside.

Do You Know:

— Article 153 of the Constitution of India states, “There shall be a Governor for each State.” Article
155 says that the “Governor of a State shall be appointed by the President by warrant under his
hand and seal”. Under Article 156, “the Governor shall hold office during the pleasure of the
President”, but his normal term of office will be five years.

— The Constitution also specifies that the Governor must act on the advice of the Council of
Ministers of the state. Article 163 states: “There shall be a Council of Ministers with the Chief
Minister at the head to aid and advise the Governor in the exercise of his functions, except in so
far as he is by or under this Constitution required to exercise his functions or any of them in his
discretion.”

— The Constitution also empowers the Governor to summon, prorogue, or dissolve the State
Assembly. However, the Governor can exercise this power only after due consultation with the
Council of Ministers.

— As the executive head of the state, the Governor is entrusted with powers such as the
appointment of the Chief Minister, Council of Ministers, Advocate General, State Election
Commissioner, State Universities officials, Chairman and members of the State Public Service
Commission and others.

SC FLAGS STATES’ PREFERENCE FOR ‘AD-HOC’ DGP APPOINTMENTS

The Supreme Court on Thursday observed that States were avoiding appointment of regular
Directors-General of Police (DGPs) with a fixed tenure of two years, opting instead for “Acting”
police chiefs of their choice in violation of a 20-year-old top court judgment.

The court, in a 2006 judgment in the Prakash Singh case, had made it clear that the office of DGP
should be divorced from political or other external pressures and cautioned governments against
mixing politics and law enforcement.

Ithad invoked its extraordinary powers under Article 142 to direct that DGPs must be selected by
States from among the three senior-most and meritorious officers empanelled by the Union Public
Service Commission (UPSC). The court had thrown out the “concept” of Acting DGPs. It had held
that State police chiefs should have a minimum fixed tenure of two years.

Subsequent top court orders in July 2018 and March 2019 detailed the appointments mechanism,
which included the State concerned sending a proposal to the UPSC three months ahead of the
retirement of the incumbent DGP. The UPSC would prepare a panel of suitable officers. The State
would appoint one of the empanelled officers as DGP “immediately”.

On Thursday, the UPSC informed a Bench headed by Chief Justice of India Surya Kant that the
reality on the ground hardly resembled the process envisaged in the 2006 judgment.
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The Bench was hearing the case of Telangana, where the UPSC said the last regular DGP retired
about nine years ago, in November 2017. The State had not forwarded any proposals to initiate
the appointment of a regular DGP, choosing to carry on with ‘Acting’ DGPs. “A State will send a
proposal only when it wants to appoint a certain officer,” Chief Justice Kant said.

Meritorious officers

The court said many meritorious and senior police officers had lost their opportunity at becoming
DGPs owing to the “inordinate delay” shown by State governments to send proposals to the UPSC.
“There are several States which keep on delaying the submission of proposals for appointment of
regular DGPs in total disregard of the direction of the Supreme Court in the Prakash Singh case...
An ad-hoc arrangement by appointing an Acting DGP is preferred,” the Bench observed.

The court said the UPSC should not fall into ploys of the States. The Bench directed the
Commission to write to States to send timely proposals for appointment of regular DGPs
whenever such an occasion arises in the future. The Bench gave the UPSC liberty to approach the
Supreme Court in case the States chose to ignore such communication.

“Then necessary consequences, including accountability of those responsible for the delay would
follow,” the court observed in its order.

Noting that there was a “serious lapse” on the part of Telangana in not sending a timely proposal
to the UPSC, it gave the Commission four weeks to hold meetings and make the recommendations
to the Telangana government on the appointment of a regular DGP.

WHY HAVE THE NEW UGC REGULATIONS BEEN STAYED?

The story so far:

OnJanuary 29, the Supreme Court stayed a new set of regulations notified by the University Grants
Commission (UGC) earlier this month on the promotion of equity within higher educational
institutes, saying they were “vague and could be misused”. These regulations were brought to
replace a previous version in effect since 2012, to specifically address issues of caste
discrimination in campuses.

What are the 2026 UGC equity regulations?

The University Grants Commission (Promotion of Equity in Higher Education Institutions)
Regulations Bill, 2026, were notified by the higher education regulator on January 13, 2026. In
these regulations, the UGC defined “caste-based discrimination” as “discrimination only on the
basis of caste or tribe against the members of the Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and other
backward classes”. It also defined “discrimination” as “any unfair, differential, or biased treatment
or any such act against any stakeholder, whether explicit or implicit, on the grounds only of
religion, race, caste, gender, place of birth, disability, or any of them...” The regulations provided
for establishing a layered grievance redressal system for addressing discrimination. This included
provisions to set up Equal Opportunity Centres, Equity Committees, and Equity Squads in each
institute, and Equity Ambassadors in each unit (departments, schools) of the institutes. It also
provided for an institutional accountability mechanism, where institutes found violating the
regulations could be penalised.
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Why were the regulations said to be biased?

Protesters argued that the regulations discriminated against “general or upper castes”, hinging on
the (lack of) definition of “caste-based discrimination”, the dropping of the provision on “false
complaints”, and the ambiguity in the functioning of bodies like the ‘Equity Squads’. By leaving
them out of this definition, the upper caste section argued that the regulations had “presupposed”
that general or upper caste students would be the perpetrators of caste discrimination at all times.
Further, the protesters argued that the provision of punishment for “false complaints” had also
been absent, which they said could have been useful to counter false complaints.

How did these regulations come about?

These regulations were devised under the supervision of a Supreme Court Bench that was hearing
a batch of petitions filed in 2019 by the mothers of Rohith Vemula and Payal Tadvi, both of whom
had died by suicide, alleging caste-discrimination in 2016 and 2019, respectively. Their petition
had argued that the 2012 UGC regulations were not being implemented to address “rampant
caste-discrimination” in higher education institutes. During the hearings, the UGC had told the
Supreme Court that it had formed a Expert Committee to revisit the 2012 regulations under the
Chairmanship of Professor Shailesh N. Zala. The committee drafted a revised version of the equity
regulations, and the final regulations were notified in 2026.

What were the 2012 regulations?

In the 2012 regulations, the regulatory authority had not defined “caste-based discrimination”
separately. It had defined “discrimination” with sub-sections on depriving access to education,
imposing undignified conditions, and maintaining separate educational and social spaces within
the campuses on the basis of caste, creed, religion, language, ethnicity, gender, and disability. The
2012 regulations had provided for the setting up of grievance redressal mechanisms, which
included the establishment of Equal Opportunity Cells, SC/ST Cells, and the appointment of an
anti-discrimination officer. Further, in prohibiting discrimination against SC and ST students in
higher educational institutes, the 2012 regulations had identified a total of 25 specific instances
and types of discrimination in various aspects of campus life. None of these specific acts has been
included in the 2026 regulations. However, the 2012 regulations did not provide the language to
protect “Other Backward Classes” and did not have institutional consequences for not following
through on the implementation of the regulations.

Were only upper castes upset?

No. A significant section argued that the new regulations were not strengthening the 2012 rules
on anti-discrimination, principally because of the lack of specificity on what counted as
discrimination. Professor Sukhadeo Thorat, former Chairperson of the UGC argued that the new
regulations do not clarify if they will be applicable to institutes like IITs, IIMs, polytechnics,
nursing institutions, etc., further noting that the composition of Equity Committees should
mention the quantum of representation for SC, ST, and OBC members. Jadavpur University
Assistant Professor Subhajit Naskar said in dropping the specific acts of discrimination, the new
regulations had, in fact, diluted the 2012 regulations.

Now what?

The SC has said that the batch of petitions challenging the 2026 regulations will be heard with the
petitions filed by the mothers of Rohith Vemula and Payal Tadvi, also calling for the UGC to go
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back to its 2012 regulations while it hears the challenges to the new version. In doing so, the SC
has also framed certain legal questions that are to be addressed in the course of the hearings in
these matters from now onwards. These petitions are to come up for the next hearing in March.

4% WASTE-PICKERS FROM SC, ST, OBC GROUPS: GOVT.

The Union government on Tuesday released data for the first time on the ongoing enumeration of
waste-pickers across the country, showing that a total of 1.52 lakh such workers had been profiled
and validated so far in urban areas of 35 States and Union Territories. At the national level, 84.5%
of overall waste-pickers were from the Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and the Other
Backward Classes, while 10.7% were from communities in the General category.

At the State and Union Territory level, there were some outliers, where waste-pickers from the
General category constituted a significant majority. For instance, in Delhi and Goa, those from
General category communities outnumbered those from the SC, ST, and OBC communities put
together. In West Bengal, General category workers constituted 42.4% of all those profiled and
validated.

The Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment tabled the data in Parliament on Tuesday. The
enumeration exercise is part of the Ministry’s NAMASTE scheme. It is enumerating sewer and
septic tank workers and waste-pickers across the country, to have them formally recognised by
urban local bodies and provide them with protective equipment. The scheme aims at eradicating
deaths due to hazardous cleaning of sewers and septic tanks.

The data showed that a total of 1.52 lakh waste-pickers had been profiled and validated by urban
local bodies as part of this exercise till January 23 this year. Of these, about 48.7% are women
(74,427), 51.3% men (78,374), and 0.007% transgender people (12).

Social category data showed that of the total workers profiled, 60.3% were from the SC
communities (92,089), 13.7% from the OBC communities (20,954), and 10.5% from the ST
communities. It also said 16,329 waste-pickers (10.7%) were from communities classified under
the General category.

In Delhi and Goa, however, the majority of waste-pickers were from the General category. In Delhi,
4,289 of more than 6,500 waste-pickers profiled were from that category, and the case was similar
in Goa, where, of the total 1,286 workers profiled, 729 were from General category communities.

Under the NAMASTE scheme, waste-pickers have been defined as people “informally” engaged in
“collection and recovery of reusable and recyclable solid waste from streets, bins, material
recovery facilities, processing and waste disposal facilities for sale to recyclers directly or through
intermediaries to earn their livelihood”.

‘Other’ category

The data, tabled by Minister of State for Social Justice Ramdas Athawale, also said that 7,402
workers were from “Other” communities. The data was released in response to a question from
Erode MP K.E. Prakash from the DMK on the NAMASTE scheme, which had recently included
enumeration of waste-pickers in its objectives.

The scheme has so far enumerated about 89,000 sewer-entry workers and septic tank workers,
95.8% of them men. Parliament data from December 2024 showed that among the sewer and
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septic tank workers profiled till then, 91.95% were from SC, ST, and OBC backgrounds, while
about 8.05% were from General category communities. However, State-level data of that time has
not yet been made available.

HOW CAN ADAPTIVE TESTING BE ADOPTED IN INDIA?

The story so far:

The IIT Council has recommended that an expert committee evaluate the possibility of making the
Joint Entrance Examination (JEE)-Advanced adaptive in order to create a “a better and less
stressful assessment”.

What is adaptive testing?

In a traditional competitive test, every candidate answers the same set of questions. Test scores
are based largely on the number of correct answers. Most coaching centres therefore prioritise
test-cracking tactics over conceptual understanding, or critical thinking.

Adaptive testing is a dynamic form of assessment which uses the Item Response Theory (IRT).
This means that the questions in the test are not the same for all students. A question bank is
prepared with questions of varying difficulty covering all the items in the syllabus. The test
normally begins with a question of medium difficulty. If it is answered correctly, the computer
selects a more difficult question from the question bank using the scientifically established
psychometric models. If incorrect, an easier question is presented. After each answer, the
computer recalculates the candidate’s estimated ability. The test ends when a pre-defined level of
assessment is reached or the set number of items as per syllabus are tested. The goal is to assess
the ability of the candidate more precisely by asking fewer but better-targeted questions. The
result is that two candidates may see different questions but are assessed on the same underlying
scale.

Adaptive testing builds fairness into the test design itself rather than correcting for variations
subsequently. Since the next question depends on the previous answer, a student who is not
conceptually sound cannot answer the progressively high-difficulty questions, which have higher
weightage. Global testing agencies have been using computerised adaptive testing for admissions
to premier institutions for over 25 years.

Are there potential legal challenges?

In the Indian constitutional context, ‘equality of opportunity’ is often interpreted as everyone
getting the same question paper. Therefore, a move towards adaptive testing may face Article 14
challenges (Right to Equality) in Indian courts, if the normalisation process is not transparent.
Algorithm opacity could invite bias suits under equity mandates. However, this can be mitigated
through disclosures and equity audits.

In India, where a single rank can make or mar a rewarding career, it may be difficult to convince
a parent how a student who solved 20 difficult questions correctly has scored higher than another
student who solved 50 easy ones. Ensuring lag-free technical infrastructure in tier-3 cities is key,
as any technical glitch during the test could be seen as maladministration in a court of law. Without
clear documentation and grievance mechanisms, litigation risks rise. Data centre reliability,
proctoring invigilation systems, and incident handling must be far stronger than today’s baseline.
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How can it be eased in?

Transitioning from the traditional linear test to adaptive tests requires building large, calibrated
item question banks, pretesting questions without the possibility of leakage, and ensuring strict
syllabus coverage. There are also trust challenges: candidates must believe that different
questions can still be fair, and testing agencies must be prepared to defend this scientifically and
legally. International experience from GRE and GMAT shows that transparency, technical
documentation, and phased rollouts are essential for acceptance.

The IIT Council has proposed a two-year transition from 2026 to 2028. It includes the launch of
free and optional adaptive mock tests in 2026 to calibrate the item bank and familiarise students
with the interface.

UPSC ADDS MORE NORMS FOR CIVIL SERVICES ASPIRANTS

The Union Public Services Commission has expanded the restrictions on applying for the Civil
Services Examination from 2026 for candidates who are allotted the Indian Police Service or any
other Central Services Group “A”, said the notification for the 2026 exam issued on Wednesday.

The notification said the UPSC was looking to fill approximately 933 vacancies this year, of which
33 would be reserved for Persons with Benchmark Disability.

While keeping the restrictions for those already allotted the Indian Administrative Service or the
Indian Foreign Service in past CSEs unchanged, it introduced a set of conditions. A candidate
allotted any of these services in the CSE 2026 would be eligible for the CSE 2027 if they are granted
an exemption from training for that service by the “authority concerned”.

The notification added that the candidate would be eligible for grant of one-time exemption only
from joining the training in order to enable him/her to appear in CSE-2027. It added that such a
candidate should join the training for “foundation course only”.

Further, the notification said that such candidates would not be allowed to appear in CSE 2028 or
any subsequent CSEs “unless he/she resigns from the allocated service”.

One-time opportunity

The notification said that candidates who had been allotted any service based on CSE 2025 or
earlier years, would have “a one-time opportunity” to appear either in this year’s examination or
the one for 2027 without having to resign from their service.

If their aim was to use their remaining attempts for CSE 2028 or subsequent exams, they would
have to follow the resignation rule, the UPSC said.

The notification said that this set of conditions would apply to those being allotted Indian Police
Service or any Central Service categorised as Group A.

16 LANGUAGES,1 PORTAL AND 1 REFERENCE ID: HOW CENSUS SELF-ENUMERATION WILL
WORK

People opting for the self-enumeration facility in Census 2027 —where they fill, complete and
submit the document themselves—will be able to do so in 16 languages. Once they submit their
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details on the self-enumeration (SE) portal, they will receive a reference 1D, which will have to be
shared with the enumerator assigned to their locality, The Indian Express has learnt.

Key Takeaways:

— Central officials shared these details during a conference of chief secretaries, state nodal
officers and directors of Census operations held in New Delhi on January 23, sources said.

— The SE portal will reportedly be available in Assamese, Bengali, English, Gujarati, Hindi,
Kannada, Konkani, Malayalam, Manipuri, Marathi, Nepali, Odia, Punjabi, Tamil, Telugu, and Urdu.

— To allow the self-enumeration facility, the Centre had changed the Census Rules, 1990, in March
2022. As per the amended rules, a person can fill, complete, and submit the census schedule
through self-enumeration.

— Sources said respondents can log into the SE portal by entering their mobile number—this will
be mandatory—and other details. Once a respondent has filled all the questions given in the
census schedule, a reference ID (SE ID) will be generated and sent to the registered mobile number
of the respondent.

— The Census has been conducted in India since 1872. Census 2027 will be the 16th census overall
and the eighth since Independence. The first phase of Census 2027, the Houselisting and Housing
Census, is scheduled to begin on April 1 this year. The second phase of the Census, population
enumeration, will take place in February 2027.

— The self-enumeration facility will be available from 15 days before the start of house listing
operations in a state or Union Territory.

— The Registrar General of India (RGI), which comes under the Ministry of Home Affairs, issued
a notification last week regarding the details to be collected during the house-listing process.
Details on 33 items, including buildings and assets possessed by households, will be collected. The
Centre has approved a budget of Rs 11,718.24 crore for Census 2027.

— The RGI has developed a Census Management and Monitoring System, a web-based platform
to manage and monitor various Census 2027 activities. This will allow deployment of enumerators
and supervisors and real-time monitoring of data collection, a source said.

Do You Know:

— The Census is a Union subject and is listed at serial number 69 in the Seventh Schedule of the
Constitution of India.

— On June 16 last year, the Centre issued a notification declaring its intent to conduct the Census
2027. The notification was issued under the Census Act, 1948, which empowers the Centre to
undertake a census in the country.

— The Section 3 of the Census law states, “The Central government may, by notification in the
Official Gazette, declare its intention of taking a census in the whole or any part of the territories
to which this Act extends, whenever it may consider it necessary or desirable so to do and
thereupon the census shall be taken.”

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
20


http://www.youtube.com/c/DreamIAS

+91 9334622397
+91 7004749538

www.dreamias.co.in

&DreamlAS

Learning made simple... n www.youtube.com/c/DreamlAS

WHY ARE TRIBALS PROTESTING IN MAHARASHTRA?

The story so far:

Over the last few days, thousands of tribal farmers from the Palghar and Nashik districts
embarked on two separate long marches in Maharashtra. The marches were organised by the All
India Kisan Sabha and the Communist Party of India (M) (CPI-M) over pending land rights of the
tribals. The Palghar long march started on January 19, and was partially suspended on January 22
after local demands related to administrative intervention were accepted by the district
administration. But protests continued for the policy-level demands of the tribals, and on January
25, a long march started from Nashik. It was declared successful and withdrawn on January 29.
Both the Nashik and Palghar districts have a dominant tribal population.

What are their demands?

The primary demands of the tribals are about their land rights, employment, irrigation and
education. They demand that as per the provisions of the Forest Rights Act, 2006, the forest land
which they have been tilling for generations, should be made in their name. They have raised
concerns over the current format in which land ownership titles have been issued. They claim that
the current format in which the government has listed their names on the titles, excluded them
from benefiting from any government schemes or institutional loans.

The other demands include the construction of small dams and river-linking projects for irrigation
requirements. They state that west-flowing rivers should be arrested with small dams and be
diverted to east-flowing rivers to help irrigate regions which have been facing water scarcity. This
act, say the tribals, will enable them to take crops throughout the year. They currently take only
one seasonal crop of paddy. Additionally, they want agricultural produce apart from paddy, which
includes corn, soybean, onion, strawberry, mangoes, ragi, jowar, bajra, etc. to be sold at the
Minimum Support Price (MSP).

They have also demanded the completion of pending recruitments under the Panchayats
(Extension to the Scheduled Areas) Act (PESA), 1996, which will give employment opportunities
to educated tribal youth. PESA empowers tribal communities in ‘Scheduled Areas’ with self-
governance. The other demands include the filling up of vacant teacher posts and other staff
members in Zilla Parishad schools; more education opportunities for tribal children; and 24-hour
supply of electricity.

What are the concerns ?

The biggest demand at the heart of all the long marches has been the proper implementation of
the Forest Rights Act, 2006. Tribals have claimed that their individual claim rights are rejected;
that they are allotted only a minuscule proportion of the land they actually till, thereby making
them ineligible for government schemes. Tribals groups state that at present the record of land
ownership is in the name of the entire village, and that their individual names are only mentioned
in the village ownership document. They want the ownership record to reflect their individual
names. The demands related to irrigation and the implementation of the Forest Rights Act have
been constant since 2018. Government sources said that concerns about the allotment of just a
fraction of land the tribals tilled were taken cognisance of. They also said that they were looking
into the possibility of the digitisation of governance records leading to incongruences and denials
in a few cases.
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What does the government say?

As per data accessed by The Hindu, over 45% of claims under the Forest Rights Act have been
rejected so far. Recently, the Government of Maharashtra held a round of talks with a 15-member
delegation of the protestors, consisting of the leaders of the All India Kisan Sabha and the CPI(M).
Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis said that the government is positive about resolving the issues.
As per 2025 data about the claims under the Forest Rights Act, 2006 (presented in the Lok Sabha
in July, 2025), Maharashtra has disposed off 3,80,966 of the 4,09,156 claims filed so far. Of the
3,80,966 claims, 2,08,335 titles were distributed, while, 1,72,631 claims were rejected. The
pendency in the State is of 28,190 claims.

Government sources indicated that the work on the Act was going on incrementally, while
admitting that there was a difference in the interpretation of the Act. Renowned ecologist Madhav
Gadgil, who recently passed away, observed in his article published this year that the
misinterpretation of the provisions of the Forest Rights Act has led to anomalies. “There is a
constant ideological tension between a traditional conservation approach, which resists human
presence in forests, and the perspective of the Forest Rights Act, which integrates forest dwellers
into conservation and management. This tension reflects a deeper mindset framed as
“conservation versus forest rights”,” he said in an article published in The India Forum titled
‘Making Forest Conservation Work for Forest Communities’ co-authored with Vijay Edlabadkar.

NO NPR NOTIFICATION YET, BUT BUDGET ALLOCATES FUNDS

Although enumeration for the National Population Register (NPR) has not been notified yet, the
Union Budget 2026-27 has allocated Rs 6,000 crore for NPR and Census 2027. The NPR, under the
Census rules, is supposed to be conducted with the Houselisting phase of the Census. The
Houselisting phase has been notified to be carried out between April 1 and September 30 this
year. There is no mention of NPR in this notification.

Key Takeaways:

— Under the head of “Census, Survey and Statistics/Registrar General of India (RGI)”, the Union
Budget has allocated Rs 6,000 crore, of which Rs 218 crore is capital expenditure. The Budget
describes this allocation as including “provisions for the office of the Registrar General and Census
Commissioner of India and various schemes of RGI including National Population Register (NPR)
and expenditure on Census, 2027".

— The NPR, which is the enumeration of the usual residents of the country, has been a
controversial exercise. It ran into rough weather in 2019 following the passage of the Citizenship
Amendment Bill in the Parliament as it was seen paving the way for the conduct of the National
Register of Citizens (NRC), which Opposition leaders alleged was being proposed to deprive
minorities of citizenship.

— Inresponse to public protests, while several states passed resolutions opposing the exercise in
their respective Assemblies, the Centre itself put it on the back burner, even though the Union
Cabinet had approved Rs 3,941.35 crore for the NPR exercise then.

— With respect to the allocation for NPR in this Union Budget, a Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA)
official said that no decision had been taken on conducting the NPR exercise yet. “There is no
notification for the conduct of NPR. The allocation is in line with what has been made in previous
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budgets since 2020-21. The allocation has been made keeping in mind that if and as and when the
government decides to conduct the NPR, the funds are there,” the official said.

— The NPR s the precursor to the NRC and the same stands enshrined in law. The NPRis governed
by the Citizenship (Registration of Citizens and Issue of National Identity Cards) Rules, 2003. The
rules were framed under sub-sections (1) and (3) of Section 18 of the Citizenship Act, 1955.

— As per Rule 3, which provides for NRC, and sub-rule (4), “The Central Government may, by an
order issued in this regard, decide a date by which the Population Register shall be prepared by
collecting information relating to all persons who are usually residing within the jurisdiction of
Local Registrar.”

— Sub-rule (5) of the Rule then says, “The Local Register of Indian citizens shall contain details of
persons after due verification made from the Population Register.”

— Under Rule 4, titled “Preparation of the National Register of Indian Citizens”, sub-rule 4 says,
“During the verification process, particulars of such individuals, whose Citizenship is doubtful,
shall be entered by the Local Registrar with appropriate remark in the Population Register for
further enquiry and in case of doubtful Citizenship, the individual or the family shall be informed
in a specified proforma immediately after the verification process is over.”

— Under Rule 7, the head of the family is supposed to provide correct information to enumerators
during the NPR exercise, failing which he shall be penalised (under Rule 17) with a fine extending
up to Rs 1,000.

— The data for NPR was first collected in 2010 along with the house listing phase of the 2011
Census. In 2015, this data was further updated in a door-to-door survey.

Do You Know:

— In pursuance to provisions contained in Citizenship Rules, 2003 framed under the Citizenship
Act, 1955, the National Population Register is prepared by collecting information relating to all
persons who are usually residing in the country.

— The first non-synchronous, nationwide census was in 1872. This census involved counting
individuals across most parts of the country; however, it did not include all territories under
British control.

— The first synchronous census of India was conducted in 1881.It was conducted by W.C.
Plowden.

JOINING HANDS

Nearly a year after former Manipur Chief Minister N. Biren Singh resigned on February 9, 2025,
leading to President’s Rule, President Droupadi Murmu revoked the order on Wednesday to
facilitate the return of a popular government — Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) leader Yumnam
Khemchand Singh was sworn in as the 13th Chief Minister. The two Deputy Chief Ministers are
Nemcha Kipgen, from the Kuki-Zo community, and Losii Dikho of the BJP’s ally, the Naga People’s
Front. While these moves were taken to avoid extending President’s Rule beyond one year, which
would have required moving a Constitution Amendment Bill in Parliament, they also allow the
ruling BJP to provide a semblance of democratic governance to help it regain public support
during the final year of the Assembly’s tenure. As seen in the general election, the disastrous
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second tenure of N. Biren Singh had led to discontent in the hills and valley of Manipur, reflected
in the victory of Opposition candidates. Subsequently, as sporadic violence spread across even
relatively peaceful areas, a coalition of internal critics in the BJP, which included Mr. Khemchand
Singh, successfully lobbied for a change in leadership. That Mr. Biren Singh was present when Mr.
Khemchand Singh was nominated by the BJP leadership to the posts of Legislature Party leader
and Chief Minister suggests party consensus. Mr. Khemchand Singh had also signalled his intent
in working towards reconciliation between the Meitei and Kuki-Zo communities by visiting a
Kuki-Zo relief camp in the Naga-dominated Ukhrul district last year.

President’s Rule was also intended to dismantle the impunity of armed radical groups and
facilitate the safe return of the displaced. While security forces had managed to recover a
significant portion of looted weapons and tamp down the fervour of radical groups, the human
cost of the ethnic strife still remains unaddressed. Only 9,000 of the estimated 60,000 displaced
persons have returned home, reflecting the enduring trust deficit. Dastardly acts, such as the
execution of a Meitei man in the Tuibong area of Churachandpur, in January, while visiting his
Kuki-Zo wife, underscore the urgent need to defang radical groups that continue to hold sway. The
BJP has successfully leveraged political survival as a glue for its leaders. However, engineering a
similar detente between the communities remains a daunting task. With Kuki-Zo groups
continuing to demand an untenable “separate administration” which will lead to further discord
beyond just the two communities, the new government must move beyond token concessions
such as accommodating different community representatives in leadership positions. True
stability will require an inclusive dialogue that engages all political and civil society stakeholders
to rebuild the foundation of trust.

DISTRESSING REGULARITY

The explosion in an illegal rat-hole mine in Meghalaya on February 5, killing at least 18 workers,
is a grim reminder that court supervision cannot substitute governance. Illegal coal mining in
India is a long-running problem, but the northeast, especially Meghalaya’s coal belt, has a distinct
ecosystem — of small privately or community-owned landholdings, thin coal seams, weak local
enforcement, and supply chains — that can launder illegal coal into legitimate markets through
intermediaries. Rat-hole mining is the norm (for illegal setups), and they are prone to collapsing
because they lack engineered roofs and side-wall protections. The National Green Tribunal
ordered its cessation in 2014, but illegal mines have continued due to a high local dependence on
income from coal, fragmented ownership and contractorships that spread accountability and
patronage. Operators of illegal mines also underreport accidents and keep workers off formal
records; and while workers’ deaths hit the headlines, injuries — due to polluted water, acid drains,
unstable landscapes, and degraded roads — and child labour use do not.

[llegal coal is currently not easy to separate from legacy or auctioned coal once it has entered the
supply chain. But the expected cost of illegal extraction and transport needs to go up. Meghalaya
already has a framework to prevent illegal mining, transport, and storage under the MMDR Act.
Using technology to reduce the cost of detection, it should add mandatory GPS tracking for all coal
carriers, invalidate consignments that deviate from a specific route, and integrate satellite and
drone patrol data with control rooms. Illegal mining should also become socially expensive,
perhaps through community monitoring, incentivised by sharing penalties with local bodies.
Conversely, the State should pressure intermediaries with seizure, cancelled licences,
prosecution, and blacklisting from auctions. Next, bans fail sans alternatives, so the State should
displace illegal mining as an income source by setting up credit and market linkages for
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horticulture, construction, small manufacturing and tourism, and refitting public works to absorb
mining labour. Finally, the State must dismantle incentives on the supply side; the February 5 blast
shows that illegal mines continue to access an informal labour market. To this end, the State may
allow workers to testify in exchange for amnesty, and aggressively pursue errant contractors. It
should also subvert the administrative tolerance for such contractors by rotating postings in
hotspot districts and independently auditing permits, among others. Treating rat-hole mining as
an enforcement issue alone risks pushing the practice further underground.

NDMA’S FIRST-EVER GUIDELINES FOR IDENTIFICATION OF DISASTER VICTIMS

THE NATIONAL Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) has released the country’s first-ever
Standard Operating Procedure, including guidelines, for the identification of victims in the event
of “mass fatality incidents”.

Key Takeaways:

— The document highlights critical gaps when it comes to handling such incidents currently, and
recommends steps for the recognition, registration and dignified handover of human remains to
families.

— One of the most notable recommendations in the guidelines is the creation of a ‘National Dental
Data Registry’, so that teeth and jaws could be used to identify victims.

— The guidelines also include the use of “forensic archaeology”, to help in identification of bodies
months or years after a disaster.

— The NDMA move follows five major tragedies last year, including the Air India crash in
Ahmedabad in June, the chemical factory explosion in Sangareddy, Telangana, the same month,
the Gambhira bridge collapse in Vadodara, Gujarat, in July, the flash floods in Dharali, Uttarakhand,
in August, and the Delhi car bomb blast of November.

— The document titled ‘National Disaster Management Guidelines on Comprehensive Disaster
Victim Identification and Management’ was released on Republic Day by Union Minister of State
for Home Bandi Sanjay Kumar in Delhi - exactly 25 years after Gujarat saw one of its worst
tragedies in the 2001 earthquake.

— The expansive document details the role of all stakeholders in the aftermath of a disaster,
including the composition of teams for identification process, and highlights critical lacunae, such
as the lack of manpower and training, logistical gaps and problems with coordination and
leadership at disaster sites, where hundreds of personnel from multiple agencies and
administrative jurisdictions at the local, state and Central government levels can be expected to
be present.

— After a disaster, the hurdles that can come up in victim identification include fragmentation
and mingling of human remains, rapid decomposition in high-humidity or hot areas, displacement
of bodies during floods, or charring in cases of fire. Logistical challenges include mortuary spaces,
cold chain transport and storage.

— Professor (Dr) G Rajesh Babu, the Dean of the School of Medico-Legal Studies at National
Forensic Sciences University and a member of the drafting committee of the guidelines, described
it as “humanitarian forensics”. “In a mass fatality event, we cannot conduct a physical autopsy of
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all the victims... The process must be carried out with sensitivity to the community customs of the
victims. A part of the process is emotional support and counselling.”

Do You Know:

— One of the major initiatives under Coalition for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure (CDRI) is
Infrastructure for Resilient Island States (IRIS) which was launched by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi at COP26 in 2021. Small island states are the most vulnerable to the impacts of climate
change. As sea levels rise, they face a threat of being wiped off the map. According to CDRI, several
small island states have lost 9 per cent of their GDPs in single disasters during the last few years.

— Infrastructure Resilience Accelerator Fund (IRAF) was announced by CDRI at COP27 in Egypt
in 2022. Itis established with the support of UNDP and UNDRR to support global action on disaster
resilience of infrastructure systems, especially in developing countries and Small Island
Developing States (SIDS).

NHRC NOTICE OVER ALLEGED EXPLOITATION, FORCED RELIGIOUS CONVERSION OF
WOMEN AT GYMS

The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) on Wednesday issued notice to the Chief
Secretaries of all States and Union Territories, the Union Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports, and
the Sports Authority of India over allegations of exploitation and forced religious conversion of
women at gyms and fitness centres.

The notice was issued by NHRC member Priyank Kanoongo who said that numerous cases of
sexual exploitation of women targeted by trainers in gyms and fitness clubs had come to light from
various places across the country.

“Additionally, from a health perspective as well, substandard food supplements and uncontrolled
physical activities also pose a threat to human life. Therefore, notices have been issued to all State
governments, the Ministry of Sports and Youth Affairs, and sports authorities, summoning
information regarding the rules and guidelines related to the establishment/operation of
gyms/fitness centers. So that steps can be taken in the direction of controlling unethical activities
in this sector,” he wrote on X.

The notice came on the complaint filed by a Mirzapur (Uttar Pradesh) resident who alleged that
an organised racket was being run under the cover of a gym and fitness centre to target young
women for exploitation and forced religious conversion. The complainant cited media reports and
also alleged that police were hand in glove with the activities. Terming police’s involvement as
“abuse of authority, failure of law enforcement, and violation of human rights, women’s safety,
and religious freedom”, the complainant sought the intervention of the Commission.

Taking cognisance of the complaint under Section 12 of the Protection of Human Rights Act, 1993,
the Bench directed the Chief Secretaries of all States and Union Territories to form guidelines and
standards for gym establishments/fitness centres etc., in the State.

TO TACKLE INDIA’S WASTE PROBLEM, NEW RULES TURN FOCUS TO SOURCE

The Union Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change notified the new Solid Waste
Management (SWM) Rules, 2026 on Tuesday (January 27. This will come into force on April 1,
2026, replacing the SWM Rules of 2016.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
26


http://www.youtube.com/c/DreamIAS

= 91 9334622397
D ream IAS :91 7004749538

Learning made simple... n WWW'VOUtUbe'Com/C/DreamIAS www.dreamias.co.in

Key Takeaways:

— The new regulation overhauls the framework for garbage management by urban and rural local
bodies, and promotes reduction, reuse and at-source processing, rather than relying on large
landfills and dumping yards.

— The SWM Rules, introduced a decade ago, replaced the Municipal Solid Waste Rules of 2000. It
focused on segregation at source, reuse and recycling, door-to-door collection, and scientific
disposal and management of municipal waste at landfills.

— While retaining these principles, the 2026 Rules firmly focuses on increasing the
responsibilities of bulk waste generators, discourages sending waste to landfills and poor
segregation and seeks to promote a “circular economy”.

— India faces a major solid waste management crisis, generating more than 620 lakh tonnes of
waste every year. Every day, it generates around 1.85 lakh tonnes of waste. Of this, 1.79 lakh is
collected, 1.14 lakh tonnes is processed or treated, and 39,629 tonnes is landfilled, according to
the Central Pollution Control Board’s 2023-24 data. To tackle this mounting crisis, the Centre
wants to shift towards a circular economy, using the following key changes.

— Four-way segregation and waste hierarchy: For this, the government has spelt out a “waste
hierarchy” and defined a “four-way” segregation of waste. The hierarchy comprises prevention,
reduction, reuse, recycling, recovery and disposal as the last resort. The segregation system
expands the ‘dry-waste-wet-waste’ system by adding sanitary waste and special-care waste.

— The sanitary waste category will include items such as sanitary towels, tampons and condoms,
while special care waste will include items such as medicines, paint cans, bulbs and tube lights.
Urban local bodies will have to place green bins for wet waste, blue for dry waste, and red for
sanitary waste, if needed, in public toilets.

— Bulk generators: Bulk generators are defined as entities which meet any of the following
criteria - buildings with a floor area of 20,000 square metres or more; water consumption of
40,000 litres per day or more; electricity generation of 100 kg/day waste or more.

— These include residential societies, malls, colleges, hotels, and large townships. This regulation
applies to central and state government departments, local bodies, commercial establishments,
residential societies, universities, and hostels, among others. Additionally, all gated communities
and institutions with more than 5,000 sq m area and all resident welfare associations, hotels and
restaurants will have to ensure segregation of waste at source and hand over recyclable material
to authorised entities within a year.

— Polluter pays principle: Under the new rules, entities will be levied an environmental
compensation for non-compliance, such as not registering on a centralised portal, false reporting,
forging documents and improper waste management. This principle discourages unsegregated
waste disposal at land(fills, and provides for imposition of higher landfill fees. Thus, sending mixed
waste to landfills will be costly. The Central Pollution Control Board will prepare guidelines on
this issue.

— Tracking system: The new rules introduce a centralised online portal for tracking different
stakeholders and all stages of the solid waste life cycle itself. Bulk generators, urban local bodies,
waste processing and transporting agencies, waste pickers, disposal and processing facilities and
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large authorities such as railways, airports and Special Economic Zones, will all have to register
on this centralised portal.

— Bulk generators will face extended responsibility similar to the extended producer
responsibility in place for manufacturers of electronic items and plastic products. This will apply
once urban local bodies frame by-laws by March 2027 to incorporate provisions of the new rules.

RULES ON FROZEN EMBRYO DONATION, NOW UNDER LEGAL CHALLENGE

The Delhi High Court last week issued notice on a PIL that asks whether the law can require viable
frozen embryos to be destroyed rather than donated, even when couples consent on both sides.

Key Takeaways:

— To oppose what it describes as a “blanket prohibition” on “altruistic, voluntary, consent-based
donation” of unused frozen embryos to infertile couples, the plea challenges provisions of the
Assisted Reproductive Technology (Regulation) Act, 2021, and its Rules, which permit embryos
to be created using donor sperm and donor eggs but prohibit the donation of unused frozen
embryos for reproductive use by another couple.

— Under this framework, such embryos may be stored for up to 10 years and must be “allowed to
perish” or be donated for research. The plea describes this as the “irrational destruction of viable
embryos” and argues that it is ethically incongruent to mandate they perish when willingly
recipient couples exist.

— Hearing the plea, the Division Bench of Chief Justice D K Upadhyaya and Justice Tejas Karia
observed that the petitioner was seeking an expansion of the scope of Section 28 of the ART Act,
which governs the storage and handling of embryos, and sought a response from the Union
government.

— The ART Act, enacted in 2021, permits altruistic donation of sperm and eggs under regulated
conditions. It also allows donor-assisted IVF, including “double-donor IVF” where an embryo is
created from donor sperm and donor oocytes are transferred to a commissioning couple. In such
cases, the child has no genetic link to either parent, a position the statute accepts.

— What the law does not permit is the donation of surplus frozen embryos.

— These embryos arise because IVF cycles often create multiple embryos to improve success
rates. However, not all of these are implanted. Many couples later decide they do not want another
pregnancy, but their embryos remain cryopreserved. It is at this stage that the law restricts their
use.

— There is no explicit ban on “embryo adoption”. The restriction primarily flows from multiple
provisions read together. Clinics must preserve unused embryos exclusively for the original
commissioning couple and are barred from using them for any other person. Transfer of embryos
to their parties is prohibited except where a couple seeks transfer of its own embryos for personal
use with regulatory permission.

— Section 28(2) further limits storage to 10 years. After this period, embryos must either be
“allowed to perish” or donated to registered research institutions, subject to consent. The statute
provides no framework for the donation or adoption of the embryos to another couple for
reproductive use.
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— A central issue raised in the plea is the distinction the law draws between fresh donor embryos
and frozen embryos. Fresh embryos created using donor sperm and donor eggs may be
transferred to a commissioning couple. Frozen embryos, once thawed, are biologically equivalent
and routinely used in IVF practice.

— Despite this, frozen embryos are treated as non-transferable for reproductive purposes. The
petition describes this as a “double standard”; genetic non-linearity is accepted when embryos are
created fresh, but rejected once embryos already exist and are frozen.

— The plearests its challenge on Articles 14 and 21 of the Constitution. On equality, it argues that
the law creates an “arbitrary and constitutionally untenable distinction” between couples who
receive fresh donor embryos and those who seek frozen embryos. In both cases, the child has no
genetic link to the parents.

— On personal liberty, the petition places reproductive choice within the right to life, dignity and
privacy. Decisions about whether and how to have a child through ART, it argues, fall within
decisional autonomy. By denying embryo donation as a medically recognised option, the state
effects an “unwarranted intrusion” into reproductive choice.

— Infertility affects an estimated 27-30 million couples in India. IVF is expensive and often
requires repeated cycles. Traditional adoption involves long waiting periods. The plea states that
embryo donation could provide a regulated option for some couples and allow pregnancy and
childbirth where other routes are unavailable.

— Italso points to access concerns, noting that couples with resources may seek embryo donation
abroad, while others cannot, effectively turning reproductive choice into a matter of means.

Do You Know:

— It is important to address infertility, an issue stigmatised in India, where marriage is often
equated with childbearing. Despite advances in healthcare, many women still face barriers in
accessing maternal care and reproductive health information.

— For couples struggling with infertility, the options are often limited, expensive, or poorly
regulated. Treatments are dominated by private players, and high costs, combined with lack of
insurance coverage, make the experience prohibitively expensive for most.

— Reproductive agency is further constrained by widespread reliance on sterilisation.
Encouraging access to reversible, modern contraception methods, not just for birth control but
also to preserve choice, is essential to ensure people can plan families on their own terms.

— Another challenge lies in changing patterns of childbearing. Early childbearing is on the decline,
with more women choosing to have children later in life (World Fertility Report, 2024).

— In India, many educated, working individuals from higher income groups are marrying in their
late 20s or early 30s and having their first child soon after. However, when it comes to a second
child, spacing practices — critical for maternal, child and societal health — are overlooked.

— According to NFHS-5, 4 per cent of currently married women aged 15-49 report unmet needs
for spacing. This is shaped by social norms that discourage contraceptive use and a preference for
male children. These factors undermine women’s reproductive autonomy. The stigma around
family-planning conversations needs to be dismantled urgently.
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INFERTILITY IN INDIA: BRINGING MENTAL HEALTH TO THE FOREFRONT OF CONDITION

Is womanhood synonymous with motherhood? This question has lingered in the Indian social
imagination for generations. The country’s fertility landscape remains firmly anchored in a
patriarchal narrative, where a woman’s worth, identity, and social legitimacy are overwhelmingly
tied to her ability to bear children.

Despite the biological fact that conception requires both a man and a woman, the moral burden of
infertility is placed almost exclusively on women. Women without childrenare openly discouraged
from attending weddings, baby showers, or religious ceremonies. Such exclusions deepen feelings
of shame, isolation, embarrassment, identity fragmentation, and perceived moral failure.

Infertility, though a medical condition like any other, is frequently subjected to moral scrutiny.
Even when medical evaluations clearly identify male-factor issues — such as low sperm counts or
unexplained infertility — the cultural script continues to place blame squarely on women. This
persistent assumption reinforces a deeply entrenched gender bias that distorts both
responsibility and compassion.

Men’s mental health

What often goes unacknowledged in these conversations is that male infertility itself is deeply
intertwined with mental health, and that psychological distress can directly impair sperm quality.
This is well-established in contemporary reproductive science. A 2024 original research article in
Frontiers in Endocrinology found that depression is significantly associated with decreased
semen quality, including reduced sperm concentration and motility (Zhang et al., 2024). This
means that the very men who are culturally insulated from blame may themselves be experiencing
psychological states that biologically diminish fertility potential.

Further evidence comes from a 2025 open-access study in Reproductive Biology and
Endocrinology, which demonstrates that depression, anxiety, and stress impair sperm quality
through dysregulation of the mitochondrial PDK-PDC axis, a pathway essential for healthy sperm
metabolism (Wang et al., 2025). This mechanistic insight reinforces that mental health is not
merely an emotional overlay, but a physiological determinant of reproductive function.

[ronically, the very patriarchal norms that so swiftly assign fault to women also conspire to keep
men silent about their own psychological distress. This enforced quietude does more than
perpetuate stigma — it may be actively undermining fertility itself. Observations from clinical
reviews indicate that chronic psychological stress triggers activation of the hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, driving up cortisol levels and destabilising the hormonal milieu
essential for healthy spermatogenesis.

What emerges from this body of research is a striking paradox: while women absorb the social,
emotional, and reputational costs of infertility, men’s unaddressed mental health burdens may be
biologically fuelling the very condition for which women are castigated. Acknowledging this dual
reality is not merely a matter of fairness or empathy — it is central to improving reproductive
outcomes.

If the silence around men’s mental health obscures its biological consequences, the emotional
landscape for women is even more fraught — and the science here is equally unambiguous. Mental
health challenges do not merely accompany infertility; they can actively impair reproductive
function. A landmark study in Human Reproduction found that women experiencing high levels
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of psychological stress had significantly lower probabilities of conception during each menstrual
cycle, with elevated salivary alpha-amylase — a biomarker of stress —correlating with reduced
fecundability (Lynch et al,, 2014). In other words, stress is not just a by-product of infertility; it
can be a precursor.

Findings from a number of studies underscore that emotional distress is not simply “in the mind”
— itis inscribed in the endocrine system.

Taken together, the evidence paints a sobering picture: women are not only socially penalised for
infertility but may also be physiologically disadvantaged by the very emotional burdens that
stigma imposes. It is a cruel feedback loop — one in which social pressure becomes a biological
impediment, and biology becomes further ammunition for social blame. Recognising this interplay
is essential. Mental health is not a peripheral concern in fertility care, it is a central determinant
of reproductive health. Until emotional well-being is treated with the same seriousness as
hormonal assays and ultrasound scans, the gap between what science knows and what society
believes will continue to widen, to the detriment of the very people seeking to build families. The
consequences of this emotional burden extend even further when couples enter the realm of
infertility treatment. Assisted reproductive technologies are often portrayed as purely biomedical
solutions, yet their success is intimately tied to psychological wellbeing. Chronic stress — fuelled
by stigma, family pressure, financial strain, and the relentless expectation to conceive — can
disrupt hormonal regulation, impair ovulation, and interfere with the body’s responsiveness to
treatment protocols.

Pressures of treatment

Research consistently shows that heightened anxiety and depressive symptoms are associated
with lower success rates in procedures such as IVF. The monthly cycle of hope, hyper-vigilance,
and disappointment compound this stress, creating a physiological environment that is less
conducive to conception.

The pressures of infertility treatment also reshape the most intimate dimensions of a couple’s
relationship. What is ordinarily an expression of desire, connection, or spontaneity can become
tightly choreographed around ovulation windows, clinic schedules, and medical directives. Many
couples describe sex during treatment as increasingly mechanical — an obligation rather than an
act of intimacy.

This can erode relational closeness. Over time, the emotional strain can dampen libido, heighten
anxiety, and create a sense of detachment between partners. Ironically, the very effort to conceive
can undermine the relational and psychological conditions that support healthy sexual
functioning.

Recognising this dynamic is crucial. Fertility treatment is not only a medical journey but a
relational one. Without compassionate support that acknowledges the toll on intimacy, couples
may find themselves navigating not only the challenges of infertility but also the quiet erosion of
the connection that once anchored their partnership.

The path forward

India stands at a crossroads. The science is clear, the human cost undeniable, and yet our cultural
narratives remain stubbornly unchanged.
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The first step forward is cultural honesty. We must finally sever the idea that womanhood is
validated through motherhood. As long as society treats fertility as a measure of virtue, women
will continue to pay with their dignity, their mental health, and in many cases, their biological
chances of conceiving. Equally urgent is the need to bring men into the centre of the conversation.
The data shows that male mental health directly affects fertility, yet patriarchal norms keep men
silent, unexamined, and emotionally unsupported.

Clinics, too, must evolve. Mental health support cannot remain a decorative add-on to
reproductive care. It must be embedded into every stage of assessment and treatment. Screening
for anxiety, depression, and relational strain should be as routine as semen analysis or hormone
testing. When emotional wellbeing is treated as essential, outcomes improve — not just medically,
but humanely. Finally, couples need support that protects their relationships from the corrosive
pressures of treatment. Infertility should not be allowed to hollow out intimacy or turn
partnership into performance.

The way forward is not complicated — it is simply long overdue. We must replace stigma with
science, silence with dialogue, and blame with compassion. Only then can fertility care in India
move from being a site of quiet suffering to one of dignity, equity, and genuine healing.

4 IN 10 CANCER CASES AMONG INDIANS ARE PREVENTABLE: STUDY

Worldwide four in ten cancer cases could be prevented, as per a new analysis by World Health
Organization (WHO) and its International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC).

Key Takeaways:

— The study has examined 30 preventable causes, including tobacco, alcohol, high body mass
index, physical inactivity, air pollution, ultraviolet radiation-and for the first time-nine cancer-
causing infections.

— Released ahead of World Cancer Day— February 4—the analysis estimates that 37% of all new
cancer cases in 2022, around 7.1 million cases, were linked to preventable causes.

— Drawing on data from 185 countries and 36 cancer types, the study identifies tobacco as the
leading preventable cause of cancer globally responsible for 15% of all new cancer cases, followed
by infections (10%) and alcohol consumption (3%).

— In India, nearly 4 in 10 (37.1%) cancers are preventable or for both women and men which
amounts to approximately 520,000 cases.

— The top modifiable contributors to cancer are infections, accounting for 13.4% of the total
cancer burden, tobacco smoking accounting for 10.5% of the total cancer burden and smokeless
tobacco and areca nut consumption accounting for 5% of the total cancer burden.

— The burden of potentially preventable cancer is higher among men with over 4 in 10 cancers
being due to modifiable risk factors (44.7%; more than 305,000 cases) in India. Among women,
around 3 in 10 cancers are potentially preventable (30.5%; approximately 218,000 cases).

— As per the analysis, the top modifiable contributors to cancer among men in the country include
tobacco smoking. This accounts for 18.5 % of all new cancer cases, smokeless tobacco and areca
nut consumption accounting for 7.7% of all new cancer cases and infections accounting for 7.6 %
of new cancer cases.
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— Among men the top cancers which are potentially preventable include lip, oral cavity (more
than 85,000 cases can be prevented mainly due to smokeless tobacco, areca nut consumption and
tobacco smoking).

— The top modifiable contributors to cancer among women are: (1) infections accounting for
20.2% of all new cancer cases among women, (2) insufficient physical activity accounting for 2.7%
of all new cancer cases, and (3) smokeless tobacco and areca nut consumption accounting for 2.4%
of all new cancer cases.

— According to Dr Basu, the two most important infection preventable cancers in India are
cervical and gastric cancers

Do You Know:

— Cases of cancer in the country have risen from 84.8 per 1,00,000 people in 1990 to 107.2 per
1,00,000 in 2023. This means nearly 1.5 million people are diagnosed with cancer annually.
Cancer mortality has increased from 71.7 per 1,00,000 in 1990 to 86.9 per 1,00,000 in 2023,
translating to around 12.1 lakh yearly deaths.

— India’s cancer burden is becoming heavier, resulting in a system grappling with late diagnoses,
uneven access to care, and, in certain cases, avoidable complications.

— To break the cycle, India must make preventive action the backbone of its cancer policy. This
includes investing in cleaner air and water, scaling up HPV and hepatitis B vaccinations, expanding
public awareness on the triggers of certain cancers.

[IT-B RESEARCHERS OVERCOME A KEY CANCER THERAPY BOTTLENECK

Immunotherapy is reshaping cancer care by harnessing the body’s own immune system to fight
tumours. Among its most promising forms is CAR T-cell therapy, in which T-cells collected from a
patient are engineered in labs to recognise and destroy cancer cells. But for this therapy to
succeed, scientists must grow large numbers of healthy T-cells outside the body — and retrieve
them.

Key Takeaways:

— A new study from Indian Institute of Technology-Bombay, published in Biomaterials Science
and featured in the European Society for Biomaterials conference collection, addresses this crucial
bottleneck: retrieving these lab-grown cells without damaging them.

— T-cells are a type of white blood cells that act as the body’s frontline soldiers. They patrol the
bloodstream and tissues, looking for infections or abnormal cells such as cancer. When they detect
a threat, T-cells either kill the harmful cells directly or signal other immune cells to join the fight.
Their ability to recognise and respond to disease makes them central to immunotherapy.

— CAR T-cell therapy is a cutting-edge treatment that reprogrammes T-cells to better target
cancer cells. Doctors collect T-cells from a patient’s blood and, in the lab, add a new gene that
equips them with special receptors called chimeric antigen receptors (CARs). These receptors act
like GPS trackers, guiding the T-cells to cancer cells. Once engineered, the cells are grown in large
numbers and infused back into the patient.
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— Globally, CAR T-cell therapy has been approved in the US and Europe for certain blood cancers
such as leukaemia and lymphoma. It has shown dramatic success in patients who had exhausted
conventional treatments. However, it remains expensive, often costing upwards of Rs 3-4 crore
abroad, and is still being tested for solid tumours.

— Growing T-cells in a lab is only half the battle. They must be collected intact and functional for
therapy to work. Traditionally, labs grow cells on flat plastic dishes, but this environment does
not mimic the body.

— To better replicate natural conditions, researchers use three-dimensional fibrous scaffolds.
This biomaterial resembles a dense fishing net, allowing T-cells to grow more actively and
multiply faster.

— But this advantage comes with a challenge: cells burrow deep into the fibres and grip them
tightly, making them hard to remove.

— The IIT Bombay team tested three approaches to retrieve T-cells: manually flushing the
scaffolds with a growth medium, using TrypLE (a relatively harsh enzyme), and using Accutase.
Accutase is a gentler enzyme solution that was developed in the 1990s.

— Cells treated with TrypLE showed higher death rates and lost important immune functionality.
In contrast, Accutase-treated cells survived better and continued to function normally. They
formed clusters, an essential step before division, and grew robustly after recovery.

— The findings suggest that Accutase-based recovery could improve the reliability of preparing
T-cells for therapy. While the IIT Bombay highlight focused on CAR T-cell treatment, the journal
article situates the work within the broader field of adoptive T-cell transfer (ACT) therapies,
which include CAR T-cells but also other engineered immune approaches.

— The researchers plan to test their findings in animal models and explore whether T-cell-loaded
scaffolds could be implanted directly into the body. If successful, this could open new avenues for
cancer treatment, where immune cells are not only prepared outside the body but also delivered
in innovative ways.

— India has begun its own CAR T-cell journey. IIT Bombay and Tata Memorial Centre have
collaborated on early trials, with spin-offs like InmunoACT working to make therapies more
affordable.

— While CAR T-cell therapy abroad can cost several crores, Indian efforts aim to bring costs down
to a fraction, making them accessible to more patients. For patients, this could mean therapies
that are not only effective but also within reach. IIT Bombay’s work shows how small technical
refinements can have potential clinical impacts.

PRIYA TRIAL LINKS B12 INTAKE TO LONG-TERM HEALTH IN BABIES

[t is known that the Indian population, particularly vegetarians, is deficient in vitamin B12. The
vitamin essential for the formation of blood cells and the functioning of nerve cells is mainly found
in animal-derived food. B12 deficiency during pregnancy has been associated with neural tube
defects and poor foetal growth, affecting long-term health.

In 1993, Chittaranjan Yajnik, Director, Diabetes Unit, King Edward Memorial Hospital, Pune,
undertook the Pune Maternal Nutrition Study (PMNS) to investigate the parental determinants of
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foetal growth. The study showed that low vitamin B12 and high folate among women predicted a
higher risk of what Dr. Yajnik called “diabesity”, or insulin resistance and obesity in offsprings’
later life.

Researchers asked if increasing the B12 status early on, in adolescence, could reduce the risk of
diabesity in offspring. The Pune Rural Intervention in Young Adolescents (PRIYA) trial tested this
hypothesis in 2012-2020, within PMNS. The follow-up studies on the babies of the women who
were adolescents around 2012 ended in 2025.

This trial led to the first in vivo human study in which researchers investigated the molecular
aspects of vitamin B12 deficiency through an intergenerational approach.

Investigators gave adolescents in the rural areas of Pune vitamin B12 and multi-micronutrient
supplements (over and above standard care) and followed up to the delivery of their first child.
Following delivery, they isolated the cord blood mononuclear cells (CMCs) and investigated them
to study gene expression. The researchers reported that supplementation with vitamin B12 and
multi-micronutrients in adolescents improved the ponderal index, i.e., weight in proportion to
height, later in their neonates and altered gene expression in the CMCs.

To test how vitamin B12 was affecting gene expression, the researchers performed a cross-
sectional study, whose findings were published in the Journal of Developmental Origins of Health
and Disease on January 12. They conducted a weighted gene co-expression network analysis in
cord blood cells and observed that higher levels of B12 in the cord blood correlated positively
with the expression of genes encoding methylases — enzymes that add a methyl group to DNA,
an epigenetic modification that regulates gene expression.

Vitamin B12’s role in the regulation of methylases came as a surprise to researchers.

“You see, the activity of regulators [methylases] is known to be affected by B12, as B12 is involved
in regenerating S-adenosyl methionine, or SAM, for methylation reactions,” Satyajeet Khare,
associate professor at Symbiosis School of Biological Sciences, and one of the co-corresponding
authors of the study, said. “But who would have imagined that the expression of these regulators
themselves is under the control of B12? Our results suggest the presence of a molecular
mechanism for targeted regulation of genes by B12. B12 appears to act as a regulator of
regulators.”

Thus, the study contributes to the ‘developmental origins of health and disease’ hypothesis, which
proposes that the intrauterine environment affects the long-term health of a developing foetus, in
part through epigenetics.

The researchers noted that the study doesn’t establish a causal link between vitamin B12 levels
and gene expression. That said, in the future, they could identify targets of methylases and
demethylases. The present study also focused only on cord blood cells.

“We are only at cord blood right now. We do not know what is going to happen in the future,” Dr.
Khare said. “Replication of the present study by using existing biobank samples at the global level
will be required [to confirm] the mechanism hypothesised in the paper,” Mohan Gupte, founder-
director (retd.), ICMR-National Institute of Epidemiology and the ICMR School of Public Health,
Chennai, said by email.

That said, he added, “The PRIYA study of Dr Yajnik has demonstrated the effectiveness of the

recommended daily allowance of 2 micrograms. Even for the group with very low levels of B12,
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i.e., less than 100 pmol/L, 2 micrograms of B12 supplementation was found to be extremely
useful.”

Researchers and experts in the field recommended that the national policy should include giving
physiological doses of vitamin B12 in iron and folic acid tablets to improve the nutritional status
of adolescents and women of reproductive age.

“This will have beneficial effects on the health of the population, human capital, and promote
growth and development of the nation,” Dr Yajnik, also a co-corresponding author of this study,
said.

PANEL TO PROVIDE GUIDANCE ON HEALTHCARE FOR TRANS PEOPLE

The Union Social Justice and Empowerment Ministry has constituted a panel of medical experts
from various domains to hold discussions and provide technical and policy-level guidance on
healthcare-related issues concerning transgender persons, as outlined in its directive issued
earlier this week.

The directive comes after an advisory committee was constituted last year on the direction of the
Supreme Court in the Jane Kaushik vs Union of India and Others case.

Jane, a trans woman, has alleged that she faced discrimination and humiliation in the course of
her employment on account of her gender identity. She has said that this discrimination led to
termination of her services by two schools in Uttar Pradesh and Gujarat.

“It was noted during the second meeting of the advisory committee held on January 24, 2026 that
there was no representative from the Union Health Ministry. Healthcare is a critical area, and in
view of the specialised needs of transgender persons, the committee considered that this subject
requires focused deliberation in a dedicated session,” said the directive issued by the Ministry.

The Ministry has now said that a meeting of medical experts with the advisory committee is
scheduled for February 2.

Science-based approach

Speaking about the issues and the importance of having the Union Health Ministry in the
committee, Gopi Shankar Madurai, representative of intersex persons and former member of the
National Council for Transgender Persons, said: “While transgender individuals deserve dignity
and rights, policies must be grounded in biological sex distinctions to protect all vulnerable
groups. [ urge ICMR, AIIMS, and the government to fund peer-reviewed, longitudinal studies on
GAS/HRT outcomes, integrate genetic counselling, and reform prison policies for separate
transgender facilities.”

“This science-based approach will mitigate suffering, align with ethical imperatives, and foster a
truly equitable society,” they added.

WHERE ELEPHANTS & TRAINS CROSS PATH, AN AI-ENABLED SYSTEM PREVENTS
ACCIDENTS

It is 6:36 am. Inside the noisy control room surrounded by tea gardens in Binnaguri Railway
Station in West Bengal’s Jalpaiguri district, a buzzer suddenly goes out loud. SK Sunil, the station
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superintendent, rushes to check the Intrusion Detection System panel. The display shows
elephant movement at the 101st kilometre between Binnaguri and Dalgaon railway stations. He
immediately sends an alert to the loco pilot of the train en route instructing him to reduce speed
to 25 kmph.

Key Takeaways:

— The signal originates from optical fibres laid almost 20 metres away from the railway track and
three feet beneath the ground, and coiled in a specific pattern to detect vibrations caused by
elephant movement.

— Binnaguri is in the middle of the 52-km Madarihat-Nagrakata section, which is among the most
vulnerable elephant corridors along railway tracks in the country. This section was taken up as a
pilot project to roll out an Al-enabled Intrusion Detection System for detecting the presence of
elephants.

— Following its commissioning in 2023, the Ministry of Railways has undertaken a Rs. 208-crore
project to install IDS across 1,158 route kilometres of railway tracks, spanning eight zones -
Northeast Frontier Railway (NFR), East Coast Railway (ECoR), Southern Railway (SR), Northern
Railway (NR), South Eastern Railway (SER), North Eastern Railway (NER), Western Railway (WR),
and East Central Railway (ECR). So far, the system is working along 141 route kilometres under
the NFR, including Madarihat-Nagrakata section.

— “IDS is a fibre-based system which works on the principle of Distributed Acoustic Sensing
(DAS). The DAS work on the principle of Rayleigh scattering phenomenon. The Laser pulses from
remote OFC DAS units are sent continuously and reflected pulses are received from various points
along the fibre cable and analysed. So, whenever there is an elephant movement along these
optical fibre cables, it captures the signature of the elephant, based on pressure, weight and
vibration or external sound waves. After the analysis of the signature, the system creates the alarm
at the station and level crossing gate,” said Irfan Azam, a senior section engineer, showing the OFC
room with its working server monitor.

— IDS comprises three main units. The Central DAS server, installed at the Railways’ divisional
office, serves as the primary processing hub. It is equipped with high-performance computing
servers, storage facilities, a centralised database, software algorithms, and networking interfaces.

— The second component is the Remote DAS unit, which interrogates the optical fibre and
receives and processes the backscatter signals generated by vibrations along the track.

— The third key interface is the LC gate hooter or alarm unit. It receives train-location information
and alert messages from the Central DAS server and generates alarms to warn loco pilots and
station staff.

— Irfan Azam says that such incidents sometimes occur when elephants move away from their
designated corridors in search of grazing, especially when paddy crops are young, green and lush.

— According to the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, a comprehensive report
titled “Suggested Measures to Mitigate Elephant & Other Wildlife Train Collisions on Vulnerable
Railway Stretches in India” has been prepared after field surveys across 127 identified railway
stretches spanning a total of 3,452.4 km.
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Do You Know:

— After over a year’s delay, the results of the Synchronous All India Elephant Estimation 2021-25
were released on October 14 last year in Dehradun by officials of the Union Environment Ministry
and Wildlife Institute of India (WII).

— The estimation reported 22,446 elephants in the country, primarily concentrated across the
Western Ghats in the southern states, and the hills and plains of the Northeast. And while the
exercise followed a different methodology compared to previous SAIEEs, its results reveal
significant challenges faced by India’s national heritage animal.

— The Asian elephant (Elephas maximus) is an endangered species. It has been on the IUCN Red
List, which details the global conservation status of animal, fungi and plant species, since 1986.

— As per official data, India accounts for the largest population, over 60%, of the endangered
species. The largest mammal found in India’s forests, elephants have been counted every five
years since the launch of Project Elephant in 1992.

— Among states, Karnataka continues to be home to the largest elephant population, 6013,
followed by Assam (4,159), Tamil Nadu (3,136), Kerala (2,785), Uttarakhand (1,792), and Odisha
(912).

— The Brahmagiri — Nilgiri — Eastern Ghats block is home of the largest sub-population in
Western Ghats. It comprises the Mysuru Elephant Reserve, Nilgiri Elephant Reserve, Wayanad
Elephant Reserve, Nilambur Elephant Reserve and Coimbatore Elephant Reserve.

AHEAD OF WORLD WETLANDS DAY, KUTCH, ETAH SITES GET RAMSAR TAG

Ahead of World Wetlands Day on February 2, Patna Bird Sanctuary in Etah district of Uttar
Pradesh and Chhari-Dhand in Kutch district of Gujarat have been included as wetlands of
international importance in Ramsar sites list, under the global Ramsar convention. India became
a signatory to the convention in 1982.

Key Takeaways:

— This takes India’s Ramsar network to 98 sites. “The international recognition reflects India’s
strong commitment to protecting the environment and conserving its wetlands,” Union
Environment Minister Bhupender Yadav said on X.

— The areas are also home to wildlife such as chinkara, wolves, caracal, desert cats and desert
foxes, besides endangered birds, the minister said.

— Chhari-Dhand is a seasonal saline wetland located between the famous Banni grasslands and
salt flats of Kutch, as per a note issued by the Ramsar Convention secretariat. It is an important
wintering site for waterfowl, supporting species such as critically endangered sociable lapwing,
the vulnerable common pochard, and, notably, approximately 30,000 common cranes (Grus grus)
annually, the note added.

— Meanwhile, the Patna bird sanctuary wetland consists of freshwater marshes, woodlands and
grasslands, and is surrounded by agricultural landscapes, as per the note. Together, these different
landscapes create a wide range of habitats and support a high level of biodiversity, reflected in the
178 bird species and 252 plant species recorded at the site.
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— “Patna Bird Sanctuary is particularly important in supporting waterbird populations and has
been designated an Important Bird and Biodiversity Area (IBA) by BirdLife International,” the
secretariat note added.

— Under the international Ramsar Convention treaty of 1971 signed in Iran, wetlands that meet
a certain criterion on ecological and biodiversity grounds are chosen for special conservation
measures. These could be based on the presence of vulnerable species or due to its importance as
a bird habitat. Such wetlands with higher ecological value are identified by national governments,
and they submit an information sheet qualifying the criteria the site meets as a Ramsar site.

— Once declared as a Ramsar site, the wetlands have to be managed sustainably and protected to
prevent their ecological degradation.

Do You Know:

— In Ramsar convention, wetlands are defined as “areas of marsh, fen, peatland or water, whether
natural or artificial, permanent or temporary, with water that is static or flowing, fresh, brackish
or salt, including areas of marine water the depth of which atlow tide does not exceed six metres”.

— Wetlands help regulate climate conditions through carbon sequestration, that is, carbon
storage from the atmosphere. The plant communities and soil in wetlands capture carbon instead
of releasing it to the atmosphere as carbon dioxide, one of the major drivers of global warming.

— According to Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust, the main threats plaguing wetlands are:
Unsustainable development, Pollution, Invasive species, and Climate change.

BETWEEN THE SEA AND THE STATE

Great Nicobar Island, the southernmost tip of the Andaman and Nicobar archipelago, is one of the
most pristine and isolated ecosystems on the planet, and the home of the Shompen and the
Nicobarese tribes and unique wildlife.

This tranquillity is poised for a radical transformation. The Indian government has sanctioned a
X72,000-crore mega-infrastructure initiative called the ‘Holistic Development of Great Nicobar
Island’. Spearheaded by NITI Aayog and implemented by the Andaman and Nicobar Islands
Integrated Development Corporation, the project envisions transforming the remote outpost into
a major transshipment and defence hub.

The project covers around 166 sq. km, or nearly 18% of the island’s total land area, and entails an
integrated city-state designed to serve both commercial and military purposes. The crown jewel
is the international Container Transshipment Terminal in Galathea Bay. The bay’s natural depth
is ideal to handle large container ships that currently dock in Colombo, Singapore or Klang. The
government has said the terminal will eventually handle 14.2 million TEUs of cargo, capturing a
significant slice of the transshipment revenue.

A new airport serving both civilian and military needs is planned for 24 /7 operations, including
handling 4,000 passengers per hour at its peak. The government has said this airport will offer a
forward base for surveillance and logistics in the Indian Ocean region.

Perhaps the project’s most transformative aspect is the new township. The government has
estimated that over the next 30 years, the local population will swell from the current 8,000 to
more than 3.5 lakh people. The township will include industrial zones and residential areas and
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will effectively urbanise a significant chunk of the rainforest. All this infrastructure will be
powered by a new 450-MVA gas- and solar-based power plant.

India’s push is driven by geopolitics and economics. The island overlooks the western entrance of
the Strait of Malacca, a narrow shipping lane through which around 40% of the world’s trade and
most of China’s energy imports pass. In the event of a conflict, a robust military presence here
would allow India to theoretically monitor or interdict Chinese naval assets entering the Indian
Ocean. Second, nearly 75% of India’s transshipment cargo is currently handled by ports outside
the country, increasing the logistic costs for Indian trade. A transshipment hub at Great Nicobar
could on the other hand allow India to service its own cargo as well as attract international vessels.

Source of controversy

The project’s primary source of controversy has been speed, which critics have argued is part of
government efforts to sidestep due diligence. In 2021, NITI Aayog engaged AECOM, a global
infrastructure firm, to prepare a pre-feasibility report. In March 2022, the terms of reference for
the environmental impact assessment (EIA) were finalised. And in November, the Union
Environment Ministry granted stage-I forest clearance to divert 130.75 sq. km of forest land. Days
later, the final clearance was granted as well.

The rapidity raised eyebrows because the project required denotifying parts of a UNESCO
Biosphere Reserve and tribal reserve. Galathea Bay is itself a crucial nesting site for the giant
leatherback turtle, ancient mariners that travel thousands of kilometres to nest on these beaches.
Building breakwaters and dredging for the port will effectively destroy the beach and
permanently drive the turtles away. Conservationists and policymakers have also criticised the
EIA for being based on a single season of data rather than the comprehensive multi-season data
usually required for projects of this magnitude.

To build the township and airport, an estimated 9.64 lakh trees will be cut, per government
figures; independent ecologists fear the number could be higher. These forests are the only home
of the Nicobar megapode and the Nicobar tree shrew.

The rules require the state to plant trees elsewhere to ‘compensate’ for the deforestation. Since
there is no land left in the archipelago, the government has proposed planting trees in Haryana,
thousands of kilometres away — an idea ecologists have scoffed at because planting saplings in a
dry, dusty scrubland in North India couldn’t possibly replace the complex ecological functions of
a tropical evergreen rainforest in the Bay of Bengal.

The project will also affect more than 20,000 coral colonies. The government has proposed
translocating these corals to other sites but that’s a complex process with a notoriously low
survival rate worldwide. Overall, critics have said the state’s ideas amount to ticking boxes rather
than a genuine conservation strategy.

The project’s social effects are likely to be equally volatile. The island is home to two distinct
indigenous groups, the Nicobarese and the Shompen. The Shompen are a Particularly Vulnerable
Tribal Group (PVTG) — largely semi-nomadic hunter-gatherers who have lived in the island’s
interior for millennia, with limited contact with the outside world.

While the government claims the Shompen settlements won’t be disturbed, anthropologists are
clear that an influx of 3 lakh outsiders and construction activity will push them into smaller
pockets of land. The Shompen also lack immunity to common diseases. Greater contact with
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construction workers and tourists thus poses a severe risk of an epidemic that could wipe out the
tribe, a fear international scholars have articulated as a risk of “genocide”.

Tragic history

While the Nicobarese are more assimilated, they have a tragic history with the project site. Before
the 2004 tsunami, many of its members lived on the west coast; after the tsunami, they were
relocated to the east coast with the promise that they could eventually return to their ancestral
lands. But by designating the west coast for the project, the government is effectively barring the
Nicobarese from ever returning home.

Under the Forest Rights Act 2006, diverting forest land requires the gram sabhas’ consent.
Reports, however, indicate that the Tribal Council issued a ‘no objection certificate’ in 2022, only
to withdraw it later alleging the Council had been rushed into signing without understanding the
implications. The government has proceeded with the project anyway.

In 2023, the National Green Tribunal temporarily stayed the project and constituted a high-
powered committee to revisit its clearances. However, the committee submitted its report in a
sealed cover and the NGT allowed the project to proceed saying the committee had found the
project to be compliant. Critics, including a group of former civil servants, condemned this lack of
transparency saying an environmental clearance process for a public project couldn’t be treated
as a state secret.

Tribal leaders continue to protest, with captains from Great Nicobar alleging publicly that they
were forced by district administrations to sign “surrender certificates” for their land, further
fuelling suspicions that the government is bulldozing the project through.

SHORT NEWS

WORLD GOVERNMENTS SUMMIT 2026

— The World Government Summit was held from 3-5 February in Dubai, UAE, under the theme
‘Shaping Future Governments.’

— The World Government Summit is a global platform dedicated to shaping the future. It sets the
agenda for leaders and policymakers to debate how the next generation of governments can
harness innovation and technology to solve the challenges facing humanity today and in the
future.

BRICS CENTRE FOR INDUSTRIAL COMPETENCIES (BCIC)

— India has joined the BRICS Centre for Industrial Competencies (BCIC) for providing integrated
support services to manufacturing companies and Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises across
BRICS countries.

— The BCIC is launched in partnership with the United Nations Industrial Development
Organization (UNIDO). It serves as a one-stop centre providing integrated support services to
manufacturing companies and Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) across BRICS
countries, with a focus on strengthening Industry 4.0 competencies.
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‘ INDIA, GCC INK TERMS OF REFERENCE TO FORMALLY LAUNCH TRADE TALKS

India and the six-nation bloc of Middle Eastern nations, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), inked
terms of reference (ToR) on Thursday for formally launching negotiations for a free trade
agreement (FTA).

The ToR outline the scope and modalities of a proposed trade pact. Commerce and Industry
Minister Piyush Goyal presided over the signing ceremony of the ToRs with GCC.

SC COLLEGIUM CLEARS 5 EX-JUDGES IN AD HOC ROLE FOR ALLAHABAD HC

The Supreme Court Collegium on Tuesday approved the appointment of five former judges as ad
hoc judges in the Allahabad High Court. Though Article 224A of the Constitution permits
appointment of retired judges as ad hoc judges to tackle pendency etc, the provision has been
invoked rarely.

An official statement said, “The Supreme Court Collegium in its meeting held on 3rd February,
2026 has approved the proposal for appointment of five retired judges as ad hoc judges of the
High Court of Judicature at Allahabad in terms of Article 224A of the Constitution of India, for a
period of two years.” In April 2021, the Supreme Court had issued directions allowing the
appointment of ad- hoc judges under Article 224A of the Constitution “to deal with the
unprecedented situation arising from the backlog of cases pending in the high courts.”

NATIONAL CONFERENCE OF THE STATE ELECTION COMMISSIONERS (SECS)

— Election Commission of India (ECI) will host a National Conference of the State Election
Commissioners (SECs) on February 24, 2026 at the Bharat Mandapam, New Delhi.

— The Conference is being held after a gap of over 25 years. The last such conference was held in
1999.

— The primary objective of the Conference is to build synergy in the functioning of ECI and SECs
with respect to the electoral processes and logistics within their respective legal frameworks.

FROM 126 IN 2018, NUMBER OF LWE-HIT DISTRICTS NOW 8: GOVT

With just a month before the March 2026 deadline to wipe out Naxalism, the Ministry of Home
Affairs informed Parliament on Tuesday that the number of LWE-affected districts have shrunk
from 126 in 2018 to only eight as of December 2025, with three remaining the most affected. In a
related development, the MHA in a communication a few days ago is learnt to have directed the
DGPs and Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports in these states to shift from crisis management to
welfare and to appoint “development-oriented officers” as a part of a public outreach programme.

FRONTIER NAGALAND TERRITORIAL AUTHORITY (FNTA)

— A tripartite agreement was signed between Eastern Nagaland People’s Organisation (ENPO),
Nagaland government and the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) to create the Frontier Nagaland
Territorial Authority (FNTA).
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— FNTA comprises six districts of Nagaland- Tuensang, Mon, Kiphire, Longleng, Noklak, and
Shamator, and devolution of powers in respect of 46 Subjects to the FNTA. However, this
agreement does not affect in any manner whatsoever the provisions of Article 371(A) of the

Constitution.

— These districts are home to members of seven tribes — Konyak, Khiamniungan, Chang,
Sangtam, Tikhir, Phom, and Yimkhiung — and account for more than 30% of the state’s
population.

— The state of Nagaland was carved out of Assam in 1963 as a result of the 16-point agreement
between the Naga People’s Convention and the Union of India. A special constitutional provision
under Article 371(A) was provided to the new state, including provisions for the protection of
Naga customary law.

— Both the agreement and Article 371(A) have a provision for the then undivided Tuensang
district, which later became the six present districts, to be governed directly by the Governor
owing to its relative backwardness. The agreement provided for this arrangement for 10 years,
“until such time when the tribes in the Tuensang District are capable of shouldering more
responsibility of advance system of administration in other parts of the Nagaland.”

— Article 371(A) provided for a regional council for the Tuensang district consisting of 35
members, which would nominate members to the legislative assembly. Later, this system was
done away with at the end of 10 years in 1973, and it was only then that this region participated
for the first time in the state legislative assembly elections.

RURAL MINISTRY SPENDING HITS NEW LOW IN FY26: DATA

The expenditure by the Rural Development Ministry, which implements vital schemes like the
MGNREGS, PM Awaas Yojana (Gramin) and PM Gram Sadak Yojana, witnessed a sharp decline
with government data showing that in the first nine months of the current fiscal, only 51% of the
budgetary allocation was utilised, the lowest in 9 years, compared to 63% in the last fiscal during
the same period. In absolute terms, the ministry’s spending of Rs 97,125 crore in the first nine
months, was lowest in the last six years.

According to sources, one of the key reasons for reduction in expenditure is Finance Ministry’s
new spending norms in 2023-24, which include implementing SNA SPARSH (Samayochit Pranali
Ekikrit Sheeghra Hastaantaran) — a cash management initiative for Centrally Sponsored schemes
(CSS) fund flow mechanism. Within SNA SPARSH, funds are released by the Centre under specific
programmes only after the state provides its share within the respective scheme. Another reason,
sources said, was lower spending on the MGNREGS. The allocation to the ministry, which
comprises the departments of rural development and land resources, accounted for 4.2% of the
total expenditure of the Centre. It implements several poverty alleviation and social security
initiatives including MGNREGS, PMAY-G, PMGSY, Deen Dayal Upadhyaya Grameen Kaushalya
Yojana (DDU-GKY) and National Social Assistance Programme (NSAP).

A MATRIMONIAL SITE SCAM RAISES QUESTIONS ABOUT PLATFORM LIABILITY

On Tuesday (February 3), the Supreme Court granted interim protection from arrest to Anupam
Mittal, the founder and CEO of the matrimonial website Shaadi.com, in connection with a cheating
case registered by a woman against a man she allegedly met through the website in Hyderabad.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
43


http://www.youtube.com/c/DreamIAS

= 91 9334622397
D ream IAS :91 7004749538

Learning made simple... n www.youtube.com/c/DreamlAS e e

The court set aside an earlier order by the Telangana High Court, which had refused to quash the
criminal proceedings against Mittal.

Initially, the FIR registered on February 25, 2025, did not name Mittal and was directed against
only the alleged fraudster. However, during the investigation, the Hyderabad Police booked Mittal.

Mittal was charged under various sections of the Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS), including Section
318(4) - which punishes cheating - and Section 316(2) - which penalises criminal breach of trust,
alongside provisions of the Information Technology (IT) Act that punish identity theft and
“cheating by personation”.

Their primary defence rested on Section 79 of the IT Act, which provides “safe harbour” protection
to “intermediaries” - commonly used to refer to online platforms that host third-party content.
The provision states that an intermediary is generally not liable for information or data made
available by third parties, provided the platform observes “due diligence”.

‘WITH 7 NEW CORRIDORS, INDIA WILL BE 100% ATMANIRBHAR IN MAKING BULLET
TRAINS’

Indigenous technologies will be used in the seven high-speed rail corridors newly announced in
the latest Budget, and India will soon have its own bullet train, Ashwini Vaishnaw, the Union
Minister for Railways, Information & Broadcasting, and Electronics & Information Technology
said in an interview with The Indian Express.

While India’s first bullet train project — the Mumbai-Ahmedabad High Speed Rail is under
construction — the government has announced Mumbai-Pune, Pune-Hyderabad, Hyderabad-
Bengaluru, Hyderabad-Chennai, Chennai-Bengaluru, Delhi-Varanasi and Varanasi-Siliguri high-
speed rail corridors as “Growth-Connectors”.

BHARAT TAXI

— The Bharat Taxi app was formally launched by Union Home and Cooperation Minister Amit
Shah on February 5. It works on a zero-commission model. It will be rolled out across India in 3
years.

— The platform - customers can hail cars, three-wheelers, and two-wheelers through it - makes
two promises in a cut-throat ride hailing market dominated by private players: it won’t charge
commissions from drivers, with drivers earning more since itis also a driver-owned initiative, and
it will have reasonable pricing for customers.

— Bharat Taxi is operated by Sahakar Taxi Cooperative Ltd (STCL), a multi-state cooperative
society, in collaboration with National Cooperative Development Corporation (NCDC), and
supported by various entities, including Amul and NABARD. Representatives of these bodies form
part of the interim board.

YOUR NEXT CAR MAY BE EXPENSIVE. BLAME THE Al DATA CENTRE BOOM

The artificial intelligence (Al) revolution’s insatiable appetite for infrastructure is creating
spillover effects across industries, with automakers now feeling the pinch as commodity prices
surge. Maruti Suzuki India, the country’s largest passenger vehicle manufacturer, has flagged
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margin pressure from rising costs of metals such as aluminium and copper, pointing to
competition from Al-driven demand as a contributing factor.

The artificial intelligence (Al) revolution’s insatiable appetite for infrastructure is creating
spillover effects across industries, with automakers now feeling the pinch as commodity prices
surge. Maruti Suzuki India, the country’s largest passenger vehicle manufacturer, has flagged
margin pressure from rising costs of metals such as aluminium and copper, pointing to
competition from Al-driven demand as a contributing factor.

SOLID FUEL DUCTED RAMIJET (SFDR) TECHNOLOGY

— Defence Research and Development Organisation (DRDO) has conducted a successful test of
the Solid Fuel Ducted Ramjet (SFDR) technology which places India in an elite league of nations
that have the technology critical to developing long-range air-to-air missiles with supersonic
speeds.

— The SFDR has been developed by Defence Research and Development Laboratory (DRDL),
Hyderabad in collaboration with other DRDO laboratories such as Research Centre Imarat (RCI),
Hyderabad and High Energy Materials Research Laboratory (HEMRL), Pune.

— The SFDR-based propulsion enables the missile to intercept aerial threats at very long range at
supersonic speeds.

— SFDR is an advanced air-breathing propulsion system where a solid fuel gas generator
produces fuel-rich gases that mix with incoming air and burn in a ramjet combustor.

— Ramjet is a propulsion system that relies on the missile’s high forward speed to compress
incoming air, eliminating the need for a compressor and enabling efficient high-speed flight.

— Unlike conventional rockets, SFDR does not carry an oxidiser, making it lighter and more
efficient.

PARADIP PORT AUTHORITY (PPA)

— Paradip Port Authority (PPA) has been awarded the First Prize at the Swachhata Pakhwada
Awards 2025.

— The award is instituted by the Ministry of Ports, Shipping, and Waterways (MoPSW), in
recognition of its outstanding performance in cleanliness, sustainability, and community
participation.

— Swachhata Pakhwada Awards are an annual initiative of MoPSW, evaluating ports and
maritime institutions across the country on cleanliness drives, waste management, green
initiatives, and public participation.

ARUNACHAL SITS ON PLANTATION PROPOSAL FOR SUBANSIRI HYDEL PROJECT

The much-delayed 250x8 MW Subansiri Lower hydel project at Gerukamukh on the Assam-
Arunachal Pradesh border took 21 years since it was granted forest clearance in 2004 to
commission the first of its eight units last December. But after over two decades and six reminders
from the Environment ministry, Arunachal Pradesh is yet to comply with a key condition of
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Subansiri’s forest clearance: raise plantations on 31.83 sq km to compensate for the forest land
lost to the project.

IS WHATSAPP READING USER MESSAGES? WHAT US LAWSUIT CLAIMS

A class action lawsuit filed in a US federal court has alleged that WhatsApp’s cornerstone claim
that its end-to-end encryption policy, which purportedly prevents even WhatsApp from reading
its users’ messages, is false and that its parent company Meta has unrestricted access to user
communications.

This lawsuitin the US stands in stark contrast with WhatsApp’s legal battle in the Delhi High Court.
In 2021, the Indian government introduced the Information Technology (Intermediary Guidelines
and Digital Media Ethics Code) Rules that, among other things, requires social media platforms to
enable the identification of the “first originator” of information when ordered by a court or public
authority.

EXERCISE KHANJAR

— The 13th edition of the joint military Exercise KHANJAR between India and Kyrgyzstan is
ongoing at Misamari in Sonitpur district of Assam. It will end on February 17.

— The 14-day-long military exercise aims to enhance interoperability between the Special Forces
of both nations, with a focus on joint operations in urban warfare and counter-terrorism scenarios
under the United Nations mandate.

— India and Kyrgyzstan organising joint military exercises annually since 2011, with venues
alternating between the countries to reflect deepening defence ties.

J1007+3540

— Arare “giant” radio galaxy named J1007+3540 has been discovered by astronomers who used
some of the world’s most powerful telescopes, including the upgraded Giant Metrewave Radio
Telescope (UGMRT), located 80 km from Pune.

— The GMRT is an array of 30 45-m antennas spread over a 25 km area at Khodad in Narayangaon
in Maharashtra’s Pune district. It was built and is operated by the National Centre for Radio
Astrophysics of the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research.

2.83 LAKH DOG BITE CASES RECORDED IN 2024-25 IN BIHAR; 776 PEOPLE FALL PREY
DAILY: STATE ECONOMIC SURVEY

Over 2.83 lakh cases of dog bites were reported in Bihar in 2024-25, according to the State
Economic Survey 2025-26 tabled by the State government during the ongoing Budget Session of
the Assembly on February 2. The report stated that 776 people suffer dog bites in the State every
day.

A total of 2,83,274 cases of dog bites were recorded in 2024-25, which is 38,900 more than the
figure in 2023-24, the report stated. A total of 2,44,367 such cases were recorded in 2023-24, it
added. The report identified dog bite as the “most prevalent disease” in the State.
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The report, however, did not mention the number of rabies cases, which are usually transmitted
through bites from infected animals, including dogs. The State witnessed 138 deaths due to
snakebites in 2024-25, it added.

Prevalent diseases

The State Economic Survey also noted that the second-most prevalent ailment was acute
respiratory infection or influenza-like illness, with 31,025 cases recorded in 2024-25.

Malaria accounted for 29,198 cases, typhoid (23,976), bacillary dysentery (19,929), acute
diarrhoeal disease (18,128), and viral hepatitis (1,208).

‘ERADICATION OF STRAY DOGS AN IMPOSSIBLE PROMISE... ABC RULES NOT A SILVER
BULLET

The Supreme Court took suo motu cognisance of the concerns surrounding stray dogs last year,
subsequently calling for moving the animals from public spaces to shelters after sterilisation and
vaccination.

However, several groups challenged the removal order. Over the last month, the top court heard
the arguments and reserved its verdict last week.

How does dog feeding change the dynamics? Ecologically, street dogs are foragers. They usually
maintain territories to secure limited resources, which keeps populations stable. They learn to
coexist with a wide range of people — those who like them and those who don’t. Dogs that are
aggressive towards humans generally don’t survive; their gene pool is eliminated.

This changes with regular mass feeding. When dogs no longer need to forage, they form strong
attachments to specific feeders and locations. This “de-skills” them. They lose the capacity to stay
out of trouble. They start engaging in behaviours like chasing or mobbing, often out of boredom
or territoriality over the feeding spot.

Our research across India shows that 96% of human-street dog interactions are uneventful or
positive. The predominant relationship is one of indifference or casual coexistence.

WORLD WETLANDS DAY 2026

— February 2 is annually marked as World Wetlands Day to spread awareness about conserving
one of the most critical ecosystems on the planet.

— This year’s theme is “Wetlands and Traditional Knowledge: Celebrating Cultural Heritage,”
highlighting that conserving wetlands also means protecting the cultural identity woven into
them.

— Wetlands are regions covered by water either perennially or seasonally, such as marshes and
lakes. They are vital reservoirs of biodiversity, aid water conservation and provide habitat for
numerous migratory birds, aquatic species, and plant life.

POOLA ANTHONY
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— The first Dalit Cardinal of India and Archbishop of Hyderabad, Poola Anthony, has been elected
as the new President of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India (CBCI) during its 37th general
body meeting held on Saturday.

— The 64-year-old is the first Dalit prelate to head India’s nearly 2 crore Catholics.

— According to the website of CBCI, “the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India, established in
1944, exemplifies the unity and dedication of the Catholic Church in fostering faith throughout the
nation”.

NOBEL OF TEACHING

— Rouble Nagi, an artist from Jammu and Kashmir, has won the $1 million Global Teacher
Prize at the World Governments Summit in Dubai, United Arab Emirates. The coveted prize is
known as the “Nobel of Teaching” and honours an educator who has made an outstanding
contribution to the profession.

— Nagi, a social worker, was honoured for transforming neglected walls into interactive
educational murals that teach reading, writing, arithmetic, as well as public health and
environmental awareness.

— Through her Rouble Nagi Art Foundation, she has set up more than 800 educational centres
across India, providing safe and inspiring spaces in over 100 low-income communities and
villages.

— The Global Teacher Prize, presented by GEMS Education and organised by the Varkey
Foundation with UNESCO during the World Government Summit, recognises exceptional
educators for their outstanding contributions to teaching.

2026 GRAMMY AWARDS

Awards was held at the Crypto.com Arena

in Los Angeles. Album of the year = Bad Bunny — Debi Tirar Mas Fotos

. L Record of the year | Kendrick Lamar with SZA — Luther
— The Dalai Lama, at 90, won his first
Grammy for best audio book, narration | Songoftheyear  Billie Eilish — Wildflower
and storytelling recording. He won the
award for ‘Meditations: The Reflections of His Holiness The Dalai Lama’.

SUPER 300 TITLE

— Devika Sihag became only the third Indian women’s singles player to win a World Tour 300
title after triumphing at the USD 250,000 Thailand Masters in Bangkok. She defeated Goh Jin Wei.

— Devika joined P. V. Sindhu and Saina Nehwal were the only Indians to win a Super 300 women'’s
singles title.

— According to the BWF World Tour, Super 300 consisted of eleven tournaments. It is part of the
BWF World tour.
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‘WOMEN'S PREMIER LEAGUE 2026

— Royal Challengers Bengaluru clinched their second Women’s Premier League title with a six-
wicket win over Delhi Capitals, hailing the historic achievement as a repeat triumph for the
franchise.

— Coming to the highest run scorer and highest wicket taker of this season, RCB’s Mandhana won
the Orange Cap with 377 runs while Gujarat Giants’ Sophie Devine snapped up the Purple Cap
with 17 wickets.

INDIA WINS U-19 WORLD CUP

— India’s Under-19 cricket team won a record sixth World Cup title with a commanding 100-run
victory over England in the final.

— Ayush Mhatre is the captain of the Indian team. His name is now added to the list of five other
captains who have guided India to the title: Mohammed Kaif (2000), Virat Kohli (2008), Unmukt
Chand (2012), Prithvi Shaw (2018), and Yash Dhull (2022).

— The 14-year-old Vaibhav Sooryavanshi, player of the Match and Player of the series, became
the first batter in Under-19 ODI cricket to record 100 sixes. Only one other batter has managed
more than 50 sixes in Youth ODIs - Bangladesh’s Zawad Abrar with 55.

— All records broken by Sooryavanshi in his 175 from 80 balls with 15 fours and 15 sizes innings:
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END IN SIGHT

News of the India-United States trade deal has brought palpable relief to a lot of Indian industries,
butit also comes with persistent and important questions that remain unanswered despite a press
statement by India’s Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal. The initial announcement, through social
media, while true to U.S. President Donald Trump’s form, also marks a departure for India and
Prime Minister Narendra Modi. Past trade deal announcements have all been made through more
formal channels. The announcement of U.S. tariffs on Indian imports being cut to 18% from the
existing 50% is certainly welcome. However, as of now, there is no clarity on when this would be
implemented. While Mr. Trump said they would be cut “immediately”, Mr. Goyal said that the
details will be shared “soon”. There is also considerable ambiguity over whether this is the first
tranche or ‘mini-deal’ of a larger Bilateral Trade Agreement, a limited deal affecting only tariffs, or
something in between. Mr. Trump’s assertion that Mr. Modi has “agreed to stop buying Russian
oil” must also be addressed by the Indian government sooner rather than later. Mr. Goyal did not
touch upon this in his statement. Stopping Russian oil entirely would not only force India to find
alternatives for about a third of its oil imports but would also cast a shadow over its relations with
Russia, which is a long-time friend and critical supplier of defence equipment. Such a move would
announce a very definite realignment for India and, in that light, deserves to be discussed in
Parliament first. Similarly, buying more Venezuelan crude comes with its own refining challenges.

There is also the question of what India has committed to the U.S. in terms of tariff concessions,
investments and purchase orders. Apart from making the assurance that sensitive agricultural
items and dairy would be excluded, the government has been silent despite several significant
assertions being made by Mr. Trump and his team. While the “final stages of detailing” are still to
be completed, as Mr. Goyal has said, the light at the end of the tunnel has already buoyed Indian
stock markets, bolstered the rupee, and brought especial cheer to labour-intensive sectors such
as textiles, apparel, footwear, leather and engineering goods that had been hurting from the 50%
tariffs. These sectors already stand to gain from the India-European Union trade deal, which Mr.
Goyal has assured will come into effect this year. The tariffs they will face in the U.S. will likely still
be slightly higher than those enjoyed by competitors in the South-East Asian countries due to their
Most-Favoured Nation status. Yet, the new deal stands to certainly enhance their competitiveness,
and the targeted announcements in the Union Budget 2026 should also help bridge this narrower

gap.
WHY IS INDIA-EU TRADE AGREEMENT SIGNIFICANT?

The story so far:

Negotiations on the India-European Union Free Trade Agreement (FTA) — dubbed the ‘mother of
all deals’ by leaders on both sides — officially concluded on January 27, closing about two decades
worth of intermittent talks. The deal, which has benefits for both, simultaneously avoids
intractable sensitive issues while securing advantageous concessions on most others.

Why is it the ‘mother of all deals’?

The FTA has been called thus because of the size of the economies, markets, and bilateral trade
involved. The deal brings together the second- and fourth-largest single customs blocs, with the
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Indian government estimating the combined market size to be 32,091.6 lakh crore or about $24
trillion. India has signed about eight FTAs in the last four years. While the other eight FTAs
together accounted for about 16% of India’s total trade in 2024-25, in the latest full year of data
available, the EU itself accounted for nearly 12%. Bilateral merchandise trade between India and
the EU stood at X11.5 lakh crore ($136.54 billion) in 2024-25, with Indian exports accounting for
about 6.4 lakh crore ($75.85 billion) of this. The India-EU trade in services touched 7.2 lakh
crore ($83.10 billion) in 2024.

What is India gaining?

The detailed FTA document has not been made public yet, with information only available through
government releases from both sides. Under the deal, the EU will eliminate duties on about 70.4%
of tariff lines immediately once the deal comes into effect, covering nearly 90.7% of India’s export
value. Another 20.3% of products covering 2.9% of India’s exports will see tariffs eliminated over
3-5 years from implementation for certain marine products, processed food items, arms and
ammunition, among others. In addition, 6.1% tariff lines covering 6% of India’s exports will see
tariffs reduced, but not eliminated, for certain poultry products, preserved vegetables, bakery
products among others or be reduced through quota-based tariffs for cars, steel, certain shrimp
and prawns products, among others. So, taken together, the EU’s tariff concessions cover more
than 99% of the trade value of what India exports to the region. The concessions offered are not
limited to merchandise either. While the services sector has not seen as wide an opening up as
merchandise, the EU has offered “broader and deeper commitments” across 144 service sub-
sectors, including IT/ITeS, professional services, education, and other business services, the
government has said.

Which sectors stand to benefit?

“The potential [of the EU FTA] on labour intensive sectors, where we've got huge wins, is about
$35 billion. Out of the $35 billion, $33.5 billion will become 0% duty on day 1,” Commerce Minister
Piyush Goyal explained to The Hindu in an interview following the closure of negotiations. These
sectors, which include textiles, apparel, marine, leather, footwear, chemicals, plastics/rubber,
sports goods, toys, and gems and jewellery, currently attract tariffs ranging from 4-26%. This is
particularly noteworthy because these are primarily the sectors that have been hit by the 50%
tariffs imposed by the U.S. on imports from India. “Preferential market access for agricultural
products like tea, coffee, spices, grapes, gherkins and cucumbers, dried onion, fresh vegetables
and fruits as well as for processed food products will make them more competitive in the EU,” the
government said in a release. The FTA is expected to benefit Indian traditional medicine services
and practitioners as well, it added. As per the deal, in EU countries where regulations do-not exist,
AYUSH practitioners will be able to provide their services using the qualifications they have
obtained in India.

What has India offered to the EU?

Under the deal, about 49.6% of tariff lines covering 30.6% of trade value will see their duties
immediately eliminated once the deal comes into effect. Another 39.5% of tariff lines with a trade
value of 63.1% will see their tariffs eliminated over five, seven, or 10 years from when the deal is
implemented. Taken together, India’s total offer covers about 92.1% of tariff lines and 97.5% of
trade value.

While a lot of European items are set to get cheaper for Indians, the main consumer-facing items
of interest are wine and automobiles. European wine will see current duties of about 150% falling
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in a phased manner over seven years to 30% for wine priced between 2.5 to 10 euros and to 20%
for wine over 10 euros. No concessions have been offered on cheap wine to protect domestic
producers. These tariffs all apply under a quota, however, with amounts exceeding the quota limit
attracting non-FTA tariffs. On motor vehicles, the tariffs will be gradually reduced to 10% from
the current 110%, but also under a quota system. Cars below 25 lakh, which account for majority
of the Indian market, are not part of the deal. Cars above that limit are divided into three quota
brackets. The lowest of these brackets has the smallest quota for European cars, since Indian
manufacturers do have a presence there. The highest segment has the biggest quota for European
cars since the ultra-luxury segment is where European carmakers don’t have Indian competition.

Which sectors are kept out of the deal?

In his interview, Mr. Goyal explained that in all his FTA negotiations the two countries begin by
laying out their ‘red lines’ or sectors that they will not offer any concessions on. So, in the EU deal,
India managed to keep outsensitive agricultural sectors such as beef, poultry, dairy products, fish
and seafood, cereals, especially rice and wheat, fruits and vegetables, nuts, edible oils, tea, coffee,
spices, and tobacco. The EU has kept beef, sugar, rice, chicken meat, milk powder, honey, bananas,
soft wheat, garlic, and ethanol out of the deal, and has offered quotas on sheep and goat meat,
sweetcorn, grapes, cucumbers, dried onions, and rum made of molasses and starches. Mr. Goyal
has expressed his confidence that the deal will be implemented in calendar year 2026, despite the
fact that the text still needs to go through legal vetting, translation into 24 European languages,
approval in 27 European countries, and finally passage in the European Parliament.

What are some concerns?

The FTA could not make much headway in addressing the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism
(CBAM), a tariff structure the EU devised to address the carbon footprint of countries and
companies. The EU side argued that CBAM tariffs apply to all countries equally and so it cannot
give any concessions to specific countries. However, India has secured a commitment that, if the
EU gives CBAM concessions to any other country, those would automatically apply to India as well.

Another concern is that, if India is to attract investments from countries looking to take advantage
of the new tariff-free route to Europe, it will have to quickly implement more reforms to make
India investment-friendly.

INDIA’S CENTRAL BANK HOLDS INTEREST RATES STEADY: WHAT DROVE THE POLICY
DECISION

The Reserve Bank of India’s Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) on Friday (February 6) decided to
maintain the status quo on interest rates, keeping the repo rate — the central bank’s key policy
rate — unchanged at 5.25 per cent. As a result, lending and deposit rates are expected to remain
stable, with no change in equated monthly instalments (EMIs) on home and other personal loans
of banks.

Key Takeaways:

— The policy panel also revised the GDP growth rate higher at 7.4 per cent as against the earlier
projection of 7.3 per cent and retail inflation at 2.1 per cent as against 2 per centin FY 2026.
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— Days after India announced trade agreements with the US and the European Union, the MPC
also chose to retain its neutral policy stance, indicating that the RBI will keep its options open and
will adjust policy depending on the prevailing factors.

— Announcing the policy, RBI Governor Sanjay Malhotra said several measures announced in the
Budget are likely to boost growth. The MPC’s decision reflects a favourable inflation outlook,
strong growth momentum, and lingering external risks. Domestic economic conditions remain
broadly resilient.

— Economic growth is being supported by robust consumption, projected to expand by about 7
per cent in FY26. The consumption outlook has been bolstered by several factors, including
income tax cuts announced in the FY26 Union Budget, GST rate rationalisation, subdued inflation,
and earlier RBI rate reductions.

— With the repo rate left unchanged, lending and deposit rates are expected to stay broadly stable
in the near term. Loans linked to external benchmarks — especially those linked directly to the
repo rate — will not be affected immediately.

— This means borrowers with repo-linked loans are unlikely to see any change in their equated
monthly instalments (EMIs), offering a measure of certainty on repayment obligations.

— The RBI appears comfortable with a cautious, wait-and-watch approach. With economic
growth holding firm, inflation under control and fiscal spending providing support, there is no
immediate urgency to alter policy rates.

— “After a detailed assessment of the evolving macroeconomic and financial developments and
the outlook, the MPC voted unanimously to keep the policy repo rate under the liquidity
adjustment facility (LAF) unchanged at 5.25%,” he added. The LAF is a monetary policy tool used
by the RBI to manage daily liquidity in the country’s banking system.

— The Centre’s large gross borrowing requirement for FY27 has been putting pressure on the
gsec yields. High state-government borrowings are aggravating the situation.

— The spread on 10-year state government bonds over gsec has risen to a high of 70 bps from 35
bps in the beginning of the fiscal year. The central bank could announce OMO purchases to take
care of the demand-supply scenario in the government bond market.

— Going forward, we expect the RBI to maintain the status quo on policy rates. The global
environment, however, remains uncertain and volatile.

— The RBI has preserved the policy ammunition that could be used later if required. With credit
demand improving, the focus will be to maintain a comfortable liquidity situation and support the
government bond yields.

Do You Know:

— Under Section 45ZB of the amended RBI Act, 1934, the central government is empowered to
constitute a six-member Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) to determine the policy interest rate
required to achieve the inflation target. The first such MPC was constituted on September 29,
2016.
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— Section 45ZB lays down that “the Monetary Policy Committee shall determine the Policy Rate
required to achieve the inflation target”, and that “the decision of the Monetary Policy Committee
shall be binding on the Bank”.

— Section 45ZB says the MPC shall consist of the RBI Governor as its ex officio chairperson, the
Deputy Governor in charge of monetary policy, an officer of the Bank to be nominated by the
Central Board and three persons to be appointed by the central government.

— The last category of appointments must be from “persons of ability, integrity, and standing,
having knowledge and experience in the field of economics or banking or finance or monetary
policy”. (Section 45Z(C)

— The MPC fixes the benchmark interest rate — or the base or reference rate that is used to set
other interest rates — in India. The primary objective of the RBI’'s monetary policy is to maintain
price stability while keeping in mind the objective of growth. Price stability is a necessary
precondition to sustainable growth.

FROM NETFLIX, JIO HOTSTAR RATES TO AIR PURIFIER PRICES: CPI INFLATION GOES
MODERN

India’s new and updated headline retail inflation rate will now take into account the prices of some
items that have been household mainstays for years but haven’t made it into the Consumer Price
Index (CPI) basket. These include the likes of mayonnaise, air purifiers, air pods, health
supplements such as protein powder - and even the services of priests.

Key Takeaways:

— Also reflecting the widespread usage of online streaming services, the new CPI inflation series
will also take into account changes in subscription prices of popular platforms such as Netflix,
Amazon Prime Video, JioHotstar, SonyLIV, YouTube Premium, and ZEES5, according to the report
of the expert group on Comprehensive Updation of Consumer Price Index, released earlier this
week.

— With streaming subscription rates largely uniform across the entire country, a single all-India
index will be compiled and applied uniformly across all states.

— The modernisation of CPI inflation, India’s most important macroeconomic indicator, is part of
a larger overhaul of India’s official statistics by the Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation (MoSPI).

— Based on the consumption patterns results of the 2023-24 Household Consumption
Expenditure Survey (HCES), the new CPI inflation series with 2024 as the base year for prices will
see its first print - for January - be released on February 12. After that, on February 27, the new
GDP series - with 2022-23 as the base year and sweeping methodological changes - will be
released on February 27 starting with data for October-December 2025 and the second advance
estimate for 2025-26. Then, in May, the revised Index of Industrial Production will be released,
also with a new base year of 2022-23.

— The new CPI basket will contain 358 goods and services, up from 299 currently, which is based
on the 2011-12 consumer expenditure survey.
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— Some of the other new goods and services whose prices will be used to calculate India’s retail
inflation — which fell to a record low of 0.25% in October but has since picked up to 1.33% in
December - include piped natural gas, induction tops, decorative lights, paintings, nebulisers,
massagers, tablets, pen-drives and external hard disks, pets and pet products, hair colour, and
babysitters.

— As reported by The Indian Express on Thursday, the new CPI basket is, on the whole, more
services heavy than the 2011-12 one, with the weight of food and beverages dropping from
45.86% to 36.75%. This is in line with Engel’s Law, named after German statistician and economist
Ernst Engel, which states that as the income of a household rises, the proportion it spends on food
reduces.

— Apart from the addition of new goods and services, some items that have become obsolete have
been excluded from the new CPI basket, such as audio and video cassettes, tape recorders, and
VCDs.

Do You Know:

— The two most-often used inflation rates in the country are the year-on-year are the wholesale
price index (WPI) based inflation rate and the consumer price index (CPI) based inflation rate.

— The former is called the wholesale inflation rate and the latter is called the retail inflation rate.
Both WPI and CPI are price indices. In other words, these are two different baskets of goods and
services. The government assigns different weights to different goods and services based on what
is relevant for those two types of consumers.

— The CPI-based inflation data is compiled by the Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation (or MoSPI) and the WPI-based inflation data is put together by the Department
for Promotion of Industry and Internal Trade (or DPIIT).

— A key difference that must not be missed is that the WPI does not take into account the change
in prices of services — say a haircut or a banking transaction. But CPI does. If services such as
transport, education, recreation and amusement, personal care etc. get significantly costlier, then
retail inflation will rise but there will be no impact on wholesale price inflation.

A CAUTIOUS NUDGE

In its much-awaited recommendations, which were also tabled on Sunday, the Sixteenth Finance
Commission (FC-16), as anticipated, has recommended that the vertical devolution ratio — the
States’ share in the divisible pool of Central taxes — be retained at 41% for the period 2026-31.
States want this to be 50%. This is despite the Commission acknowledging the tightening fiscal
space States face under the GST framework, and that the growing mismatch between expenditure
responsibilities and assured revenues has increasingly left them with “recourse to market
borrowings” as the principal adjustment mechanism. Predictably, several States have criticised
the projected devolutions for the coming fiscal but have also cautiously welcomed a tweak in the
horizontal devolution formula. The FC-16 has reworked the earlier “tax effort” criterion into a
broader “contribution to GDP” measure and raised its weight sharply — from 2.5% under the FC-
15 to 10%. This change is intended to reward productive and efficient States and represents a
modest but meaningful attempt to link governance outcomes with fiscal transfers.
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However, the resulting gains are deliberately restrained. The FC-16 makes it clear that any
restructuring of horizontal devolution must be undertaken “gradually”, to avoid abrupt
redistributive shocks to States that are more dependent on transfers. Accordingly, the weight
accorded to demographic performance has been reduced, reflecting the view that penalising
population growth is no longer appropriate at a time when India is close to the peak of its
demographic dividend. Conversely, the weight for population size has been modestly increased.
The net effect is that industrialised States such as Tamil Nadu and Maharashtra see only
incremental improvements in their inter-State shares. This caution is understandable but also
underscores the limits of the Commission’s ambition. A stronger signal could have been sent
through a staggered increase in vertical devolution, for instance by committing to raise the States’
share to 45% by 2031, expanding discretionary fiscal space while preserving stability. The FC-16
flags the shrinking of the effective divisible pool due to cesses and surcharges but stops short of
correcting this by recommending their inclusion in the pool. To be sure, total transfers to States
are budgeted to rise by 12.2% between 2025-26 (RE) and 2026-27 (BE). ButX1.2 lakh crore — or
about 42% of this increase — is from revenue transfers under Centrally Sponsored Schemes,
reinforcing a governance model in which States actas implementers of priorities set in New Delhi.
The FC-16’s recommendations recognise the stresses in State finances but do not push for the
structural change needed to restore the balance in fiscal federalism.

ECONOMIC SURVEY 2025-26

Why in the news?

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman tabled the Economic Survey for 2025-26 in Parliament on
January 30. The Survey is prepared by the Economic Division of the Finance Ministry, under the
chief economic adviser V. Anantha Nageswaran.

1 State of the Economy

Upgrading the economy’s potential growth rate to 7 per cent from 6.5 per cent three years ago,
the Economic Survey for 2025-26 said the country is projected to grow by 6.8-7.2 per cent in the
next financial year. The forecast in the annual economic survey represents a slowdown from this
fiscal year’s 7.4% projection. The Private Final Consumption Expenditure grew by 7.0 per centin
FY26, reaching 61.5 per cent of GDP, the highest since 2012.

2 External sector

The total exports from India in FY25 was USD 825.3 billion, registering a 6.1 per cent year-on-year
growth, driven primarily by robust growth in services export which was USD 387.6 billion. The
Current Account Deficit remains modest, supported by net inflows from services exports and
remittances that offset the merchandise trade deficit.

The expanding network of free trade agreements (FTAs) finalised by India over the years is
supporting the country’s trade strategy by providing reliable market access amid global
uncertainties.

3 Agriculture and Food Management

Agriculture and allied activities contribute nearly one-fifth of India’s national income but account
for 46.1 per cent of the workforce, making the sector central to the country’s overall growth
trajectory, the survey underlined.
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India’s agriculture sector faces significant sustainability and productivity challenges despite
recent growth, the Economic Survey stated. The survey called for key reforms, including
overhauling the fertiliser sector, boosting research and development, strengthening irrigation
systems and promoting crop diversification.

4 Environment and Climate change

The Economic Survey said that global capital markets were flush with funds, but very little money
was being directed for climate action. It said domestic financial resources were proving
insufficient for its investment requirements for green transition. Developing countries, excluding
China, were getting just about 15 per cent of international climate finance, it said.

5 Health

The survey emphasises a strategic shift in India’s health policy from a treatment-centric model to
a public and preventive healthcare-led approach, recognising that long-term economic
productivity depends on healthier human capital. A major concern flagged is the rapid rise of
digital addiction and screen-related mental health issues, among children and adolescents.

On mental healthcare delivery, the survey proposes expanding the national Tele-MANAS
programme beyond crisis counselling to actively address digital addiction. The Survey
recommends structured interventions including cyber-safety education, peer-mentor
programmes, mandatory physical activity in schools, parental training on screen-time
management, age-appropriate digital access policies, and platform accountability for harmful
content.

6 Education

The survey highlights the need to retain school students beyond Class 8 as the secondary age-
specific net enrolment remains low. According to survey, while India has achieved near-universal
enrolment at the school level, it cautions that gains in enrolment have not translated uniformly
into learning outcomes, particularly beyond the elementary stage, where net enrolment rate
(NER) remains low at 52.2 per cent.

Improving infrastructure, teacher skills through strengthened District Institute of Education and
Training and State Council of Educational Research and Training, and involving parents and
communities in governance can create an inclusive, learner-focused environment, it suggested.

7 Evolution of Al ecosystem in India

Arguing that India should focus on a guarded stance on Al amid heightened uncertainty and
resource constraints, the Economic Survey, said that the country’s Al strategy must be carefully
sequenced to avoid premature lock-ins or regulatory overreach. India should build coordination
first, capacity next, and binding policy leverage last, allowing institutions and markets to co-
evolve.

8 Inflation

“Inflation has moderated to historically low levels, although some firming is expected to occur
going forward,” says survey. The retail inflation (CPI) has followed a clear downward trajectory,
reaching 1.7 per cent in 2025-26, driven primarily by a steep decline in food prices.
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9 Three Global Scenarios for 2026

For the coming year, the Survey detailed three possible scenarios of global crises — ‘business as
in 2025’, disorderly multipolar breakdown, and a systemic shock cascade in which financial,
technological, and geopolitical stresses amplify one another rather than unfolding independently.
Out of these three case scenarios, the common risks for India will be “disruption of capital flows”

» o«

and the “consequent impact on the rupee”. “Only the degree and the duration will vary,” it said.
10 Swadeshi as a disciplined strategy

Swadeshi is “inevitable and necessary” as the global trading environment is marked by export
controls, technology denial regimes and carbon border mechanisms that signal the end of “naive
globalisation”, Economic Survey 2025-26 said. Indian corporates have a relative “lack of appetite”
to invest efforts towards long-term risk absorption and becoming globally competitive.

Making the case for transformation in corporate culture, Survey said that India is now operating
in an environment where access to inputs, technologies, and markets cannot be assumed to be
frictionless or permanent.

11 Concern on fiscal populism

The survey flagged concerns about fiscal populism, the crowding out of capital expenditure by
cash transfers, and the rise of revenue deficits in states, with revenue surplus states reducing in
number from 19 in FY19 to 11 in FY25.

12 Recommendations

Dependent on global capital flows, India has to plan for liquidity and external capital buffers in the
coming year, the Survey said. The negative effects of the ongoing global political and economic
turmoil may manifest with a lag, and India runs the risk of contraction in liquidity, disruption of
capital flows, and a consequent impact on the rupee. Capital flight, including with the advent of
the US stablecoins, is another risk to watch out for.

Proactive reforms are essential to attract more foreign investment, it said. India also needs to
generate sufficient investor interest and export earnings in foreign currency to cover its rising
import bill, as, regardless of the success of indigenisation efforts, rising imports will invariably
accompany rising incomes, the Survey said.

About the Economic Survey

1. The Economic Survey is a detailed report of the state of the national economy in the
financial year thatis coming to a close. The first Economic Survey was presented for 1950-
51 and until 1964, it was presented along with the Budget.

2. Between 2010-11 and 2020-21, the survey was presented in two volumes. The additional
volume carried the intellectual imprint of the CEA and often dealt with some of the major
issues and debates facing the economy. From 2022-23, the survey reverted to a single
volume format.

3. The governmentis not constitutionally bound to present the Economic Survey or to follow
the recommendations that are made in it. If the government so chooses, it can reject all
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suggestions laid out in the document. But while the Centre is not obliged to present the
survey at all, it is tabled because of the significance it holds.

ECONOMIC SURVEY FLAGS INDIA’S ‘POWER GAP’

Why in the news?

The recently released economic survey 2025-26 has cited data from the Power Gap Index to
explain how India is a victim of geopolitics and a strategic power gap and is operating below its
full strategic potential. In this context, it becomes important to know about the Power Gap Index
in detail.

The Australia-based Lowy Institute’s Power Gap Index suggests that India is operating below its
full strategic potential. India’s power gap score is -4.0, the lowest in Asia, excluding Russia and
North Korea.

Key Takeaways:

1.

5.

The Power Gap Index is a secondary analysis derived from the Asia Power Index, which is an
annual index produced by the Australia-based Lowy Institute.

The Asia Power Index consists of eight measures of power, 30 thematic sub-measures and
131 indicators. The Index scores 27 countries’ comprehensive power using a weighted
average across eight thematic measures.

The eight measures of power, consists of four resource measures, which look at what
countries have, and four influence measures, which look at what countries do with what they
have.

Resource-based measures

i.  Economic capability: Conventional military strength; measured in terms of defence
spending, armed forces and organisation, weapons and platforms, signature
capabilities and Asian military posture.

ii.  Military capability: Conventional military strength; measured in terms of defence
spending, armed forces and organisation, weapons and platforms, signature
capabilities and Asian military posture.

iii.  Resilience: The capacity to deter real or potential external threats to state stability;
measured in terms of internal institutional stability, resource security, geoeconomic
security, geopolitical security and nuclear deterrence.

iv. Future resources: The projected distribution of future resources and capabilities,
which play into perceptions of power today; measured in terms of estimated
economic, defence and broad resources in 2035, as well as working-age population
forecasts for 2050.

Influence-based measures

i.  Economic relationships: The capacity to exercise influence and leverage through
economic interdependencies; measured in terms of trade relations, investment ties

and economic diplomacy.
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ii.  Defence networks: Defence partnerships that act as force multipliers of autonomous
military capability; measured through assessments of alliances, regional defence
diplomacy and arms transfers.

iii. =~ Diplomatic influence: The extent and standing of a state’s or territory’s foreign
relations; measured in terms of diplomatic networks, involvement in multilateral
institutions and clubs, and overall foreign policy and strategic ambition.

iv.  Cultural influence: The ability to shape international public opinion through cultural
appeal and interaction; measured in terms of cultural projection, information flows
and people exchanges.

6. Forthe purposes of Index, power is defined as the capacity of a state to direct or influence the
behaviour of other states, non-state actors, and the course of international events. In short,
the Index seeks to measure the ability of countries to shape and respond to their external
environment.

7. The Power Gap provides a secondary analysis to the Asia Power Index based on the interplay
between resources and influence. Countries can be overperformers or underperformers,
irrespective of where they place in the rankings.

8. Countries with outsized influence in Asia relative to their resources have a positive Power
Gap. Conversely, countries that exert undersized influence relative to their resources register
a negative Power Gap.

Highlights of Power Gap Index

1. The Index suggests that India is operating below its full strategic potential. India’s power
gap score is -4.0, the lowest in Asia, excluding Russia and North Korea.

2. Japan’s Power Gap score of 11.3 reveals it to be a quintessential “smart power”, making
efficient use of limited resources to wield broad-based diplomatic, economic, and cultural
influence in the region.

3. North Korea derives its power principally from its military resources and nuclear
weapons capability. The country’s diplomatic and economic isolation, however, limits its
regional influence resulting in a Power Gap score of -8.2.

4. Developing countries often register influence shortfalls — reflecting their unrealised
power potential and internal constraints on their ability to project power abroad.

Global Soft Power Index 2026

1. Ongoing economic uncertainty and geopolitical tensions have led to declining public trust
and increased scrutiny of countries’ behaviour, resulting in weaker national brand
perceptions and lower scores in the Brand Finance Global Soft Power Index 2026 —
ranking 193 UN member states across 55 metrics — published.

2. The report defines soft power as “a nation’s ability to shape preferences and behaviours
in the international arena through attraction and persuasion rather than coercion.”
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3. The United States retained the top position with a score of 74.9 out of 100, despite being
the only country to witness the sharpest decline, by 4.6 points, compared to last year, the
report highlights.

4. China ranks second, being the only country in the index to record an increase in its soft
power score this year — up 0.7 points to 73.5 —narrowing the gap with the United States
to less than 1.5 points and ranking higher on 19 out of the 35 nation brand attributes.

5. Indiaranks 32nd with a score of 48.0, slipping two positions and declining 1.8 points from
last year.

A JOB WELL DONE

Through his Economic Survey 2025-26, Chief Economic Adviser (CEA) V. Anantha Nageswaran
has once again shown the value of level-headed analysis while eschewing sensationalism. With
the global economy in flux and the Indian economy displaying stability, the need of the day is
pointed analysis of current data for future policy. In this, the Survey has delivered. It has charted
out a broad framework for a medium-term economic and governance strategy, highlighting the
concept of an ‘entrepreneurial state’ that is more risk-taking, agile, and willing to experiment. The
CEA is pushing for a forward-looking dynamic shift to policymaking that is willing to fail and learn
in the quest for much-needed growth acceleration. Now past the turbulent COVID-19 pandemic,
it is time to look ahead with policy filling the economy’s sails. The Survey acknowledges that this
will not be easy. Indeed, it assigns a 10%-20% probability to the global economy, in 2026,
descending into a crisis worse than that in 2008. Even its best-case scenario is a worsening of
conditions as they were in 2025. Yet, the Survey does paint a favourable picture of India’s
economy, backed with facts and figures. It also does not shy away from pointing out some
emerging risks and developing problems.

At the macro level, it points out that the falling rupee does not reflect India’s economic
fundamentals, and the depreciation is due in large part to capital flowing to countries with more
developed Al industries and to safe-haven assets. A weak rupee is good for exporters, but India
predominantly depends on imports — and those have become more expensive. If trade
negotiations have revealed anything, it is that India is not strategically vital to any merchandise
supply chain. To address this and other structural weaknesses, the Survey outlines an ambitious
plan to focus on strategic resilience and, eventually, develop “strategic indispensability”. It also
argues for greater fiscal flexibility for the Centre to address geopolitical and geoeconomic
uncertainties, but, simultaneously, cautions States against fiscal populism. The reasoning is clear:
while the Centre has managed to more than halve its fiscal deficit ratio in five years, an increasing
number of States have fallen into revenue deficits in this period. This cannot be ignored, despite
the political attractiveness of unconditional cash transfers. It is noteworthy that four major States
go for elections this year, only one of which is currently led by the BJP. The Survey points out
several other emerging problems, such as the impact of ethanol production on food security, the
real costs of the ongoing shift to renewable energy, the lack of adequate fodder, and, not
insignificantly, the impact of “compulsive scrolling” on smartphones. Each of these merits
attention, and the Survey has done its job well by highlighting them.

RTI DISCLOSURE ISN’T IDEAL CURIOSITY, IT ENABLES GOOD GOVERNANCE

The Economic Survey has done a commendable job in underlining the country’s resilience in an
increasingly uncertain world. It has highlighted the deficits that could stall the growth momentum
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and rightly pointed out that increasing innovation, scaling up the country’s manufacturing
ecosystem, and enhancing export competitiveness will require the government to become an
enabler — not a heavy-handed controller. The Survey, however, is misplaced in interpreting civic
scrutiny of governance as antithetical to the entrepreneurial spirit. It calls for a re-examination of
the Right to Information Act, particularly the provisions related to the disclosure of deliberations
that inform policymaking. The observation that such disclosures “unduly constrain governance”
is a narrow reading of administrative efficiency. Public access to documents illuminates the
evolution of a policy and provides a context for why certain ideas were accepted or rejected. They
are a precious tool for citizens to force the bureaucracy to share information concerning public
policy and the delivery of services and goods. A transparent bureaucracy is, in turn, fundamental
to a stable, predictable, and fair economic environment.

By reducing information asymmetry between citizens and state, the RTI has redefined the
relationship between the two. The argumentative ethos fostered by the disclosure provisions has
been critical to keeping bureaucrats on their toes. They are not “tools for ideal disclosure”, as the
Survey notes. The law’s roles in exposing major scams — the Vyapam scam and the Adarsh
Housing Society scam, for instance - is a testimony to its role as a governance enhancer. The Act
has also been used to question the RBI during the banking scams. The financial probity catalysed
the Supreme Court’s verdicts in the Girish Mittal (2021) and Jayantilal Mistry (2016) cases,
wherein the SC held the Central Bank must disclose names of willful loan defaulters and details of
Non-Performing Assets of public sector banks. At the same time, however, the Act’s enabling
provisions have been substantially attenuated in recent years. The Digital Personal Data
Protection Act, which came into force last year, exempts from disclosure “information which
relates to personal information.. which has no relationship to any public activity or interest”. The
government has reportedly also tried to evade public scrutiny by claiming it does not have data
on migrant workers who died during Covid , paper leaks in competitive exams and on farmers’
suicides.

The Economic Survey does acknowledge that the RTI Act is a “powerful tool for reform”. The
government would do well to go by the Survey’s overall governance-centred ethos, and not heed
the suggestion to re-examine RTI.

UNION BUDGET 2026: KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman presented the Union Budget 2026 on Sunday (on the
occasion of Magha Purnima and the birth anniversary of Guru Ravidas). With this Sitharaman is
delivering her record ninth Budget. This is the second time a Finance Minister is presenting the
Union Budget on a Sunday — the first being delivered by Yashwant Sinha on February 28, 1999
(Sunday). FM announced the budget to be ‘Yuva Shakti Driven Budget’ and the government’s
sankalp is to focus on poor, underpriviliged and disadvantaged.

PART A

This part of the speech provides an overview of the economy, highlights the concerns and
priorities of the Government including some of the major programmes and flagship schemes and
the budget estimates for the ensuing financial years.

FM laid down three Kartavyas or duties of the government that were considered while preparing
the Budget.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
62


http://www.youtube.com/c/DreamIAS

+91 9334622397
+91 7004749538

www.dreamias.co.in

&DreamlAS

Learning made simple... n www.youtube.com/c/DreamlAS

1. First is to accelerate and sustain economic growth by enhancing competitiveness and
building resilience to volatile global dynamics.

2. Second is to fulfil the aspirations of people and build their capacity and make them strong
partners in India’s path to prosperity

3. Thirdis to ensure ‘sab ka saath, sab ka vikas’. It is to ensure that every family, community,
region has access to resources, amenities opportunities for meaningful participation.

1ST KARTAVYA — ACCELARATE AND SUSTAIN ECONOMIC GROWTH

FM proposes interventions in 6 sectors - Scaling up manufacturing in 7 strategic sectors;
Rejuvenating legacy industrial sectors; Creating champion MSMEs; Delivering a push for infra;
Ensuring long-term security and stability; Developing city economic regions.

Scaling up manufacturing in 7 strategic sectors:

1. Biopharma SHAKTI (Strategic for Healthcare Advancement through Knowledge, Technology
and Innovation):

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman proposed to develop India as a global bio-pharma
manufacturing hub by establishing Bio Pharma Shakti with an outlay of Rs 10,000 crore over
the next 5 years. This will build an ecosystem for domestic productions of biologics and
biosimilars.

2. India Semiconductor Mission (ISM) 2.0 to be launched

India Semiconductor Mission — Recognising the significance of semiconductors in achieving
technological self-reliance and economic growth, India launched the India Semiconductor Mission (ISM)
in 2021 with the aim to strengthen India’s strategic position in the global value chain.

3. Odisha, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, and Tamil Nadu to establish dedicated rare earth mineral
corridors.

Rare earths are a subset of the critical minerals grouping that includes 17 metallic elements
nestled lower down in the periodic table, from lanthanum (atomic number 57) to lutetium (71),
as well as plus scandium (21) and yttrium (39).

4. Scheme for Enhancement of Construction and Infrastructure Equipment (CIE) to be
introduced

5. Three dedicated Chemical Parks to be established

6. Container Manufacturing Scheme to be introduced with budgetary allocation 0f 310,000 crore
over 5 year period

7. Scheme to revive 200 legacy industrial clusters to be introduced

— Textile Sector: For the labour-intensive textile sector, the Budget has proposed a new scheme
Mahatma Gandhi Gram Swaraj Yojana to boost the Khadi handloom sector with training, skilling,
production, and quality checks, says Sitharaman.
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— The Budget proposed an Integrated Programme with 5 sub-parts: National Fibre Scheme for
self-reliance in natural fibres, Textile Expansion and Employment Scheme to modernise
traditional clusters, A National Handloom and Handicraft programme, Tex-eco initiative, and
Samarth 2.0.

— Rejuvenation of Legacy Industrial Cluster: A Scheme to revive 200 legacy industrial clusters to
improve their cost competitiveness and efficiency were introduced in the Budget.

— Creating “Champion SMEs”: Recognising MSMEs as a vital engine of growth, Budget proposed
a three-pronged approach to help them grow as ‘Champions’: Equity support, liquidity support,
and Professional Support.

FYI: MSMEs — In the last year’s Budget, the government gave new definitions for micro, small and
medium enterprises (MSMEs). The investment and turnover limits for classification of all MSMEs
was increased 2.5 and two times respectively. This means the investment limit to be classified as
a micro enterprise goes up to Rs 2.5 crore. For small enterprises, this limit goes up to Rs 25 crore,
and for medium ones, it becomes Rs 125 crore. Similarly, the turnover limit for these
classifications goes up to Rs 10 crore for micro enterprises, Rs 100 crore for small ones, and Rs
500 crore for medium enterprises.

— Infrastructure: The Budget proposed to increase the Public capex to X12.2 lakh crore, compared
to X2 lakh crore in FY2014-15, shows multifold increase, to continue the momentum of
infrastructure development.

FYI: capital expenditure (CapEx) is the funds allocated and utilised by the government to develop
assets contributing to the country’s economic growth. This includes investments in infrastructure,
machinery, healthcare, education, and other essential sectors.

— The FM has proposed to set up an Infrastructure Risk Guarantee Fund to provide prudently
calibrated partial credit guarantees to lenders.

— For environmentally sustainable movement of cargo,

a) Ithasbeen proposed to establish new Dedicated Freight Corridors connecting Dankuni in
the East to Surat in the West;

b) Operationalise 20 new National Waterways (NW) over next 5 years;
¢) Launch a Coastal Cargo Promotion

— Scheme for incentivising a modal shift from rail and road. A ship-repair ecosystem is to be
established in Varanasi and Patna.

— Carbon Capture Utilization and Storage technologies: FM has proposed an outlay of Rs 20,000
crore over the next 5 years in Carbon Capture Utilization and Storage (CCUS) technologies to scale
up and achieve higher readiness levels in end-use applications across.

FYI: CCUS is a means of reducing atmospheric emissions of carbon dioxide — a key driver of global
warming and climate change.

— High-speed rail corridors: For environmentally sustainable passenger systems, the
government will develop seven High-Speed Rail corridors between cities as ‘growth connectors’.
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— Ease of Doing Business (EoDB): For this, the Budget has announced to permitted Individual
Persons Resident Outside India (PROI) to invest in equity instruments of listed Indian companies
through the Portfolio Investment Scheme.

FYI: Sitharaman said persons outside India can participate in India’s growth story through listed
equity under the Portfolio Investment Scheme. The tweaks to the PROI scheme are intended to
enhance investment avenues for NRIs and other residents outside India. There will also be a
comprehensive review of the Foreign Exchange Management Act (FEMA) to create a more
contemporary user-friendly framework for foreign investors. The Economic Survey 2025-26,
presented on Thursday, had flagged the global capital strike and its adverse impact on the rupee’s
stability, despite strong macroeconomic fundamentals. While an undervalued rupee helps offset
the impact of higher US tariffs, investor reluctance to commit to India warrants examination, the
Survey had said. In the corporate bond market, a proposal to introduce a market making
framework with suitable access to funds and derivatives on corporate bond indices has been
proposed. In another move to attract global investors, the FM has proposed to provide a tax
holiday until 2047 to any foreign company that provides cloud services to customers globally from
data centres in India.

A tax holiday is a temporary suspension or reduction of certain taxes aimed at stimulating
economic activity.

2ND KARTAVYA- FULFIL ASPIRATIONS AND BUILD CAPACITY

— Highlighting that the continued efforts of the government lead close to 25 crore individuals out
of multidimensional poverty, the government has decided to place a renewed emphasis on the
Services Sector to provide a pathway to fulfilling aspirations of a youthful India.

— ‘Education to Employment and Enterprise’ standing committee: Union FM Nirmala Sitharaman
has proposed to set up a high-powered ‘Education to Employment and Enterprise’ standing
committee to recommend measures to focus on the services sector as a “core driver of Viksit
Bharat”. This will make us a global leader in services, with a 10% global share by 2047.

— New sectors as career pathways for youth: For this, the Budget has proposed interventions in
the following sectors: upgradation of Allied Health Professionals (AHPs) and building a strong
Care Ecosystem, covering geriatric and allied care service.

FYI: The International Labour Organisation (ILO) defines Care Economy as a “set of activities
related to the provision of care and support to individuals, households, and communities,
including both paid and unpaid work.” Care Economy encompasses a broad spectrum of labour
and resources dedicated to meeting the care needs of individuals and families.

— Medical tourism service: In order to promote India as a hub for medical tourism services, a new
scheme will be launched by the government to support States in establishing five Regional Medical
Hubs, in partnership with the private sector.

— Ayurveda: Recognising the growing global demand of Ayurveda, the Budget has proposed to
(i) set up 3 new All India Institutes of Ayurveda; (ii) upgrade AYUSH pharmacies and Drug Testing
Labs; and (iii) upgrade the WHO Global Traditional Medicine Centre in Jamnagar.

— Orange Economy: FM announces content creator labs to boost India’s Animation Visual effects,
Gaming and Comic (ABGC) sector in 15,000 secondary schools across India and 500 colleges.
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FYI: The “Orange Economy” refers to the segment of the economy driven by creativity, culture and
intellectual property. It includes activities where value is derived mainly from ideas, knowledge,
artistic expression and cultural content. These initiatives are in keeping with the Economic Survey
2025-26 findings, which state that revenue from gaming in 2024 was around Rs 232 billion, while
animation and VFX amounted to around Rs 103 billion. Live entertainment accounted for more
than Rs 100 billion in 2024, with strong spillovers to tourism and urban services. Many sectors of
the economy are linked with colours. Green Economy signifies an energy-efficient, sustainable
industry, while White Economy refers to health and social care. Blue and Silver refer to the marine
economy and the ageing sectors respectively.

— Education: The Budget has proposed the following:

National Institute of Design to be established to boost design education and development in the
eastern region of India

5 University Townships to be created in vicinity of major industrial and logistic corridors
1 girls’ hostel to be established in every district in Higher Education STEM institutions

4 Telescope Infrastructure facilities to be set up or upgraded to promote Astrophysics and
Astronomy

— Tourism: To promote tourism sector, the Budget has proposed the National Institute of
Hospitality by upgrading the existing National Council for Hotel Management and Catering
Technology. It will function as a bridge between academia, industry and the Government.

— Catering Technology. A pilot scheme will be launched for upskilling 10,000 guides in 20 iconic
tourist sites and a National Destination Digital Knowledge Grid will also be established to digitally
document all places of significance—cultural, spiritual and heritage. Developing trekking and
hiking experience was also discussed.

— Heritage and Culture Tourism: The government has proposed to develop 15 archaeological
sites including Lothal, Dholavira, Rakhigarhi, Adichanallur, Sarnath, Hastinapur, and Leh Palace
into vibrant, experiential cultural destinations.

— Sports: To transform the Sports sector over the next decade, the Budget has proposed to launch
a Khelo India Mission to systematic nurturing the sports talent in the country.

3RD KARTAVYA — ALIGNS WITH VISION OF SABKA SATH, SABKA VIKAS TOWARDS A
VIKSIT BHARAT

— Fisheries and animal husbandry will be strengthened through integrated development of 500
reservoirs and Amrit Sarovars, improved fisheries value chains in coastal areas with market
linkages involving start-ups, women-led groups and Fish Farmer Producer Organisations, and
targeted support to animal husbandry via credit-linked subsidies, modernisation of livestock
enterprises, expansion of livestock, dairy and poultry value chains, and promotion of Livestock
Farmer Producer Organisations to create quality employment in rural and peri-urban areas.

FYI: With a view to conserving water for the future, the initiative Mission Amrit Sarovar was
launched on 24th April 2022. The Mission was initially aimed at developing and rejuvenating 75
water bodies in each district of the country as a part of the celebration of Azadi ka Amrit Mahotsav
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— For High Value Agriculture, the FM announced support for high-value crops such as coconut,
sandalwood, cocoa and cashew in coastal areas. Agar trees in the Northeast and nuts such as
almonds, walnuts and pine nuts in hilly regions will also be supported. Since India is the world’s
largest producer of coconuts, with about 30 million people, including nearly 10 million farmers,
dependent on it for their livelihood, a Coconut Promotion Scheme has been proposed to increase
production and enhance productivity.

— FM proposed Bharat-VISTAAR (Virtually Integrated System to Access Agricultural Resources)
—a multilingual Al tool that shall integrate the AgriStack portals and the ICAR package on
agricultural practices with Al systems. The aim is to enhance farm productivity, enable better
decisions for farmers and reduce risk by providing customised advisory support.

FYI: AgriStack is the digital foundation being set up by the government to make it easier to bring
various stakeholders together to improve agriculture in India and enable better outcomes and
results for the farmers by using data and digital services. Evolved from the thinking of the InDEA
2.0 Architecture by MeitY, Agri Stack is being built by the Ministry of Agriculture & Farmers
Welfare in an open manner, with a federated structure - keeping States at the centre of the design,
ensuring participatory and inclusive design to ensure the sector evolves collectively to help shape
the next decade of agriculture in India.

— FM announced that Self-Help Entrepreneur (SHE) Marts will be set up as community-owned
retail outlets within the cluster level federations through enhanced and innovative financing
instruments. It is built in the success of Lakhpati Didi Program.

FYI: The Lakhpati Didi Program, launched under the Deendayal Antyodaya Yojana - National
Rural Livelihoods Mission (DAY-NRLM), empowers rural women in Self-Help Groups (SHGs) to
earn a sustainable annual household income of X1 lakh or more. It focuses on skill development,
financial literacy, and diversified livelihood activities to foster entrepreneurship and economic
independence.

— To empower Divyangjan, through the Divyangjan Kaushal Yojana, task-oriented and process-
driven sectors such as IT, AVGC, hospitality, and food and beverages will be leveraged to provide
dignified livelihood opportunities to Divyangjans via industry-relevant, customized training
tailored to specific needs. Complementing this, the Divyang Sahara Yojana will ensure timely
access to high-quality assistive devices by scaling up ALIMCO’s production, strengthening R&D
and Al integration, reinforcing PM Divyasha Kendras, and establishing Assistive Technology Marts
as modern retail-style centres for Divyangjans and senior citizens to explore, try, and purchase
assistive products.

FYI: ALIMCO or Artificial Limbs Manufacturing Corporation Of India is the only manufacturing
company producing various types of assistive devices under one roof to serve all types of
disabilities across the country.

— FM laid stress on Mental Health and Trauma Care in the Budget Speech. Since there are no
national institutes for mental healthcare in north India, the government will set up a NIMHANS-2
and also upgrade National Mental Health Institutes in Ranchi and Tezpur as Regional Apex
Institutions. She announced that the government will strengthen and increase trauma care and
emergencies capacities by 50% in District Hospitals by establishing Emergency and Trauma Care
Centres.

FYI: Currently, NIMHANS is located in Bengaluru, Karnataka.
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— FM proposed the development of Purvodaya through an integrated East Coast Industrial
Corridor with a well-connected node at Durgapur, creation of 5 tourism destinations in the 5
Purvodaya States.

FYI: Purvodaya focuses on five states, namely Bihar, Jharkhand, West Bengal, Odisha, and Andhra
Pradesh.

— Focussing on Buddhist sites in North-East India and civilizational confluence of Theravada and
18 Mahayana/Vajrayana traditions, FM proposed to launch a Scheme for Development of
Buddhist Circuits in Arunachal Pradesh, Sikkim, Assam, Manipur, Mizoram and Tripura.

PART B

This part of the speech deals with tax proposals in the Budget.

— The GDP for FY 2026-27 is estimated at X393,00,393 crore, which is 10% over the Advance
Estimates for FY 2025-26 0f X357,13,886 crore released by NSO.

— The government fulfilled the commitment made in FY 2021-22 to reduce the fiscal deficit
below 4.5 percent of GDP by 2025-26. In RE 2025-26, the fiscal deficit has been estimated at par
with BE of 2025-26 at 4.4 percent of GDP. In line with the new fiscal prudence path of debt
consolidation, the fiscal deficit in BE 2026-27 is estimated to be 4.3 percent of GDP.

— Budget estimates for FY 2026-2027

Fiscal Deficit: 4.3%

Revenue Deficit: 1.5%

Effective Revenue Deficit: 0.3%

Primary Deficit: 0.7%

Revenue Receipts: 3533150

Capital Receipts: 1814165

Total Receipts (Revenue + Capital): 5347315
Total Expenditure: 5347315

The tax revenue projections are largely sober. Corporate tax revenue is projected to grow nearly
14% over the Budget estimates of 2025-26. This is broadly in line with the revised estimates for
2025-26 coming in 12.4% higher than the actuals of the previous year. Income-tax revenue has
been budgeted to grow 1.9% over the BE of 2025-26 — an expected outcome following last
Budget’s substantial rate relaxations. Gross GST revenue has been projected to contract 13.5% in
2026-27, a reflection of the September 2025 rate rationalisation and the end of the Compensation
Cess. Taken together, the Centre’s fiscal deficit has been projected at 4.3% of GDP in 2026-27,
down from 4.4% estimated for 2025-26.
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Fiscal Consolidation

— The Centre’s fiscal consolidation roadmap will see a change in the target metric to its debt-to-
GDP ratio, with the objective being to reduce it 501 percent by 2030-31.

— For 2026-27, the debt-to-GDP target is 55.6%, down from 56.1% in 2025-26, with the fiscal
deficit target set at 4.3% for the net fiscal year.

— The Economic Survey for 2025-26, presented earlier this week on Thursday, had said the debt-
to-GDP target is a “concrete commitment with a specific date” which also affords the government
“flexibility to fine-tune fiscal policy in response to emerging needs in the intervening period” at a
time when the geopolitical and geoeconomic environment is volatile and unpredictable.

— To finance the fiscal deficit, the Centre is set to borrow Rs 17.2 lakh crore on a gross basis in
2026-27, up from Rs 14.8 lakh crore budgeted for 2025-26. This will be the biggest component of
the Centre’s fiscal deficit financing.

— The sharp increase in the gross market borrowing of the government — which it does by issuing
bonds, which are then bought by institutions like banks and insurance companies as well as
foreign investors, among others - is due to a big jump in the repayment of past debt that matures
in 2026-27.

16th Finance Commission

— In addition to presenting the Union Budget for 2026-27, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
has also accepted the recommendations of the 16th Finance Commission - headed by former Niti
Aayog Vice Chairman Arvind Panagariya - for the next five fiscal years ending in 2030-31. Notably,
the 16th Finance Commission report was submitted to the President in November 2025, and was
tabled in Parliament today (February 1).

— The Finance Commission makes key recommendations that govern how much money states
get as a percentage of the Central government’s divisible pool of tax revenues.

— The Government has accepted the recommendation of the Commission to retain the vertical
share of devolution at 41%.

— As recommended by the 16th Finance Commission, Rs 1.4 lakh crore allocation to states as
Finance Commission grants for 2026-27 announced by FM Sitharaman. These include urban and
rural local body, and disaster management grants.

New Income Tax Act

— Income Tax Act, 2025 will come into effect from 1st April, 2026. The simplified Income Tax
Rules and Forms will be notified shortly, giving adequate time to taxpayers to acquaint themselves
with its requirements.

FYI: Aimed at curbing job losses in the SEZs, the Budget proposed “a special one-time” measure to
facilitate sales by eligible SEZs to the Domestic Tariff Area at concessional rates of duty.

From custom duty cuts for inputs, especially involving labour-intensive sectors, focus on
manufacturing in various clusters, to announcing capital support for modernising machinery in
the textile sector, the Union Budget announcements have a strong focus on addressing the global
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trade volatility. Sitharaman has also announced a Rs 10,000-crore container manufacturing
scheme amid their continued shortage and dependency on China.

Alongside these measures, the FM proposed a sharp hike in the Securities Transaction Tax (STT)
on futures trading and options premium and when they are exercised, to rein in unbridled
speculative activity. This triggered a sharp market sell-off that sent the benchmark Sensex
plunging more than 2,000 points at one stage just after the speech ended, although it partially
recovered later.

Securities Transaction Tax (STT) is a direct tax levied by the Government of India on the purchase
or sale of securities (shares, derivatives, equity mutual funds) listed on recognized Indian stock
exchanges.

Brush up the basics:
What is the Union Budget?

The Union Budget (technically called the Annual Financial Statement under Article 112 of the
Constitution of India) lays out an account of the government’s financial health. It tells the citizens
not only how much money the government raised last year, where it spent it, and how much it had
to borrow to meet the gap, but also gives an estimate of what it expects to earn in the next financial
year (in the present case, the current financial year), how much and where it plans to spend it, and
how much it would likely have to borrow to bridge the gap. The Revenue and the Capital sections
together, make the Union Budget. The Budget is caused to be presented before both the houses of
the Parliament by the President. It is presented by the Finance Minister with Budget Speech.

The Budget Division coming under the Department of Economic Affairs of Finance Ministry of
Government of India is responsible for the preparation and submission of the Central Government
to the Parliament.

What are the important Budget Documents?

Besides the Union Finance Minister’s Budget Speech, various Budget documents are presented to
the Parliament.

A. Documents mandated under the Constitution of India:
1. Annual Financial Statement (AFS) - Under Art. 112

2. Demands for Grants (DG) — Under Art. 113

3. Finance Bill— Under Art. 110

B. Documents presented as per the provisions of the Fiscal Responsibility and Budget
Management Act, 2003:

1. Macro-Economic Framework Statement

2. Medium-Term Fiscal Policy cum Fiscal Policy Strategy Statement
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What are some important terms related to the budget?

1. Revenue Budget: The revenue budget consists of the government’s revenue receipts (Tax
revenues and non-tax revenues) and revenue expenditures. Tax revenues comprise proceeds of
taxes and other duties levied by the Union.

2. Revenue Expenditure: Revenue expenditure is for the normal running of Government
Departments and for rendering of various services, making interest payments on debt, meeting
subsidies, 11 grants in aid, etc. Broadly, the expenditure which does not result in the creation of
assets for the Government of India is treated as revenue expenditure.

3. Capital Budget: Capital receipts and capital expenditures together constitute the Capital Budget.
The capital receipts are loans raised by the Government. Capital expenditure consists of the
acquisition of assets like land, buildings, machinery, equipment, as well as investments in shares,
etc., and loans and advances granted by the Central Government to the State and the Union
Territory Governments, Government companies, Corporations, and other parties.

4. Fiscal Deficit: Fiscal Deficit is the difference between the Revenue Receipts plus Non-debt
Capital Receipts (NDCR) and the total expenditure. In other words, fiscal deficit is “reflective of
the total borrowing requirements of Government”.

5. Demands for Grants: Article 113 of the Constitution mandates that the estimates of expenditure
from the Consolidated Fund of India included in the Annual Financial Statement and required to
be voted by the Lok Sabha, be submitted in the form of Demands for Grants.

6. Money Bill: Article 110 defines a “Money Bill” as one containing provisions dealing with taxes,
regulation of the government’s borrowing of money, and expenditure or receipt of money from
the Consolidated Fund of India, among others.

7. Finance Bill: At the time of presentation of the Annual Financial Statement before the
Parliament, a Finance Bill is also presented in fulfilment of the requirement of Article 110 (1)(a)
of the Constitution, detailing the imposition, abolition, remission, alteration or regulation of taxes
proposed in the Budget. A major difference between money and Financial Bills is that while the
latter has the provision of including the Rajya Sabha’s (Upper House) recommendations, the
former does not make their inclusion mandatory. The Lok Sabha has the right to reject the Rajya
Sabha’s recommendations when it comes to Money Bills.

8. Finance Commission: As per Article 280 the President constitutes a Finance Commission every
five years with one chairman and four members. The Finance Commission Act 1951 defines the
qualification and eligibility and terms of the chairman and members. Two distinctive features of
the Commission’s work involve redressing the vertical imbalances between the taxation powers
and expenditure responsibilities of the centre and the States respectively and equalization of all
public services across the States.

It is the duty of the Commission to make recommendations to the President as to— the
distribution between the Union and the States of the net proceeds of taxes which are to be, or may
be, divided between them and the allocation between the States of the respective shares of such
proceeds; the principles which should govern the grants-in-aid of the revenues of the States out
of the Consolidated Fund of India; the measures needed to augment the Consolidated Fund of a
State to supplement the resources of the Panchayats in the State on the basis of the
recommendations made by the Finance Commission of the State; the measures needed to augment
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the Consolidated Fund of a State to supplement the resources of the Municipalities in the State on
the basis of the recommendations made by the Finance Commission of the State; any other matter
referred to the Commission by the President in the interests of sound finance.

9. Effective Capital Expenditure (EffCapex) refers to the sum of Capital Expenditure and Grants-
in-Aid for Creation of Capital Assets.

UNION BUDGET 2026-27

In the face of global headwinds, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman has chosen to stay the
course, take a string of measures to shore up manufacturing, and continue to do the heavy lifting
on core infrastructure spending, indicating continued sub-optimal support from the private
sector.

Key Takeaways:

— The Budget may be lacking on ambitious decisions in the second year of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s third term in office but Sitharaman tries to make up for this by actions such as
modest fund allocations to some industries, customs duty cuts on inputs for some others hit by US
tariffs, and skilling schemes to tackle the unemployment problem.

— All these will take time to play out and add more muscle to the economy. Moreover, a lot
depends on effective execution of the many schemes and programmes. The Budget probably
recognises this, and it shows only a 10 per cent GDP growth in nominal terms for 2026-27;
assuming inflation of 3-4 per cent, this could translate into a real growth rate of not more than 6-
7 per cent.

— The modest growth estimates notwithstanding, what is disconcerting is that the tax growth is
estimated to be just over 7 per cent — lower than the nominal growth rate for the fourth year in
arow.

— What hurt markets the most, despite Sitharaman'’s prudence and fulfilling of the promise to
keep the fiscal deficit below 4.5% of GDP in 2025-26, is the proposed hike in securities transaction
tax for futures and options.

— Just three days ago, the Economic Survey 2025-26 had acknowledged drying up of foreign
capital, and a resultant weakening of the rupee, as a major concern, raising expectations the
Budget would announce measures to lure global capital — FDI and FII — into India. This was
belied, so were market hopes of a cut in long-term capital gains tax and restructuring of the
withholding tax.

— With FlIs shunning Indian equities, the Budget has tried to fall back on Individual Persons
Resident Outside India (PROI), largely NRIs and OCI card holders. They can now invest in equities
of listed companies through the Portfolio Investment Scheme, with the investment limit for an
individual PROI under the scheme from 5% to 10%, with an overall investment limit for all
individual PROIs to 24% from the current 10%.

— Within these constraints, the Budget also has hiked the allocation for capital expenditure by
more than 10 per cent to Rs 12.22 lakh crore. Estimated at 4.4% of GDP in the next financial year,
its the highest in the last 10 years, coming as it does on top of a 4 per cent increase in capex in the
current financial year compared with the actual capex in 2023-24.
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— Analysts said the capex for the next fiscal was probably for the first time higher than the net
borrowings excluding small savings. This shows that more assets are being created than liabilities
being imposed on the next generation.

— While the fiscal deficit is projected to fall in the coming year, subsidies have in general shown
arising trend over the years. Food and fertiliser subsidies are pegged to be slightly lower in 2026-
27 compared with the revised estimates of 2025-26, but lack of any reform to better target these,
have meant they remain at elevated levels of almost Rs 4 lakh crore, or approximately 1% of GDP.

— In a bid to reduce dependence on China, the Budget has proposed dedicated rare earth
corridors to promote mining, processing and manufacturing of these in mineral rich states of
Odisha, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh.

— India’s stock markets slumped 2% Sunday as Budget 2026-27 proposed a hike in Securities
Transaction Tax (STT) for futures and options (F&O) in an attempt to further curb what
government officials called speculative trading.

— The negative sentiment was also reflected in the India VIX. An indicator of market volatility, the
India VIX jumped 13% to close at 15.10.

— Futures and options are essentially instruments that are based on underlying company stocks
or indices — hence called derivatives — and allow two parties to agree to trade a security at a
later date at a predetermined price. This can help traders to protect themselves from unexpected
stock price movements.

— In the first Budget following Operation Sindoor, which India conducted in May last year to
dismantle terror infrastructure in Pakistan, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman Sunday
announced a major 15 per cent hike in the overall defence budget for fiscal year 2026-2027,
raising it to Rs 7.85 lakh crore.

— This Budget also includes a nearly 22 per cent increase in the defence modernisation budget
compared to the allocations set for the previous financial year. India’s defence capital outlay for
2025-26 stood at Rs 1.8 lakh crore, and has been raised to Rs 2.19 lakh crore for 2026-2027.

— In a major boost for connectivity, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman on Sunday announced
seven high-speed rail corridors that will be developed as “growth connectors”. She also
announced a new dedicated freight corridor connecting Dankuni in West Bengal to Surat in
Gujarat, and “rare earth corridors” in mineral-rich states “to promote mining, processing, research
and manufacturing”.

— India is currently developing its first high-speed rail corridor, the bullet train project, between
Mumbai and Ahmedabad. The first stretch, Surat-Billimora, is scheduled to be operational by
August 15, 2027; the entire corridor is scheduled to be operational by 2029.

— From dedicated rare earth corridors to customs duty exemptions, the Union Budget FY27 has
marked a sharper push to build India’s critical minerals ecosystem. The Budget proposed
establishment of dedicated rare earth corridors in India’s coastal states — Odisha, Kerala, Andhra
Pradesh and Tamil Nadu — aimed at promoting mining processing, research and manufacturing.
It also announced exemption of basic customs duty on import of capital goods required for
processing of critical minerals.
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— Announcements are considered as part of the government’s broader effort to secure the entire
critical minerals supply chain — from domestic exploration and mining to processing, recycling
and overseas acquisition.

— The push comes against the backdrop of China’s overwhelming dominance across the global
critical minerals and rare earth value chain. Over the past year, Beijing has imposed curbs on
several critical and heavy rare earth minerals amid escalating trade tensions with the US.

— Although some curbs were eased following talks between US President Donald Trump and
Chinese President Xi Jinping, the prolonged controls have already forced countries — including
India — to diversify supply and dependence.

— Presenting the Budget in the parliament, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman said the
proposal to establish dedicated rare earth corridors is in line with the recently announced scheme
to promote manufacturing of Sintered Rare Earth Permanent Magnet (REPM). With financial
outlay of Rs. 7,280 crore, the scheme aims to support 6,000 metric tonnes per annum (mtpa) of
integrated REPM manufacturing capacity, which will be allocated among five beneficiaries
selected through a competitive bidding process, with each eligible for up to 1,200 mtpa.

MACROECONOMY
Centre’s capex thrust intact, FY27 target at Rs 12.22 lakh cr

— In a continuation of the Centre’s thrust on public investment post the Covid-19 pandemic, the
government has allocated Rs 12.22 lakh crore for financial year 2026-27, up 11.5% from the
revised estimate of Rs 10.96 lakh crore for the current fiscal.

— Economists said that the government’s continued focus on capital expenditure will support the
cyclical growth recovery.

— The road transport and highways sector, along with railways, continued to be the primary
driver of India’s infrastructure, accounting for over 64% of the Centre’s total capital expenditure
allocation for the upcoming financial year 2026-27.

— For states, the 50-year interest-free loans under the Scheme for Special Assistance to States for
Capital Investment, an amount of Rs 2 lakh crore has been allocated for FY27 as against Rs 1.5
lakh crore for the current financial year.

Another bumper RBI dividend expected in FY27, disinvestments seen at Rs 80,000 cr

— The Indian government expects to get another bumper dividend from the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) in FY27, with the Union Budget estimating Rs 3.16 lakh crore as dividend from the central
bank, public sector banks, and financial institutions as part of its non-tax revenues. Money from
disinvestments is also seen rising sharply to Rs 80,000 crore.

— The RBI's surplus — which was a record Rs 2.69 lakh crore in FY26 — makes up the bulk of the
dividend from RBI, public sector banks, and financial institutions. The revised estimate (RE) for
the current year has been raised to Rs 3.05 lakh crore from Rs 2.56 lakh crore.
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Fertiliser subsidy zooms amid unrestrained consumption, weak rupee

— The Centre’s fertiliser subsidy bill for 2025-25 has overshot the budget estimate by over Rs
18,500 crore, while threatening to further spiral in the ensuing fiscal year from April 2026 to
March 2027 - thanks to elevated international prices, a depreciating rupee and geopolitical
tensions.

— The Union Budget for 2026-27 has targeted the total subsidy at Rs 1,70,799 crore: Rs 116,799
crore on urea and Rs 54,000 crore on other subsidies.

INFRASTRUCTURE
7 City Economic Regions in 5 yrs; Surat, Varanasi, Vizag to benefit

— The Centre will set up seven City Economic Regions, including in Surat, Varanasi and
Visakhapatnam, at an expenditure of Rs 5,000 crore each over a five-year period, according to the
Budget 2026-2027 presented by Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman on Sunday.

— To start off, in 2026-2027, the Budget made an allocation of Rs 2,000.01 crore for two new
schemes — City Economic Regions (CERs) and Regional Medical Hubs. As per the Budget,
allocation has been made for setting up CERs in Bengaluru, Pune, Surat, Varanasi and
Visakhapatnam besides the tricities of Bhubaneswar-Puri-Cuttack (in Odisha) and Coimbatore-
Erode-Tiruppur (in Tamil Nadu) “for implementing their plans in PPP mode with a reform-cum-
results based financing mechanism”.

Building on SHANTI Act, govt powers nuclear sector with zero customs duty

— Months after the government enacted the SHANTI Act to open India’s nuclear sector to private
players, the Union Budget 2026-27 on Sunday announced exemption on custom duty on imports
of goods required for Nuclear Power Projects till the year 2035.

— Earlier, goods required for nuclear power generation such as Control and Protector Absorber
Rods, Burnable Absorber Rods used to attract a custom duty of 7.5%. After the budget
announcement, the same will be nil for these goods.

— The move aligns with the government’s ambition of scaling India’s nuclear capacity to 100 GWe
by 2047 — more than ten times the current installed capacity of 8.8 GWe — and builds on the
SHANTI Act’s removal of long-standing legal and regulatory barriers to private participation in
the sector. Days ago, the draft National Electricity Policy (NEP) also signalled a significant policy
shift - Nuclear power as potential replacement for thermal power'in the country.

— The exemption on custom duty likely led to more imported Light Water Reactor (LWR)-based
nuclear projects of the kind being set up by the Russians in Kudankulam.

Railways, highways continue to be primary drivers, take 47% of capex

— Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman on Sunday announced Rs 12.2 lakh crore for
capital expenditure in FY27. Of this, Rs 2.94 lakh crore has been allocated for Road Transport and
Highways, and Rs 2.78 lakh crore for the Railways. With Internal and Extra Budgetary Resources
(IEBR) of Rs 15,000 crore, the total capex of Railways for FY27 stands at Rs 2.93 lakh crore. It is
followed by Defence, Telecommunication and Housing & Urban Affairs.
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— While there was no direct announcement related to the National Highways, a scheme for
enhancement of Construction and Infrastructure Equipment (CIE) has been proposed, which will
strengthen the domestic manufacturing of high-value and technologically-advanced construction
equipment.

MANUFACTURING

Gadget charge: Outlay doubled to Rs 40,000 cr for electronic components

— In a bid to strengthen India’s domestic supply chains, the Centre will nearly double the outlay
for electronics components manufacturing scheme from the current Rs 23,000 crore to Rs 40,000
crore to capitalise on the strong traction the incentive programme has received so far, Union
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman said in her Union Budget speech on Sunday. The Union
Cabinet cleared the scheme last March with an outlay of Rs 22,919 crore.

Rs 10,000-crore SME Growth Fund, reform to boost liquidity for MSMEs

— Aiming to improve the liquidity for Small and Medium Enterprises (SME), Union Finance
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman announced a Rs 10,000 crore SME Growth Fund to ensure timely
payments to SMEs.

— She also proposed four measures to maximise the potential of the Trade Receivables
Discounting System (TReDS) platform — mandating it as the transaction settlement platform for
all purchases that central power sector companies make from MSMEs, introducing a Credit
Guarantee Support Mechanism (CGTMSE) through the credit guarantee fund trust for MSMEs for
invoice discounting on the platform.

— Itthereby links the Government E-marketplace with the platform for information sharing with
financiers about government purchases from MSMEs, in turn encouraging cheaper and quicker
financing, and introducing TReDS receivables as tradeable asset-backed securities.

TRADE, TARIFFS & REFORMS
Manufacturing gets big boost as govt slashes customs duties

— Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman on Sunday slashed basic customs duties (BCD) on a range
of items to address the inverted duty structures and spur domestic manufacturing. This follows
several similar measures in recent months, including the rollback of quality control of orders

(QCOs).

Committee to align banks to next phase of India’s growth

— Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman Sunday proposed the constitution of a high-level
committee to comprehensively review the banking sector and align it with the country’s next
phase of growth.

— While presenting the 2026-27 Budget, Sitharaman spoke about the strengths in the country’s
banking sector — strong balance sheets, historic highs in profitability, improved asset quality and
coverage exceeding 98 per cent of villages in the country.
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New baggage rules: Govt raises limit for duty-free imported goods to Rs 75,000

— The government on Sunday raised the limit for passengers bringing duty-free imported goods
into India from Rs 50,000 to Rs 75,000 under the newly-notified Baggage Rules, 2026. The rules,
which will come into effect from Monday, allow a passenger duty-free clearance of goods worth
up to Rs 75,000 “carried on the person or in his bona fide baggage”.

— However, this does not apply to firearms, cartridges of firearms exceeding 50, cigarettes
exceeding 100 sticks, cigars exceeding 25, tobacco exceeding 125 grams, alcohol in excess of 2
litres, gold or silver in any form other than ornaments, and televisions.

Rs 10K crore for container scheme amid shortage, dependency

— Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, in her Union Budget speech on Sunday, announced a Rs
10,000 crore container manufacturing scheme amid a shortage of shipping containers in India
that leads to dependency on China.

— The renewed focus on containers comes after Covid-19 and the Red Sea crisis brought to the
fore India’s dependency on other countries.

— China is the largest exporter of containers and manufactures up to 95 per cent of these boxes,
globally. Much of these containers are being manufactured in China by a handful of highly
subsidised state-owned enterprises, which have sparked security concerns in the US, EU, and
India.

MARKETS & TAXATION
Share buyback proceeds to be taxed as capital gains

— In a move that would benefit individual investors, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman in her
Budget 2026-27 speech Sunday proposed changing the taxation of proceeds from buyback of
shares to capital gains.

— Buyback of shares refers to a company’s repurchase of its own shares from existing
shareholders. The process reduces the number of outstanding shares in the open market over a
period which can lead to better valuation and earning per share (EPS).

Overseas spending eased, TCS down to 2%

— In a major relief for students pursuing education abroad, overseas travellers and individuals
seeking medical treatment outside the country, the Union Budget 2026 has announced a
substantial reduction in Tax Collected at Source (TCS) under the Liberalised Remittances Scheme
(LRS). The TCS rate on remittances for foreign education, international travel packages and
medical expenses has been slashed from 5 per cent to 2 per cent, easing the upfront tax burden
on residents.

Penalties rationalised; more room for disclosure

— Providing additional room for disclosures, and some relief to individual taxpayers from
penalties and prosecution, the Union Budget 2026-27 has introduced a comprehensive
rationalisation of the tax penalty and prosecution framework, with measures including
integration of assessment and penalty proceedings, decriminalisation of technical defaults, and
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expansion of immunity schemes. The Budget announcements by Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman also included a one-time foreign asset disclosure scheme for small taxpayers.

NEW ECONOMY
In fresh chip push, focus shifts to supply chains, IP and equipment

— To sustain India’s semiconductor manufacturing push, Union Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman has announced the India Semiconductor Mission (ISM) 2.0 to produce equipment and
materials, design full-stack Indian IP and fortify supply chains. The second iteration of the scheme
will also have a focus on industry-led research and training centres to develop technology and
skilled workforce in the country.

— The first iteration of the flagship scheme, announced in December 2021 with an outlay of
around $10 billion, focused primarily on subsidising the setting up of semiconductor fabrication,
and assembly and testing plants.

IT boost: Budget offers tax certainty with safe harbour reforms

— Identifying the tech services sector as a key driver in India’s developmental journey, Union
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman announced a slew of measures for IT services companies,
as the sector faces heightened pressure from the proliferation of artificial intelligence (AI).

— The Budget proposes to club software development services, IT-enabled services (ITES),
knowledge process outsourcing services and contract research and development services relating
to software development under a single category of IT services with a common safe harbour
margin of 15.5%.

— Further, the threshold for availing safe harbour for IT services will be enhanced from Rs 300
crore to Rs 2,000 crore. Safe harbour for IT services shall be approved by an automated rule-
driven process, and once applied by an IT services firm, the same safe harbour can be continued
for a period of five years at a stretch.

— Safe harbour taxation refers to provisions in tax laws that allow taxpayers to follow simplified,
pre-defined rules, ensuring the tax authority will accept their declared transfer prices or tax
liability without further audit or dispute.

SOCIAL & AGRICULTURE
5 varsity townships, girls hostel in each district soon: FM

— The Education Ministry has seen an 8% increase in allocation from around Rs 1.28 lakh crore
lastyear to Rs 1.39 lakh crore this year, with alarger increase of Rs 5,649 crore in higher education
(total allocation of Rs 55,727 crore), compared to an increase of Rs 4,990 crore in school education
(total allocation of Rs 83,562 crore).

No mention in speech but Rs 95Kcr to VB-GRAMG

— The Viksit Bharat-Guarantee for Rozgar and Ajeevika Mission (Gramin), or VB-GRAMG Scheme,
which is poised to replace the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme
(MGNREGS), did not find a mention in Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman’s budget

speech but has received an allocation of Rs 95,692.31 crore for the financial year 2026-27.
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16th Finance Commission recommends Rs 4.35-lakhcr grant for rural local bodies

— The Sixteenth Finance Commission has recommended a grant of X7.91 lakh crore for local
bodies for the next five years (2026-27 to 2030-31), of which %4.35 lakh crore will be for rural
local bodies, including gram panchayat, block panchayat and district panchayat, and X3.56 lakh
crore for urban local bodies.

— The grant recommended for the rural local bodies is almost double the amount recommended
by the Fifteenth Finance Commission, which had recommended a grant of X2.37 lakh crore, of
which X1.75 lakh crore has been released by the Centre till July 2025.

Bharat-VISTAAR to SHE Marts: Rural development gets a push

— From Bharat-VISTAAR (Virtually Integrated System to Access Agricultural Resources) to SHE-
Marts to promotion of high-value agriculture, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman announced
several new initiatives for the agriculture and rural sector in the Union Budget 2026-27.

— Among the new announcements for the agriculture sector was Bharat-VISTAAR, a multilingual
Al tool that aims to provide information to farmers in their own language on crop planning,
packages of practices and pests, weather forecasts, markets, scheme information, eligibility,
application, and grievance.

— The Finance Minister allocated Rs 150 crore for the Bharat-VISTAAR for the next financial year
(2026-27).

At Rs 2,288 cr, Bhutan gets largest development aid share among neighbours

— Bhutan was on Sunday allocated the largest share of Rs 2,288 crore as development aid in the
Union Budget for 2026-27, followed by Rs 800 crore to Nepal and Rs 550 crore each to the
Maldives and Mauritius. In the latest Budget, the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) was allocated
atotal of Rs 22,118 crore as against current fiscal’s Budget Estimate of Rs 20,516 crore and revised
estimate of Rs 21,742 crore.

— For the next fiscal, the allocation for Bangladesh has been pegged at Rs 60 crore. While the
budget allocation to Bangladesh for 2025-26 was Rs 120 crore, the revised estimate put the
amount at Rs 34.48 crore as ties between the two sides have been strained in the last year and a
half.

— In a departure from the last few years, no allocation has been made for the Chabahar Port
projectamid the US-Iran tensions. In the Budget last year, an amount of Rs 100 crore was setaside
for the project and the amount increased to Rs 400 crore in the revised estimate.

— While Sri Lanka has been allocated Rs 400 crore, an amount of Rs 300 crore has been set aside
for Myanmar.

TRUMP TARIFF SHADOW: BUDGET ADDRESSES US DEMANDS, BACKS VULNERABLE
SECTORS

The UNION Budget 2026-27 has accommodated several US-focussed demands raised during
ongoing trade negotiations while upping support for the most tariff-vulnerable sectors, such as
textile, footwear and marine products. The aim is to prepare them for diversification in the face of
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50 per cent US tariffs. While the US trade deal remains elusive, other markets are set to open up
following implementation of trade deals, particularly the UK and the EU.

Key Takeaways:

— In her Budget speech, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman announced a tax holiday until 2047
to any foreign company that provides cloud services to customers globally by using data centre
services from India, a move that directly benefits top American companies in expanding their
foothold in India. The Budget has also proposed the elimination of duty on aircraft components
and nuclear-generation equipment. The US is the global market leader in the aviation sector, and
is one of the largest exporters of nuclear reactor components.

— For the domestic sector, Sitharaman announced a host of measures, particularly in the textile
sector, to increase productivity, including capital support for textile machinery in clusters and a
targeted scheme to boost the availability of input items — a longstanding challenge.

— As part of the bilateral trade agreement negotiations, the US had sought greater market access
for its companies looking to establish their data centres in India. The demands are understood to
have included tax breaks, affordable access to resources like land, energy and water, and duty
exemptions on some imports. With the announcement of a tax holiday until 2047 to foreign
companies for setting up data centres in the country, the government has acted on one of the US’s
key demands.

— However, the tax break comes with some riders: the companies would need to provide services
to Indian customers through an Indian re-seller entity.

— With the passage of the Sustainable Harnessing and Advancement of Nuclear Energy for
Transforming India (SHANTI) Act, 2025, and opening the sector for private players to enter the
operations side of the tightly-governed nuclear power sector, the government had already
addressed a key US demand.

— On Sunday, the Budget proposed zero customs duty on nuclear-generation equipment,
absorber rods and project imports for all registered nuclear plants until 2035, signalling long-
term market access. In the aviation sector too, India has eliminated duties on aircraft components
and Maintenance, Repair and Operations (MRO) inputs, benefiting US aerospace firms and engine
and maintenance suppliers.

— Aimed at preventing job losses in the Special Economic Zones (SEZs), Sitharaman announced
“a special one-time” measure to facilitate sales by eligible manufacturing units in SEZs to the
Domestic Tariff Area (DTA) at concessional duty rates.

— SEZs are zones which receive a simplified system of official clearances and procedures, and
other duty benefits aimed at spurring investments and manufacturing. The Budget announcement
comes amid distress calls from SEZ units that completely depend on the US market and are on the
verge of closure due to US tariffs under President Donald Trump.

— Amid concerns of irreversible damage to the textile sector due to tariffs and missed Summer
orders, Sitharaman announced an integrated programme aimed at modernising the sector,
focusing on each segment of the supply chain.

— She announced the National Fibre Scheme for self-reliance in natural fibres such as silk, wool
and jute, man-made fibres, and new-age fibres; Textile Expansion and Employment Scheme to
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“modernise traditional clusters with capital support for machinery”, technology upgradation and
common testing and certification centres; National Handloom and Handicraft programme to
“integrate and strengthen existing schemes and ensure targeted support for weavers and
artisans”; and Tex-Eco Initiative to promote “globally competitive and sustainable textiles and
apparel”.

— After broad-based reforms, including the elimination of certain Quality Control Orders (legal
directives issued by the government) and the reduction of duty on key input items such as cotton,
Sitharaman announced further easing of the duty structure.

THE BUDGET AND THE IMPERATIVE OF FISCAL CONSOLIDATION

While presenting the Union Budget 2026-27, a considerable part of the Finance Minister’s Budget
speech dealt with the expenditure programmes that will be launched to enable India to become
developed by 2047. The emphasis on the advanced technology sectors such as Artificial
Intelligence, biopharma, semiconductor and critical minerals among others, is well taken. The
concern with these expenditure programmes is on how well they are going to be implemented
and the pace at which they will enable the goal of Viksit Bharat to be achieved.

Expenditure priorities, revenue prospects

In order to provide fiscal space for these changing priorities, the Government of India has been
successfully undertaking a restructuring, particularly of its revenue expenditures. For more than
a decade, the share of revenue expenditure to total expenditure has been going down, from 88%
in 2014-15 toabout 77%in 2026-27 (BE), thatis a fall of 11% points. Within this, the fall in central
subsidies was 7% points of total expenditure. Correspondingly, the share of capital expenditure
in total expenditure has increased.

The Centre’s emphasis on capital expenditure has played an important role in supporting GDP
growth. As a percentage of GDP, the Centre’s capital expenditure, in the post-COVID-19 years, has
been at a high level. However, its annual growth rate has fallen over time. Thus, from a recent peak
growth of 28.3% in 2023-24, it fell to 10.8% in 2024-25 and to 4.2% in 2025-26 (RE). It is
budgeted to increase now to 11.5% in 2026-27 (BE), which is only marginally higher than the
assumed nominal GDP growth of 10.0%. Thus, it will almost remain static at 3.1% of GDP in 2025-
26 (RE) and 2026-27 (BE). It may be noted that the budgeted capital expenditure growth in 2025-
26 was 10.1%, but a growth of only 4.2% was achieved as already noted.

The Government of India’s revenue receipts, particularly projections for 2026-27 (BE) of tax
revenues are cautious and are likely to be achieved. But the concern is that the buoyancy of
Centre’s gross tax revenues in 2026-27 (BE) has fallen to 0.8, well below the benchmark of 1. This
consists of a buoyancy of 1.1 of direct taxes, which has a share of 61.2%, and a buoyancy of 0.3 of
indirect taxes, which has a share of 38.8% in Centre’s gross tax revenues. The main reason for the
lower overall buoyancy is linked to the Goods and Services Tax (GST) collections, which are not
expected to keep pace with GDP growth in 2026-27 (BE). In view of the high pressure on
increasing expenditure, both developmental and welfare, the government should take a good look
at the indirect taxes structure and raise their buoyancy to 1.
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WHY CARBON CAPTURE IS KEY TO ACHIEVING NET-ZERO GOAL

Setting aside Rs 20,000 crore for the development of carbon capture, utilisation and storage
solutions over the next five years in the Budget, the government has bet big on technologies
essential to reducing the carbon footprint of some of India’s critical industries. This will help India
achieve the net-zero emissions status in the long term.

Key Takeaways:

— As the name suggests, CCUS is first about ‘capturing’ carbon dioxide emitted in different
industrial processes. The captured carbon dioxide can then be either stored over a prolonged
period, like in some special geological formations under the Earth’s surface, or be converted into
more useful chemicals.

— CCUS is not a single technology. It refers to a variety of different technologies and approaches
that ensure that the emitted carbon dioxide — the main cause of global warming and consequent
climate change — does not get into the atmosphere.

— Such technologies have been around for decades, but their deployment has been extremely
limited, mainly because of cost and safety considerations, and difficulties in scaling them up. This
situation has been changing in the past few years, with many CCUS projects, mainly in the United
States, Europe and China, kicking off. Still, barely 50 million tonnes of CO2 are currently captured
every year globally, to be stored or utilised. That is less than half a per cent of the nearly 40 billion
tonnes of CO2 that is emitted every year.

— But with countries struggling to make any significant reduction in their actual emissions, CCUS
technologies hold the key to achieving net-zero status. There is no future pathway in which the
world is able to keep global warming in check and achieve a global net-zero status by 2050
without a significant intervention from CCUS technologies.

— For India, which expects its emissions to grow in the near and medium term due to construction
and industrial expansion, CCUS is critical. In the past few years, particularly after it announced its
intention to attain net-zero status by 2070 at the Glasgow climate conference in 2021, India has
been pushing for development and deployment of indigenous CCUS technologies that are suited
to its specific needs and circumstances.

— Some pilot and demonstration projects are already operational in steel, cement and chemicals
industries. Potential sites for largescale carbon capture, and those feasible for long-term storage
have been mapped.

— Several research groups across different institutions have been working on developing
homegrown CCUS solutions. Centres of Excellence like the ones at IIT Bombay and Jawaharlal
Nehru Centre for Advanced Scientific Research in Bengaluru have been set up specifically for this
purpose.

— The CCUS technologies are particularly relevant for industrial sectors that find it extremely
hard to eliminate carbon dioxide. In these industries, like steel or cement, carbon dioxide is
released not only as a result of burning of fuel, but also happens to be an intrinsic part of the
production process itself. So, merely switching from fossil fuels to renewable-powered electricity
does not getrid of the CO2. In fact, in both cement and steel, a majority of CO2 release comes from
the production process rather than from burning of fuel.
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— CCUS solutions are the only way out for reducing the carbon footprint of these industries.
Finance Minister’s budget speech mentioned that the Rs 20,000 crore allocation was targeted
mainly at developing end-use applications in power, steel, cement, refineries and chemicals
industries. These happen to be the largest contributors to India’s CO2 emissions.

— Many of these industries are facing carbon-related tariffs like CBAM (Carbon Border
Adjustment Mechanism) in the European Union, a key export market for Indian companies.
Lowering their carbon footprint through CCUS technologies would make their products more
competitive in markets like these.

Do You Know:

— CCUS technology comprises three stages. The first stage involves the capture of carbon, the
second its utilisation and the third its storage. The three stages are explained below.

— First stage: The first stage involves the capture of carbon. There are different types of carbon
capture technologies, and their use is determined by the nature of the gas stream and the intended
application. For instance, when the gas streams contain lower concentrations of CO, - such as flue
gas streams in refineries - the chemical-solvent based capture technology is preferred.

But for gas streams with relatively higher concentrations of CO,, physical solvent methods are
preferred. This is commonly seen in gasification projects associated with thermal power plants.
Finally, adsorption techniques are used to capture carbon when gas streams contain moderate
CO; concentrations such as Steam Methane Reforming (SMR) flue gas.

— Second stage: The second stage involves the utilisation of captured carbon. As far as the costs
of capturing carbon are concerned, gasification processes cost the least as carbon capture is
already integrated into most of these systems. In comparison, coal-based plants, which emit low
CO concentrations, incur higher costs.

— In the second stage, the captured carbon is converted into value-added products such as green
urea, dry ice, carbonated drinks, building materials and chemicals.

— Third stage: Finally, the third stage entails storing the CO, in saline aquifers, depleted oil and
gas fields, and other similar geological formations.

MORE, AND LESS

While this year’s health-care allocations are aggressive in certain key sectors, it has failed
expectations that Budget 2026 would be a milestone for increased health-care spending as a
percentage of GDP. The total allocation this year is over X1.05 lakh crore, marking an increase of
about 10% over the previous year’s revised estimates. However, experts have pointed out that the
2026 health budget is approximately 1.9% of the total government expenditure, and about 0.26%
of GDP.

Primarily under fire was the Union government’s stodgy refusal to increase the allocation for
health care to reach 2.5% of GDP by 2025, as committed in the National Health Policy of 2017.
Public health activists have lambasted the drop in funding for the National Health Mission, despite
the fact that funds have been consistently well utilised here. While fiscal devolution has enabled
States to invest more heavily in the health sector, there are concerns, however, that the Centre
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steadily reducing its share will result in patchy outcomes, not even improvements, in the health-
care sector of the country.

WHAT DOES THE BUDGET OFFER URBAN INDIA?

As the Union Budget 2026 was placed before Parliament, the Finance Minister once again invoked
the familiar triad of capital investment, growth momentum and the long-held vision of ‘Viksit
Bharat'. Cities were spoken of as engines of development, enablers of productivity and sites of
future opportunity. Yet when one moves from rhetoric to arithmetic, urban India emerges not as
a priority but as a sector quietly absorbing fiscal contraction.

The headline fact is stark: the total central outlay for urban development has fallen from X96,777
crore in the previous year to X85,522 crore in 2026-27. This is a reduction of X11,255 crore,
amounting to a shrinkage of about 11.6%. When inflation is factored in, the real cut is even
sharper. In effect, urban India is being asked to do more with less, at precisely the moment when
cities face mounting pressures of migration, climate stress, infrastructure fatigue and job creation.

This contraction also signals a deeper problem: while the government continues to foreground
capital expenditure at the macro level, urban development is no longer seen as a growth-critical
investment space, but rather as a residual category to be adjusted once larger fiscal priorities are
met.

The centrality of the metro rail

Within this shrinking envelope, the structure of spending remains deeply skewed. Metro rail
projects continue to dominate urban allocations, even as overall urban spending contracts. The
allocation for metro and mass rapid transit projects has declined from I31,239.28 crore to
X28,740 crore, a reduction of 32,499.28 crore. In percentage terms, this is a cut of roughly 8%.
While this appears as moderate, the larger picture tells a different story.

Out of the total urban outlay of ¥85,522 crore, metro rail alone accounts for 28,740 crore, which
translates to approximately 33.6% of all central urban spending. In other words, one-third of
India’s urban budget continues to be absorbed by a single transport mode.

This is not a neutral policy choice. Metro systems are capital-intensive, spatially limited and
socially selective. They primarily serve dense corridors in large cities and cater disproportionately
to formal, middle-class commuters. They are important, but they are neither the most inclusive
nor the most scalable solution for India’s urban mobility crisis. What is missing is proportional
investment in bus-based public transport, non-motorised transport, suburban rail, and last-mile
connectivity — modes that actually carry the urban majority. By continuing to privilege metros
even within a shrinking budget, the state reinforces an urban imagination that prioritises visibility
over universality.

The persistence in metro-centric planning reveals a deeper policy blind spot. Public transport is
being equated with rail projects, while buses, walking and cycling — the modes that actually move
most urban Indians — remain peripheral. Metros cannot be the sole answer in a country where a
majority of urban trips are short, income-constrained and highly sensitive to fare increases. A
fraction of metro spending redirected towards city bus systems or non-motorised infrastructure
would yield far higher social returns. Yet the Budget does not reflect such a rebalancing.

Urban mobility, in this fiscal design, is treated as an engineering problem rather than a social one.
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The retreat of flagship urban schemes

If the metro rail represents continuity, the treatment of flagship urban welfare and service
schemes represents retreat. Every major centrally sponsored urban programme has seen a
reduction in allocation.

The allocation for the Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana (Urban) (PMAY-U) has declined from 319,794
crore to 318,625 crore, a reduction of X1,169 crore — nearly a 5.9% cut. This comes at a time
when urban housing shortage remains acute, affordability is worsening, and informal settlements
continue to expand at the peripheries of cities. A cut in housing support is not fiscally neutral —
it directly translates into prolonged informality, overcrowding and exclusion from basic services.

The sharpest cut has been reserved for sanitation. The allocation for the Swachh Bharat Mission
(Urban) (SBM-U) has been halved from 5,000 crore to X2,500 crore, a 50% reduction. This is not
a marginal adjustment; it is a fundamental rollback. Urban sanitation is not a one-time
achievement but a continuous service requiring sustained investment — particularly for waste
processing, sewage treatment, faecal sludge management and worker safety. Cutting sanitation
funding by half signals that urban cleanliness and public health are no longer seen as urgent policy
domains.

Additionally, the allocation for the Atal Mission for Rejuvenation and Urban Transformation
(AMRUT) scheme has also fallen from 310,000 crore to 38,000 crore, a 20% cut. This reduction is
especially troubling in an era of acute urban water stress. Cities across India are grappling with
groundwater depletion, inequitable access, ageing pipelines and climate-induced variability.
AMRUT was meant to be the backbone of universal water and sewerage access. A fifth of its budget
disappearing weakens the very foundations of urban sustainability.

Shrinking commitments

Taken together, the picture is unambiguous. Centrally sponsored urban schemes have received
major cuts, reinforcing the 11.6% nominal contraction in central support for cities.

This contraction is not offset by any new institutional architecture, fiscal devolution or
empowered municipal financing frameworks. Urban local bodies remain fiscally weak, dependent
on tied transfers, and constrained in their ability to plan long-term infrastructure or service
delivery.

What makes this particularly consequential is the timing. Urban India is currently absorbing large-
scale migration and demographic churn; rising urban unemployment and informalisation of the
workspace; climate shocks such as heat waves, floods, and water scarcity; and infrastructure
backlogs in transport, housing and sanitation.

Against this backdrop, reducing real urban spending is not fiscal prudence; it is strategic short-
sightedness.

The empty promise of development

The government’s vision of Viksit Bharat rests on growth, productivity and global
competitiveness.
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But no country has achieved high-income status without strong, well-funded, inclusive cities.
Urban India generates the bulk of GDP, absorbs labour, and anchors innovation ecosystems.
Weakening its fiscal base undermines the very ambition the Budget claims to advance.

What this Budget ultimately reflects is a contradiction: cities are celebrated rhetorically but
constrained fiscally.

The emphasis remains on select capital-heavy projects rather than everyday systems that
determine whether cities are liveable, equitable and resilient.

The Union Budget 2026 does not abandon urban India — but it unmistakably pulls back. With an
11.6% cut in total urban allocations, steep reductions in sanitation, water and housing, and one-
third of remaining funds locked in metro projects, the Budget signals caution where urgency is
required.

Urban India is expected to carry the weight of future growth, climate adaptation and social
transformation. Yet the fiscal imagination on display treats cities as cost centres rather than
engines of national renewal.

If India is serious about its development trajectory, urban budgets must expand, diversify and
decentralise — not shrink, narrow and centralise.

Anything less risks turning the promise of Viksit Bharat into a slogan built on under-funded cities
and deferred futures.

CONSERVATIONISTS APPREHENSIVE OF ‘TURTLE TRAILS’ ANNOUNCED IN BUDGET

The Union Budget’s proposal to develop ‘turtle trails’ along key nesting sites in the coastal areas
of Odisha, Karnataka and Kerala has triggered sharp scepticism and concern among
conservationists and researchers, who argue that mass nesting sites should be kept free from
anthropogenic pressure.

Mass nesting or arribada of endangered Olive Ridley sea turtles is a rare phenomenon, which is
recorded only along India and Costa Rica and some handful of beaches in the world. Odisha is
home to the world’s largest mass nesting ground for Olive Ridley turtles.

Odisha has two mass nesting grounds — Gahirmatha in Kendrapara district and Rushikulya
mouth in Ganjam district. No outsider is allowed to visit Gahirmatha as it comes in the proximity
of Integrated Test Range (ITR), Chandipur, India’s missile testing centre.

Rushikulya used to be visited by a huge number of wildlife enthusiasts. However, the mass nesting
was observed to be disturbed by visitors, and the State Forest and Environment Department
brought some restrictions on the number of visitors who were allowed to see the mass nesting
from a distance.

A record seven lakh Olive Ridley turtles had laid eggs in the Rushikulya rookery during the eight
days of mass nesting in February last year.

“Under no circumstances, neither people nor light should go to mass nesting sites. There is no
ambiguity in the approach. Though I don’t know details about turtle trails, it appears that there
would be some sort of construction on the beach, which may be temporary, to facilitate visitors,”
said B. C. Choudhary, a leading researcher of Olive Ridley turtles.
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Dr. Choudhary said, “Mass nesting sites should be strictly no-go’ zone. Nowhere in the world
where mass nesting takes place, either photography is allowed or visitators permitted to take
flash lights along with them.”

Biswajit Mohanty, a wildlife activist who has been working on Olive Ridley turtles for four
decades, said: “There has been ample evidence that ecotourism causes harm to nature. In Chilika
Lake, large number of tourists in mechanised boats venture into the lake in search of endangered
Irrawaddy dolphins. The ecotourism has gone out of control. Habitat of dolphins is now
disturbed.”

“The mass nesting of Olive Ridley turtles is highly sensitive. Turtles get distracted by lights. If a
turtle trail through which ecotourism will be permitted is allowed, it would tamper tranquility
and alter conditions suitable for mass nesting,” Mr. Mohanty said.

“Very limited numbers of tourists should be allowed under stringent conditions that nesting
grounds are not disturbed,” he further said.

“Mass nesting sites are highly sensitive places. Providing access to these sites required a lot of
consultations. However, I have not come across any consultations on the subject before its
announcement in Budget 2026-27,” he pointed out.

Mr. Mohanty pointed out that rather than coming up with a ‘turtle trail’, which sounds like a
tourism idea, the government should have announced measures to strengthen conservation
efforts.

‘Enforcement needed’

According to him, speed boats, which were procured to enforce fishing prohibition during mating
of turtles were lying defunct. “The efforts of the government should have been to put in place a
robust enforcement mechanism instead of turning the site into a ecotourism hotspot,” he said.

When contacted, Chief Wildlife Warden P.K. Jha refused to comment on the issue.

MOST STATES AND UTS ADVISED CENTRE TO HIKE MIDDAY MEAL WORKERS” WAGES

A total of 22 states and Union Territories that responded to the Education Ministry’s call for
suggestions on the PM-POSHAN scheme last year had one unanimous request for the Centre — to
enhance the honorarium to cooks and helpers under the scheme.

Key Takeaways:

— Midday meal cooks in Chhattisgarh, where they are being paid Rs 2,000 per month, have been
protesting, demanding a hike in their wages. Details presented by the Education Ministry’s
Department of School Education and Literacy at a meeting with states and UTs in October last year
show that 22 states/UTs pressed for a hike in the honorarium. Their request was made in
response to a call from the ministry in September last year for suggestions on improvements and
modifications in the scheme, before a proposal is prepared for the scheme’s extension beyond
2025-26.

— states/UTs including Bihar, Arunachal Pradesh, Jharkhand, Jammu and Kashmir, Uttarakhand,
Telangana, Gujarat, and Uttar Pradesh called for the amount to be enhanced to Rs 2,500 to Rs
5,000 per month.
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— Going by data submitted in response to a question in Parliament in August last year, the
monthly honorarium paid to midday meal cooks remains at Rs 1,000, without any additional
amount, across eight states/UTs, including Goa, Manipur, Nagaland, Sikkim, and Delhi. The other
states have added varying amounts to the initial Rs 1,000. In Tamil Nadu, for instance, the monthly
amount is a total of Rs 4,100 to Rs 12,500, while it is Rs 12,000 in Kerala, and Rs 10,000 in
Puducherry.

— While in last year’s instance, states were responding to a specific call for suggestions, this is not
the first time that they are flagging low payments for midday meal cooks. The matter has been
brought up by several states/UTs in annual meetings with the Centre that are held to discuss the
budget and plan for PM-POSHAN.

— Among other suggestions that the states/UTs made were a request for an enhancement in the
material cost for meals, extension of the scheme to students up to Class 12 , and provision of
breakfast under the scheme.

— A senior official in the Education Ministry said that several states have requested for an
increase in the honorarium for midday meal cooks, and the matter is being looked into.

Do You Know:

— Under the PM-POSHAN scheme, the Centre provides foodgrains, shares the material cost with
the States (and the UTs of Delhi and Puducherry, which have legislatures) in a 60:40 ratio; for the
States in the northeastern and Himalayan region, the ratio is 90:10. It pushes for fortification of
staples with iron, folic acid, and vitamins.

— As part of the Right to Life under Article 21, the Constitution recognises the Right to Food -
access to adequate food and nutrition for every citizen. Article 47 of the Directive Principles of
State Policy also places a duty on the state to raise the level of nutrition and public health.

DIGITAL FRAUD CASES: RBI PLANS COMPENSATION UP TO RS 25,000 EVEN IF VICTIM
SHARES OTP

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has proposed to compensate up to Rs 25,000 per case for losses
arising from small-value fraudulent transactions.

Key Takeaways:

— Close to 65 per cent of frauds involve amounts less than Rs 50,000, and customers will be
eligible to get pay-outs in fraud cases even if they have shared a one-time password (OTP).

— “It is proposed to introduce a framework to compensate customers up to Rs 25,000 for loss
incurred in small-value fraudulent transactions,” RBI Governor Sanjay Malhotra said.

— A customer will be able to avail this benefit once in a lifetime for the loss of money due to such
frauds. Further, they can avail of the compensation even where they have shared a one-time
password. The RBI will issue a paper on this for public consultation, the Governor said.

— According to him, a customer will also be eligible to get a pay-out in fraud cases, Malhotra said
the RBI will compensate 70 per cent of the loss amount and the balance 30 per cent would be
shared between the customer and the bank.
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— RBI Deputy Governor Swaminathan ] said the pay-out will be made from surplus income
accrued on the Deposit Education and Awareness Fund. “We have a Deposit Education and
Awareness Fund, which also includes unclaimed deposits. So, we have adequate income surplus
(on the fund) that has accrued over a period of time. We may use that,” he said.

— As part of customer-centric measures, the RBI Friday announced that it will issue three
separate draft guidelines for public consultation. The first will address mis-selling of financial
products, seeking to ensure greater transparency and accountability on the part of banks and
financial institutions.

— The second set will focus on loan recovery practices, including the conduct and engagement of
recovery agents, to prevent harassment and unfair treatment of borrowers. The third will deal
with limiting customer liability in cases of unauthorised electronic banking transactions, the RBI
said.

— In addition, the central bank will release a discussion paper outlining possible steps to enhance
the safety and security of digital payments. These measures could include mechanisms such as
lagged credits—where funds are credited after a brief delay to allow verification—and additional
authentication requirements for certain categories of users, including senior citizens, who may be
more vulnerable to digital fraud.

Do You Know:

— Indian Cyber Crime Coordination Centre (14C) has been instituted as an attached office to the
Ministry of Home Affairs, so as to coordinate a comprehensive, national response to all cybercrime
complaints. With respect to matters of digital arrest complaints, it has blocked over 1,700 Skype
IDs, 59,000 WhatsApp accounts, 6.69 lakh SIM cards, and 1,32,000 IMEIs in 2024 alone.

— The Central Government and telecom service providers also devised systems to identify and
block incoming international spoofed calls displaying Indian mobile numbers. The Citizen
Financial Cyber Fraud Reporting and Management System has saved over 33,431 crore from
fraudulent attempts.

— But the unparalleled pace with which India has advanced its digitisation trajectory has not just
eased access to services for millions, but also inadvertently caused what is called “cyber fraud
epidemic”. It has apparently undermined public trust in the digital system. Digital arrest scams
cause immediate, tangible harm while quietly eroding confidence in India’s digital ecosystem in
the long run.

— The victims are hit with sudden and often devastating financial losses, driving some households
into debt, apart from leaving lasting psychological scars marked by fear, shame, and confusion.
Many victims delay or avoid reporting the crime, allowing fraudsters to rapidly launder stolen
funds through multiple accounts.

— Moreover, these scams also expose a critical deficit in digital literacy, especially in semi-urban
and rural areas, underscoring a broader societal unpreparedness for rapid digital transformation.
It has reportedly created confusion, particularly among the elderly citizens and less informed
public, on what constitutes legitimate communication from the state and how it could be
differentiated from forged orders.

4™ FLOOR SHATABDI TOWER, SAKCHI, JAMSHEDPUR
89


http://www.youtube.com/c/DreamIAS

+91 9334622397
+91 7004749538

www.dreamias.co.in

LIFE AND SCIENCES

BENDING THE ARC

&DreamlAS

Learning made simple... n www.youtube.com/c/DreamlAS

Q: What is suborbital tourism?

A: On January 31, Blue Origin, the private space company owned by Jeff Bezos, announced that it
was suspending its New Shepard suborbital space tourism programme for at least two years to
focus on its “lunar capabilities” instead.

Suborbital tourism is a form of space travel where paying passengers fly to the edge of space but
do not complete a full orbit around the earth. These flights typically reach an altitude of around
100km — a boundary known as the Karman line and the region beyond which is considered to be
space.

Unlike orbital missions, such as those going to the International Space Station, suborbital vehicles
don’t achieve the immense speed necessary to stay in orbit. Instead they follow a parabolic flight
path, similar to the trajectory of a ball thrown forward.

The experience usually lasts between 10 and 15 minutes. Around the peak of the flight arc, the
vehicle’s engines shut down and passengers experience several minutes of weightlessness,
allowing them to float within the cabin and view the earth’s curvature against the darkness of
space through large windows. Because the craft is not travelling fast enough to remain in orbit,
gravity eventually pulls it back down through the atmosphere.

Companies like Blue Origin and Virgin Galactic have been the primary providers of these
experiences. These flights require significantly less energy and less complex heat shielding,
making them a more accessible entry point for private individuals who want to experience
spaceflight.

COLOUR THEORY

Why are some stars blue, some white, some red?
The main reason is surface temperature.

Stars behave roughly as objects that absorb all incoming radiation and radiate energy back based
solely on their temperature. The colour we see depends on the wavelength of light that the star
emits the most energy.

Blue and blue-white stars have surface temperatures of 10,000 K or more. These are usually very
massive stars with nuclear fusion happening at a furious rate. Examples include Rigel and Spica.
White stars’ surfaces are at 7,500-10,000 K, hot enough for the peak radiation to be in the visible
spectrum. To the human eye, colours appear together as white. This is also why we don’t see green
stars: they also emit other colours that the human eye mixes together.

Yellower stars such as the sun and Alpha Centauri A have surfaces at 5,200-7,500 K. Finally,
orange and red stars’ surfaces are up to 5,200 K hot. These are the coolest stars and emit most of
their energy as infrared radiation. Examples include Betelgeuse and Proxima Centauri.
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DO AI-POWERED TOYS AFFECT THE HEALTHY DEVELOPMENT OF CHILDREN?

Generative Al is now part of children’s toys. These novel Al-powered toy “companions” are
available on popular e-commerce platforms. Their makers claim the toys help educate children.
But experts warn that such toys could impact a child’s healthy development.

How do Al toys work?

Al toys require internet connectivity to work and are made in the form of plush aliens, fluffy
animals, or friendly-faced robots. Some robotic Al toys can move independently, while those in
the form of stuffed animals are meant to be carried around by their owners. Many of these Al toys
come with embedded microphones that listen to children, to formulate replies. Their makers
promote them as products that offer educational answers, give emotional support, guide children
through tasks or games, teach them new skills, and return compliments.

Take, for example, Grem by Curio. Shaped like a cute, blue alien creature with large eyes, the
website noted that the plush toy was voiced and designed by the singer Grimes. It does not require
a subscription. Meanwhile, many Amazon.com reviews for the ‘Miko 3 Al Robot for Kids’ toy
focused on how children were fascinated by the robot, with one buyer noting that it could play
hide-and-seek with kids, cheer them up, and serve as an intercom for parents. Others complained
about the subscription price and poor battery life.

Multiple Al toy makers on Amazon claim that the models powering these interactions are sourced
through reputed providers, such as OpenAl’s ChatGPT, and that there are safety measures in place
to ensure they maintain children’s privacy and do not initiate inappropriate conversation topics.

These Al toys are starkly different from toys that make the same sounds over and over again when
a button is pressed, or those that can only mimic children’s voices and offer a limited set of replies.
Al toys are also expensive.

Why are experts warning parents about Al toys?

Al toys made headlines in late 2025 when the advocacy group U.S. PIRG Education Fund reported
that Singapore-based FoloToy’s Kumma bear for children encouraged sexual conversations, and
also allegedly told users how to access dangerous objects. The toy previously used OpenAl’'s GPT
40, but the Al company later suspended the developer and the company moved to another tech
provider, according to the group.

Common Sense Media, a tech and media ratings organisation, also outlined the risks of Al toys in
a report on January 22. Al toys or “companions” that look cute and soft on the outside but use
voice-based chatbots to engage children come with “unacceptable risks,” per the organisation. The
organisation cited risk factors that included unhealthy emotional attachments to Al toys,
children’s extremely private data being collected, and cases of chatbots not working reliably.
Curio’s Grem and Miko 3 were two of the toys it tested.

The organisation pointed out that children aged five or under cannot properly tell humans apart
from Al so such Al toys could harm how these children develop and recognise key relationships.
Even older children between ages six and 12 who might understand that Al isn’t real could still
use the toys as a replacement for healthy human connections, per the report.
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The organisation listed a slew of concerning factors affecting not just children, but their families
as well. For example, Al toys that use subscriptions could harm children if they become dependent
on the toys for emotional comfort while parents are unable to keep up with payments.
Furthermore, about 27% of Al toy outputs were inappropriate for children, as per Common Sense
Media’s testing, and included content about self-harm, drugs, and unsafe roleplay, apart from
going into mature topics and sharing risky advice. “This happens because the underlying Al
models are trained on adult internet content, and child-safety layers are added after the fact.
These filters are imperfect, and content designed for adults or teens can leak through when
children ask questions in unexpected ways,” noted the organisation.

Furthermore, Common Sense Media stressed the importance of giving children privacy during
difficult moments and teaching them to cope with everyday frustrations in healthy ways, instead
of distracting them with an always-cheerful toy. The organisation reported that parental insight
tools for these Al toys were largely inadequate, and that children’s private interactions were
possibly being shared with third parties for further Al training purposes. Due to hallucination, the
Al toys could also provide incorrect responses and confuse their young users, per the report.

How should parents and caretakers treat Al toys?

Common Sense Media acknowledged that Al toys offered some benefits such as stimulating
children’s learning, correcting potential bad behaviour, or telling customised stories to young
users. The makers of these Al toys also point out that they offer a screen-free playtime experience
for children, while encouraging learning and communication. However, Common Sense Media
recommended that parents engage with their children directly and guide them towards more
traditional learning experiences, such as non-Al toys, books, museum visits, playdates, family
game nights, imaginative play, and art.

“Human interaction is developmentally essential. No Al toy can replace the benefits of reading
together with a parent, playing pretend with siblings, building with friends, or learning from
teachers and caregivers,” stated Common Sense Media. “These messy, complex human
interactions are where real development happens. Al toys at best supplement these experiences
and at worst replace them — and replacement is the greater risk,” it added.

WHAT IS WASTE-TO-ENERGY?

A: Waste-to-energy (WtE) is a technology to convert non-recyclable waste materials into usable
fuel, typically heat or electricity. A common method is incineration in which trash is burned at a
high temperature to boil the water off, creating steam that turns a turbine to generate power.
Other methods include gasification, which uses a large quantity of heat with little oxygen to turn
waste into gas, and anaerobic digestion, where bacteria break down organic waste to produce
biogas.

The impact of WtE on the environment involves both benefits and drawbacks and is a subject of
ongoing debate.

Waste reduction facilities can reduce the volume of waste by around 90%, significantly extending
the life of existing landfills and reducing the need for new ones. By diverting organic waste from
landfills, WtE can also prevent the release of methane, a potent greenhouse gas, into the
atmosphere.
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On the flip side, burning waste releases carbon dioxide and — especially in poorly controlled
environments — pollutants like dioxins, furans, and heavy metals. Some contemporary facilities
use advanced scrubbing and filtration systems to trap these toxins. Critics have also argued that
WtE may discourage more sustainable practices like recycling and composting by creating a
constant demand for trash.

India currently has at least 21 WtE plants in operation and 133 biogas facilities. The plants come
under the purview of the Solid Waste Management Rules 2026, which mandate waste segregation
and encourage refuse-derived fuel (RDF) in order to reduce the burden on landfills.
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