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AUSTERITY vs. STRUCTURAL REFORMS IN INDIA 

Why Voluntary Sacrifice Cannot Replace Systemic Change | UPSC CSE & APSC Module 

 

Core Insight 

India's recurring calls for austerity — reduce fuel use, buy less gold, work from home — are 
well-intentioned but structurally hollow. The real problem lies deeper: broken public 
transport, unreliable urban infrastructure, distorted agricultural incentives, and regressive 
land markets. Without fixing these foundations, voluntary belt-tightening will never move the 
needle. Structural reforms, not appeals to sacrifice, are the only credible path to efficiency. 

 

1. KEY TERMS AND EXPLANATIONS 

Every governance debate rests on a vocabulary that shapes how we think about problems. 
Understanding these terms precisely is the first step to analysing any policy critically — and UPSC 
rewards this precision. 

 

A. Core Economic Concepts 

• Austerity: A set of economic policies aimed at reducing government or household deficits through 
cuts in public spending or voluntary reductions in consumption. In the Indian context, austerity 
appeals are typically directed at citizens — asking them to consume less fuel, gold, or foreign 
exchange — rather than at the government budget itself. This is sometimes called 'demand-side 
austerity at the household level.' 

• Structural Reforms: Long-term, systemic changes in the rules, institutions, and incentive 
structures that govern economic behaviour. Unlike austerity, which asks people to do less of 
something, structural reforms change the environment so that efficient behaviour becomes the 
natural default. Examples include removing agricultural subsidies, raising the Floor Space Index, 
and investing in public transport networks. 

• Petro-fuels / Fossil Fuels: Petroleum-derived fuels — petrol, diesel, LPG, compressed natural 
gas — that power personal vehicles, generators, and farm equipment. India imports roughly 85 
percent of its crude oil, making petro-fuel consumption a direct burden on the current account 
deficit and foreign exchange reserves. 

• Foreign Exchange Reserves (Forex): The stock of foreign currencies and gold held by the 
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) to support the rupee, pay for imports, and service external debt. Calls 
to reduce gold purchases and foreign travel are attempts to conserve forex, since both drain 
foreign currency out of the system. 

• Current Account Deficit (CAD): The shortfall when a country imports more goods, services, and 
capital income than it exports. A high CAD depreciates the currency and signals dependence on 
foreign capital. India's CAD has historically been widened by oil imports and gold demand. 

• Floor Space Index (FSI) / Floor Area Ratio (FAR): A planning regulation that sets the maximum 
ratio of a building's total floor area to the area of the plot it sits on. An FSI of 2 means you can 
build 200 sq m of floor space on a 100 sq m plot; an FSI of 4 doubles this to 400 sq m. Higher FSI 
directly increases housing supply and reduces land cost per unit — making it a powerful tool for 
urban affordability reform. 

• Agricultural Subsidy: Government financial support to farmers, typically covering inputs like 
fertiliser, electricity, water (irrigation), and diesel. India spends trillions of rupees on these 
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subsidies annually. The perverse effect is that they encourage overuse of inputs, distort resource 
allocation, and are politically very difficult to withdraw. 

• Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT): A reform mechanism where government subsidies are transferred 
directly as cash into beneficiaries' bank accounts, replacing in-kind or intermediary-routed 
transfers. When applied to fertiliser, it would mean farmers receive cash rather than subsidised 
fertiliser — and can then choose to spend less on fertilisers if market prices incentivise them to do 
so. 

• Work from Home (WFH): The practice of performing employment duties from one's residence 
rather than a conventional office. WFH reduces commuting-related petro-fuel consumption but 
requires reliable broadband internet connectivity and adequate housing — two preconditions that 
are absent for a large share of India's working population. 

• Wi-Fi / Broadband Reliability: The consistency and uptime of fixed internet connections at home. 
In India, a large proportion of broadband cables run aerially — slung between rooftops, trees, and 
poles — making them vulnerable to storms, accidents, and vandalism. Underground cabling 
dramatically improves reliability but requires significant capital investment by service providers. 

 

B. Urban and Infrastructure Terms 

• Metro Rail System: Urban rapid transit running on exclusive tracks, either elevated or 
underground. Underground metros are significantly more expensive to build but preserve surface 
road space. India has predominantly built elevated metros to reduce construction costs, but this 
approach narrows road carriageways and increases congestion underneath the metro pillars. 

• Suburban Rail: Commuter rail networks running on existing railway lines, serving medium-to-
long-distance daily commuters in metropolitan areas. The Mumbai suburban rail is the most iconic 
example — it carries over seven million passengers daily but is severely overcrowded. 

• Gated Communities and High-Rise Buildings: Residential complexes with controlled access, 
typically in urban and peri-urban areas. They often rely on water tankers for supply (because 
municipal water pressure is insufficient) and diesel generators for power backup (because grid 
supply is unreliable) — creating a paradox where wealthy urban residents consume more diesel 
than a rational system would require. 

• Flyover / Grade Separator: An elevated road structure built to allow traffic to pass over an 
intersection or congested area. In India, flyovers are often designed only to solve the bottleneck 
immediately below them, without adequate service roads, creating new congestion points at both 
entry and exit ramps. 

• Tanker Water Economy: A parallel, informal water supply system where private tankers deliver 
water to households and buildings that are not reliably served by municipal pipelines. This system 
is energy-intensive (tankers burn diesel), expensive (families pay multiple times the municipal 
rate), and environmentally inefficient — all of which flow from the failure of urban water 
infrastructure. 

 

C. Agricultural Policy Terms 

• Fertiliser Subsidy: The government's practice of selling fertilisers to farmers at prices well below 
the cost of production, with the government reimbursing manufacturers for the difference. India's 
fertiliser subsidy bill has exceeded Rs. 2 lakh crore in recent years. The problem is that subsidised 
prices remove any incentive for farmers to economise on fertiliser use, often leading to overuse 
that degrades soil health. 

• Power Subsidy for Agriculture: Free or heavily subsidised electricity provided to farmers for 
agricultural pumps and operations. The resulting profligate water use (because pumping is 
essentially free) depletes groundwater rapidly. States like Punjab face a severe groundwater crisis 
directly linked to free power for agriculture. 
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• Minimum Support Price (MSP): The government-guaranteed floor price for certain agricultural 
commodities. MSP, combined with input subsidies, creates a system where farmers are insulated 
from market signals — leading to continued cultivation of water-intensive crops even in rain-deficit 
areas. 

 

2. MAIN ARGUMENTS AND SUBSTANTIVE PARTS 

The central intellectual contest here is between symptom management and root-cause resolution. 
Austerity addresses visible excess; structural reform addresses the incentive architecture that produces 
that excess. This distinction is essential for UPSC Mains analysis — examiners look for this kind of 
layered thinking. 

 

A. The Core Thesis 

• Austerity appeals: When faced with energy price pressures and supply chain disruptions, the 
natural first response of any government is to ask citizens to consume less. This is politically low-
cost, requires no legislative effort, and can be launched quickly. However, it is structurally 
ineffective because it does not address why demand is high in the first place. 

• The structural alternative: Reforms that change the rules of the game — pricing fertilisers at 
market rates, building reliable public transport, ensuring steady power and water supply, freeing up 
land markets, and laying cables underground — would generate efficiency gains that dwarf any 
voluntary restraint. The argument is not against frugality as a value; it is against using frugality as 
a substitute for policy. 

• The 10x hypothesis: The claim is that reforms can deliver ten times the savings of austerity. This 
is analytically plausible: if Indian agriculture alone rationalised fertiliser and water use through 
market pricing, the efficiency dividend would be orders of magnitude larger than any voluntary 
reduction that farmers — who are politically protected by all parties — would never undertake 
anyway. 

 

B. The Five Structural Failures Identified 

1. Agricultural subsidies as perverse incentives: Subsidies for power, diesel, water, and fertilisers 
are designed to protect farmers but end up encouraging massive overuse of inputs. Market-rate 
pricing with direct cash transfers per acre would shift the incentive — farmers who use less 
fertiliser keep the savings. This is the basic microeconomics of incentive design, and it aligns with 
the Shanta Kumar Committee recommendations. 

2. The public transport void: India added over 26 million personal vehicles in 2025-26 alone, on top 
of a stock of 310 million two- and four-wheelers. This is not a lifestyle preference but a rational 
response to terrible alternatives. When buses are overcrowded, slow, and unsafe — especially for 
women — vehicle ownership becomes a necessity, not a luxury. Calling for people to use public 
transport without fixing public transport is governance theatre. 

3. Unreliable power and water in cities: Urban households and businesses rely on diesel 
generators and private tankers not because they prefer them, but because grid power is unreliable 
and municipal water supply is inadequate. Fixing supply reliability would eliminate a huge, entirely 
unnecessary source of diesel consumption — without any appeal to austerity. 

4. Infrastructure design that penalises efficiency: Elevated metros narrow road space below 
them; flyovers solve one bottleneck while creating others; service roads are typically inadequate. 
Systemic infrastructure planning that thinks about the full network effect — rather than individual 
project approvals — would reduce congestion, travel time, and fuel consumption without asking 
citizens to sacrifice anything. 
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5. Land markets captured by political rent-seeking: Home prices and rents in Indian cities are 
artificially high because land supply is regulated by politicians and bureaucrats who extract bribes 
for regulatory clearances. Low FSI is the most visible symptom: if FSI were raised significantly, the 
same land could accommodate many more families, cutting the land cost per household 
dramatically. The beneficiaries of the current system — politicians, builders, and land-owning 
bureaucrats — have every incentive to block reform. 

 

C. The Gold Paradox 

• Mixed signals from the state: Citizens are simultaneously asked to buy less gold (to conserve 
forex) while the central bank itself accumulates gold as a reserve asset, and import duty policy 
sends contradictory signals — first lowering duties in 2024, then effectively reinforcing gold's 
appeal by calling for austerity which implicitly signals currency weakness. When government policy 
itself validates gold as a store of value, telling households not to buy it is cognitive dissonance. 

• The savings culture argument: Indians already have a structurally high savings rate. The 
problem is not that they spend too freely; it is that the channels for efficient saving are limited. Gold 
fills the gap left by the absence of well-functioning financial markets, low-risk investment products, 
and affordable housing. Fix those markets, and gold demand will rationalise on its own. 

 

3. HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF THE ISSUE 

The tension between structural reform and short-term demand management has been a defining thread 
of Indian economic history since Independence. Tracing this thread helps UPSC aspirants construct 
historically grounded answers that go beyond surface-level current affairs. 

 

Pre-Independence and Early Post-Independence Period (up to 1969) 

• Colonial infrastructure legacy: British India built railways primarily for resource extraction — 
connecting hinterlands to ports — rather than for urban commutation or rural mobility. This meant 
that post-Independence India inherited a rail network oriented towards export corridors rather than 
urban mass transit. The seeds of the public transport deficit were colonial. 

• Nehruvian planning model (1951–1969): India adopted heavy-industry-led, state-directed 
planning under five-year plans. Agricultural subsidies began in this era as part of the Green 
Revolution preparation — the government subsidised fertiliser imports (mainly urea) to incentivise 
adoption of high-yield varieties. These subsidies were intended to be transitional but became 
permanent. 

• Green Revolution and fertiliser lock-in (1965–70): The Green Revolution dramatically increased 
agricultural productivity, but it also locked India into a high-input farming model dependent on 
chemical fertilisers (especially nitrogenous fertilisers like urea), subsidised electricity for 
groundwater pumping, and assured water supply through canal irrigation. Withdrawing subsidies 
at any point since has faced insurmountable political resistance. 

 

Liberalisation Era and Urban Growth (1991–2004) 

• 1991 Economic Reforms: India's balance-of-payments crisis triggered sweeping liberalisation — 
industrial delicensing, trade liberalisation, and partial financial sector reform. Crucially, agricultural 
subsidies were left largely untouched. This created the structural paradox that defines India's 
reform narrative: the modern economy was liberalised while the agrarian economy remained 
locked in subsidy dependence. 
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• Urban population boom: Post-1991 economic growth drove rapid urbanisation. Cities grew faster 
than their infrastructure — roads, water supply, power grids, and especially public transport — 
could be built. The middle class, unable to rely on public transport, purchased motorcycles and 
later cars in growing numbers, establishing the personal vehicle as India's default mobility solution. 

• JNNURM and urban reforms (2005): The Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban Renewal Mission 
attempted to modernise urban infrastructure by linking central funds to city-level governance 
reforms. Results were mixed — some cities improved bus fleets and water supply, but 
fundamental issues like FSI regulation and underground cabling were not addressed at scale. 

 

Metro Rail Expansion and the Elevated Track Problem (2002–present) 

• Delhi Metro success and template: The Delhi Metro, inaugurated in 2002, became a model for 
urban rail in India. However, for cost reasons, most of its later phases — and most metros built in 
other cities — were elevated rather than underground. Elevated tracks are cheaper to build but 
create a dual problem: they narrow road space below and are more expensive to maintain due to 
exposure to weather. 

• The 2011 Census Urban Shock: The 2011 Census revealed that India had added 91 million 
urban residents in a decade, with 53 cities having populations above one million. This data 
underscored the scale of the gap between infrastructure supply and demand — and the 
inadequacy of anything but major structural investment. 

• COVID-19 and the WFH experiment (2020–22): The pandemic forced India's white-collar 
workforce to work from home. This revealed both the potential and the limits of WFH: software 
workers with stable broadband and adequate housing managed well; a far larger share of the 
workforce — in smaller towns, with aerial cables, in cramped homes — struggled. The pandemic 
thus exposed the infrastructure preconditions for WFH that had never been acknowledged. 

 

Recent Policy Context (2022–2026) 

• Gold import duty cut (2024): The government reduced gold import duties in 2024 to reduce 
domestic price premium and curb smuggling. This directly contradicted any simultaneous call for 
citizens to reduce gold purchases — a concrete example of the policy incoherence identified in the 
analysis. 

• Vehicle growth surge (2025–26): India sold over 26 million personal vehicles in 2025–26, aided 
by GST rate reductions announced in September 2025. This surge — occurring precisely when 
the government was calling for fuel austerity — illustrates how supply-side policy decisions directly 
undermine demand-side appeals. 

• Agricultural subsidy burden: India's total fertiliser subsidy crossed Rs. 2.25 lakh crore in recent 
years. The NITI Aayog and multiple expert committees have recommended a shift to Direct Benefit 
Transfer for fertilisers, but political economy constraints have prevented implementation at scale. 

 

4. LOGICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL BASE 

Behind every policy prescription lies a set of assumptions about human nature, incentives, and the role 
of the state. Identifying these philosophical foundations is what distinguishes a thorough UPSC answer 
from a descriptive one. 

 

A. Incentive Theory and Microeconomics 

• Rational Actor Model: The argument rests on the foundational microeconomic assumption that 
individuals respond to price signals. If fertiliser is cheap, farmers use more of it — not because 
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they are profligate but because the price tells them it is efficient to do so. If diesel tankers are 
cheaper than reliable municipal water, urban managers will use tankers. The solution is to change 
the price, not to exhort different behaviour against the current price signal. 

• Goodhart's Law and the limits of targets: When a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a 
good measure. Austerity appeals based on metrics like gold imports or petrol consumption will 
face Goodhart-type gaming: people may adjust visible behaviour without changing underlying 
demand patterns. 

• Second-Order Effects: Every subsidy has second-order effects. Free power for agriculture 
depletes groundwater (Punjab crisis). Subsidised fertiliser acidifies soil over time. Elevated metros 
shrink road space. Policy analysis must trace these second-order effects — which austerity 
appeals entirely ignore since they are downstream of the structural failures. 

 

B. Philosophical Frameworks 

• Rawlsian Justice: John Rawls argued in A Theory of Justice that inequalities are justified only if 
they benefit the least advantaged. Applying this to Indian land markets: artificially restricted FSI 
keeps housing prices high, which disproportionately burdens the poor and the lower-middle class 
who spend the largest share of income on rent. FSI reform would be Rawlsian — it expands the 
pie and benefits the least advantaged most. 

• Amartya Sen's Capability Approach: Sen's framework holds that development means 
expanding human capabilities — the substantive freedoms people have to live lives they have 
reason to value. Reliable public transport expands the capability of women to participate in the 
formal workforce without facing harassment. Affordable housing expands the capability of working 
families to live near their workplaces. Austerity appeals leave capabilities unchanged; structural 
reform expands them. 

• Kautilya's Arthashastra and State Efficiency: Kautilya emphasised that the state's duty is not 
merely to exhort virtue in citizens but to create conditions under which virtuous (i.e., efficient and 
productive) behaviour is the natural outcome. The Arthashastra is deeply attentive to the design of 
incentive structures — arguably making Kautilya an ancient precursor to modern institutional 
economics. 

• Habermasian Communicative Rationality: Juergen Habermas argued that legitimate policy 
must emerge from rational discourse in which all affected parties can participate. Agricultural 
subsidy reform fails the Habermas test not because it is wrong in principle, but because farmers 
have been systematically excluded from the economic mainstream — and removing subsidies 
without alternative livelihoods would violate the conditions of fair discourse. 

• Political Economy and Rent-Seeking (Gordon Tullock, James Buchanan): Public Choice 
Theory predicts that when political actors control regulatory access (such as FSI approvals or 
land-use clearances), they will use that control to extract rents. This is not corruption in a moralistic 
sense but a predictable outcome of incentive structures. Reform requires changing these incentive 
structures, not simply electing cleaner politicians. 

 

C. Core Logical Assumptions 

• Substitution is necessary before restraint is demanded: The argument assumes that you 
cannot ask people to stop doing X unless you have already provided a viable alternative to X. You 
cannot ask people to take public transport if public transport does not exist. You cannot ask people 
to WFH if their homes are too small and their internet too unreliable. 

• Voluntary behaviour cannot substitute for systemic design: The assumption is that even in a 
nation with a culturally high savings rate, voluntary austerity will have negligible aggregate impact 
compared to systemic changes in price signals and infrastructure availability. 
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• Political Will is the binding constraint: The analysis implies that the technical solutions are well-
known — raise FSI, introduce DBT for fertilisers, build underground metros, lay cables 
underground. The constraint is not knowledge but political will, because each reform threatens the 
vested interests of powerful groups. 

 

5. NEW FEATURES AND UNIQUE IDEAS 

Not every policy idea is genuinely novel — but some framings and proposals stand out for their 
elegance, precision, or counter-intuitive clarity. These are worth highlighting in UPSC answers because 
they signal original thinking. 

 

• The 'underground cable' insight for WFH: The observation that WFH reliability depends on 
physically buried broadband cables is specific, concrete, and overlooked by most WFH policy 
discussions. Mainstream WFH debate focuses on software tools, corporate culture, or 5G rollout 
— almost none of it addresses the physical last-mile problem of aerial cables. Treating the cable 
as an infrastructure problem rather than a technology problem is a genuinely useful reframe. 
Feasibility: High, but requires regulatory mandates on telecom companies to underground cables 
during any road construction or maintenance, rather than relaying them aerially. 

• FSI as an anti-poverty tool: The framing of Floor Space Index reform as a tool to lower housing 
costs — rather than a technical planning parameter — is powerful and underappreciated. Most 
urban policy debates focus on slum rehabilitation, affordable housing schemes, or rental vouchers. 
The FSI lever works upstream of all of these: it increases the overall supply of housing space, 
reducing prices through competition rather than government subsidy. This is structurally superior 
to demand-side housing subsidies. Feasibility: Politically difficult (threatens builder-politician 
nexus) but technically straightforward. Singapore and Hong Kong have demonstrated that high 
FSI can accommodate large populations without sacrificing liveability if combined with adequate 
transportation. 

• The fertiliser subsidy-to-cash transfer conversion: The proposal to pay the fertiliser subsidy as 
cash per acre rather than as a fertiliser price discount is elegant because it preserves the income 
support objective while removing the input-use distortion. A farmer who receives Rs. 5,000 per 
acre in cash can decide to spend Rs. 2,000 on fertiliser (using less than before) and pocket the 
rest — making efficiency personally profitable. This is the mechanism behind the PM-KISAN 
scheme but applied more specifically to input subsidies. Feasibility: Pilot programmes in certain 
states have shown promise, but nationwide implementation faces resistance from fertiliser 
manufacturers (who benefit from the current subsidy routing) and from some farmer organisations. 

• The gold paradox as policy incoherence indicator: The observation that central bank gold 
accumulation contradicts government appeals to citizens to reduce gold purchases is a sharp 
analytical point. It identifies not just inconsistency but signalling failure: when the most credible 
institution in monetary policy (the RBI) buys gold, it validates gold as a store of value more 
powerfully than any citizen appeal can counter. This is a crisp example of how the state's left hand 
can undo what the right hand is trying to do. 

• Underground metros vs. elevated: a true cost calculation: The argument that elevated metros 
impose costs by narrowing road space — costs that are invisible in project cost-benefit analyses 
— suggests that the true social cost of elevated metro construction has been systematically 
underestimated. Including congestion costs imposed on road users in metro project appraisals 
would likely shift the calculus in favour of underground construction in dense urban corridors. 
Feasibility: Applicable immediately through reform of project appraisal guidelines; politically 
feasible since it favours better outcomes without threatening any organised interest. 
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6. SUSTAINABILITY OF THE IDEAS 

Sustainability in the UPSC framework means more than environmental durability — it means whether a 
reform can hold up legally, politically, socially, and economically over the long term. Each dimension 
matters. 

 

Environmental Sustainability 

• Fertiliser rationalisation: Reducing chemical fertiliser overuse through market pricing would have 
enormous environmental co-benefits — less nitrous oxide emissions (a potent greenhouse gas), 
reduced soil acidification, and slower depletion of non-renewable phosphate reserves. This aligns 
with India's international climate commitments under the Paris Agreement (Nationally Determined 
Contributions) and the broader goal of sustainable agriculture under SDG 2 (Zero Hunger with 
sustainability). 

• Groundwater preservation: Removing free-power subsidies for agricultural pumping would slow 
groundwater depletion, which is approaching crisis levels in North-Western India. The CGWB 
(Central Ground Water Board) reports show that several districts in Punjab, Haryana, and 
Rajasthan will face water table exhaustion within a generation if current extraction rates continue. 

• Air quality and petro-fuel demand: Efficient public transport, reliable power (eliminating the need 
for diesel generators), and underground infrastructure would collectively reduce urban air pollution 
— India's cities consistently rank among the most polluted globally, with particulate matter 
concentrations far exceeding WHO guidelines. 

 

Constitutional and Legal Sustainability 

• Right to housing as a derivative of Article 21: The Supreme Court has interpreted the Right to 
Life (Article 21) to include the right to livelihood and shelter. Land reforms that increase housing 
affordability would have constitutional backing as they expand this fundamental right. Conversely, 
continued restriction of FSI could be challenged as a regulatory action that impairs the right to 
affordable shelter. 

• State List and federal complications: Land, agriculture, and urban planning are State List and 
Concurrent List subjects under the Seventh Schedule. Central government can incentivise reform 
(as it does through Smart Cities Mission grants) but cannot mandate FSI changes or agricultural 
subsidy rationalisation directly. Sustainable reform requires state governments to act, which 
requires political will at the state level — historically the harder constraint. 

• Subsidy reform and fundamental rights: Removing agricultural subsidies without replacing 
them with equivalent support could be challenged if it is seen to deprive farmers of their livelihood 
in violation of Article 21. The DBT mechanism is constitutionally robust because it preserves 
income support while removing input price distortions — a legally cleaner path to reform. 

 

Social and Ethical Sustainability 

• Gender dimension: Reliable public transport is not merely a convenience — for women, it 
determines labour market access. Overcrowded buses and suburban trains expose women to 
harassment, effectively excluding them from distant job opportunities. Public transport reform has 
a direct social sustainability dimension in terms of women's economic participation and safety. 

• Intergenerational equity: Agricultural subsidies that deplete groundwater and degrade soil are a 
transfer of natural capital from future generations to current ones — a classic intergenerational 
equity violation under the principle of sustainable development (as articulated in the Brundtland 
Report). Reform is ethically imperative on this ground. 
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• Urban-rural divide: Infrastructure investment in urban areas — metros, underground cables, 
reliable power — disproportionately benefits urban residents unless accompanied by equivalent 
investment in rural connectivity and services. A sustainability challenge is ensuring that urban 
structural reforms do not deepen India's existing urban-rural divide. 

 

7. CHALLENGES RELATED TO THE ISSUE 

Every well-conceived reform runs into real-world friction. Identifying these friction points — and 
categorising them analytically — is exactly what UPSC Mains graders look for in high-scoring answers. 

 

A. Implementation Challenges 

• State capacity deficits: India's state governments, which are the primary implementers of urban 
infrastructure and agricultural reform, often lack the administrative capacity, financial resources, 
and technical expertise to execute complex multi-year reform programmes. The gap between 
policy announcement and ground-level implementation — sometimes called 'last-mile governance 
failure' — is systemic. 

• Data and targeting precision for DBT: Shifting fertiliser subsidies to cash transfers per acre 
requires accurate land records. India's land record system is notoriously fragmented, contested, 
and inadequately digitised in many states. Without clean data, DBT risks exclusion errors (genuine 
farmers not receiving support) and inclusion errors (non-farmers receiving it). 

• Underground cabling logistics in built-up areas: Retrofitting underground cables in dense 
urban areas requires coordination between municipal bodies, telecom companies, road agencies, 
and utilities — a multi-stakeholder challenge that often founders on coordination failure and 
unclear jurisdiction. 

 

B. Stakeholder Resistance 

• Farmer organisations and subsidy dependence: Agricultural subsidies are deeply embedded in 
rural political economy. Any attempt to withdraw or rationalise them faces immediate mobilisation 
by farmer organisations (which have demonstrated, most recently in 2020–21 during the farm laws 
protests, their capacity to halt reform). Political parties of all persuasions compete to protect 
agricultural subsidies, regardless of their economic irrationality. 

• Builder-politician nexus: FSI reform and land-use liberalisation directly threaten the profits of 
real estate developers and the rents extracted by politicians and bureaucrats who control 
regulatory approvals. This nexus is one of the most entrenched forms of crony capitalism in the 
Indian political economy and has successfully blocked land market reform for decades. 

• Fertiliser manufacturers and the subsidy routing: The current system routes fertiliser subsidies 
through manufacturers, creating a powerful industrial lobby with an interest in maintaining the in-
kind subsidy rather than shifting to DBT. These manufacturers employ thousands of workers and 
have significant lobbying influence. 

 

C. Political Economy Challenges 

• Electoral incentives and short-termism: Indian electoral cycles (state elections almost every 
year, national elections every five years) create strong incentives for short-term populism. 
Structural reforms typically have short-term costs (disruption, adjustment) and long-term benefits 
— an investment profile that is politically unfavourable in a democracy with frequent elections. 

• Coalition politics: India's multi-party coalition governments at the centre and in states must 
manage diverse, often conflicting, constituent interests. Agricultural constituencies wield 
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disproportionate electoral influence because rural voters turn out at higher rates and because 
India's constituency delimitation means rural votes carry more weight than urban votes. This 
makes agricultural reform particularly politically hazardous. 

• Federalism and reform coordination: When a state government has strong incentives to 
maintain agricultural subsidies (to win rural votes), a central government call for rationalisation will 
simply not be implemented. The 14th and 15th Finance Commission have both highlighted the 
need for conditional grants tied to reform performance, but actual conditionality remains weak. 

 

D. Financial and Fiscal Challenges 

• Transition costs of subsidy reform: Moving from in-kind subsidies to DBT requires parallel 
systems running simultaneously during the transition — increasing costs in the short run. 
Beneficiary identification, enrolment, and grievance redress all require upfront investment. 

• Capital intensity of underground infrastructure: Underground metro construction costs roughly 
three to four times more than elevated construction per kilometre. Underground broadband cabling 
requires significant trenching investment. These are large upfront capital commitments with long 
payback periods — challenging for fiscally constrained states and municipalities. 

 

8. MULTIDIMENSIONAL ANALYSIS 

This section is the analytical engine of a UPSC answer. The best responses show that a seemingly 
economic issue is simultaneously a social, political, legal, ethical, and international question. Develop 
fluency in switching between these lenses. 

 

SOCIAL 

• Women's mobility and safety: The public transport deficit has a sharply gendered impact. In 
Indian cities, safety concerns on overcrowded buses and suburban trains — the risk of 
harassment, physical contact in crowded spaces, and the absence of women-only compartments 
in many systems — effectively price women out of distant job opportunities. This is not merely a 
transport question but a gender equity question with direct consequences for female labour force 
participation rates, which are already among the lowest in Asia at around 23–27 percent. 

• Aspirational vehicle ownership and social signalling: In India's rapidly growing middle class, 
personal vehicle ownership — particularly car ownership — carries significant social status. This 
means demand for vehicles is partly aspirational and resistant to pure economic analysis. 
Structural change requires not just infrastructure reform but also shifting the cultural association 
between mobility and vehicle ownership through long-term quality improvements in public 
transport. 

• Informal workers and WFH inequality: Work from Home is structurally unavailable to the vast 
majority of India's 500 million workers in informal employment — street vendors, construction 
workers, domestic workers, and daily-wage labourers. Framing WFH as a solution to fuel demand 
obscures this profound inequality in who can and cannot access this option. 

• Social capital of physical workplaces: Physical workplaces create social networks, mentoring 
relationships, and informal knowledge transfer — especially important for first-generation 
professionals from marginalised communities who benefit most from these informal networks. 
Policies that encourage WFH without accounting for this dimension may inadvertently widen social 
inequalities. 

 

POLITICAL 
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• Agricultural vote banks and subsidy protection: In a democracy where 45–50 percent of the 
workforce is in agriculture and rural voter turnout consistently exceeds urban turnout, agricultural 
subsidies function as political insurance for any party seeking national power. This is not irrational 
behaviour by politicians — it is a predictable response to an electoral incentive structure that 
weights rural votes more heavily. Reform requires changing this incentive structure, perhaps 
through delimitation or Panchayati Raj reform, before agricultural subsidies can be politically 
challenged. 

• Urban governance fragmentation: Indian cities are governed through overlapping, often 
conflicting, jurisdictions — municipal corporations, state government departments, metropolitan 
development authorities, parastatal agencies, and central government bodies. This fragmentation 
means that integrated urban reform (metro + broadband + water + power) requires coordination 
across all these bodies — a political challenge as much as an administrative one. The 74th 
Constitutional Amendment's promise of empowered urban local bodies has largely not been 
realised. 

• Political economy of land regulation: The FSI regulation system has evolved into a 
sophisticated rent extraction mechanism. In major Indian cities, the process of getting FSI 
enhanced, environmental clearances, or change of land use approved is a major source of political 
party funding. Reforming this system is therefore not merely a planning question — it is a 
campaign finance question and a democratic governance question. 

• Northeast India dimension (APSC relevance): In Assam and the Northeast, public transport 
deficits are compounded by difficult terrain, relatively sparse population density (making routes 
commercially unviable), and historical underinvestment in urban infrastructure. State-specific 
solutions — possibly leveraging NEC (North Eastern Council) funds, PM-GatiShakti, and the 
Northeast Special Infrastructure Development Scheme — are needed rather than a one-size-fits-
all national policy. 

 

LEGAL 

• Constitutional basis for urban reform: The 74th Constitutional Amendment (1992) inserted 
Schedule 12, listing 18 functions that could be transferred to urban local bodies including urban 
planning, regulation of land use, and public health. However, the actual transfer of these functions 
from state governments to municipalities remains incomplete in most states. Legal reform to 
compel this transfer is a prerequisite for accountable urban governance. 

• Land Acquisition and regulatory taking: Any large-scale metro or infrastructure project requires 
land acquisition governed by the Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land 
Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 2013. The Act's consent and compensation 
provisions significantly increase the cost and time of acquisition — creating a real tension between 
the need for fast infrastructure delivery and the rights of land owners and affected communities. 

• Competition law and public transport: The growth of private ride-hailing platforms (Ola, Uber) 
has created a quasi-monopolistic layer in urban transport. The Competition Commission of India 
(CCI) has examined predatory pricing practices in this sector. The legal framework for regulating 
these platforms in ways that complement rather than substitute for public transport investment is 
still being developed. 

• Fertiliser subsidy and Essential Commodities Act: Fertiliser distribution is governed partly by 
the Essential Commodities Act, which enables government control over prices and distribution. 
Shifting to DBT would require amending or exempting fertilisers from this framework — a 
legislative action that carries political risk, as the Essential Commodities Act is politically sensitive 
(given past price control interventions in food). 

 

ETHICAL 
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• Intergenerational equity and natural resources: Subsidised groundwater extraction through 
free electricity is an inter-generational ethical violation — current farmers appropriate a natural 
resource that is non-renewable at human timescales in many aquifers, leaving future generations 
with depleted water tables. The ethical obligation to future generations (articulated in both the 
Brundtland Report and the Constitutional duty under Article 48A to protect the environment) 
demands reform. 

• Distributional ethics of land regulation: Restricting FSI to keep housing scarce benefits existing 
property owners (whose asset values are protected by scarcity) at the direct expense of aspiring 
homeowners who cannot afford to buy. This is a regressive distributional policy — it transfers 
wealth from the asset-poor to the asset-rich, which violates basic principles of distributive justice 
across virtually every philosophical framework. 

• The ethics of austerity demands on the poor: Asking citizens to consume less petrol, buy less 
gold, or take public transport is relatively low-cost for the wealthy (who can afford private 
alternatives) and high-cost for those who have no alternatives. Austerity appeals thus have a 
regressive ethical character — they impose proportionally larger sacrifices on those least able to 
afford them. 

• Transparency and corruption: The opacity of FSI approvals and land-use clearances violates 
the principle of transparent governance. Citizens have a right, under the Right to Information Act 
and the constitutional value of rule of law, to understand on what basis regulatory approvals are 
granted — and to contest decisions that appear arbitrary or corrupt. 

 

INTERNATIONAL 

• India's urbanisation and the SDGs: India's ability to meet Sustainable Development Goals — 
especially SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities), SDG 7 (Affordable and Clean Energy), 
SDG 13 (Climate Action), and SDG 2 (Zero Hunger) — depends critically on the structural reforms 
analysed here. International monitoring of India's SDG progress increasingly focuses on urban 
infrastructure quality and agricultural sustainability. 

• Energy import dependence and geopolitical vulnerability: India's petro-fuel import 
dependence (~85 percent of crude requirement) creates strategic vulnerability in a world where 
energy supply chains are increasingly contested. The Russia-Ukraine conflict, Middle East 
instability, and Strait of Hormuz chokepoint risks demonstrate that domestic energy efficiency 
gains (through public transport, reduced diesel generator use) have a direct geopolitical dimension 
— reducing exposure to external supply shocks. 

• Climate finance and green infrastructure: India's commitments under the Paris Agreement 
(reaching 500 GW of renewable energy capacity by 2030, reducing emissions intensity by 45 
percent from 2005 levels by 2030) require massive infrastructure investment. International climate 
finance mechanisms — the Green Climate Fund, bilateral climate partnerships — are increasingly 
available for sustainable urban transport and agricultural efficiency. Structural reforms create 
opportunities to access these funds. 

• Global comparison: Singapore, Japan, Korea: Singapore demonstrates that very high FSI 
(combined with excellent public housing and transport) can accommodate extreme population 
density with high liveability. Japan's Shinkansen and urban rail networks show that publicly funded 
mass transit generates productivity gains that dwarf its construction costs. South Korea's 
Agricultural Direct Payment scheme (replacing input subsidies with income support) provides a live 
example of the fertiliser-to-cash reform in action. 

 

ECONOMIC 

• Multiplier effects of infrastructure investment: Public investment in metro rail, underground 
broadband, and water supply generates significant economic multipliers — each rupee of 
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infrastructure investment is estimated to raise GDP by Rs. 2.5 to Rs. 3 in the medium term (NITI 
Aayog estimates). This is because infrastructure investment creates construction employment, 
reduces input costs for businesses (reliable power and water), and increases labour productivity 
(less time lost in commuting). 

• Fiscal cost of inefficiency vs. reform: India's total agricultural subsidy bill (fertiliser, power, 
irrigation, credit) exceeds Rs. 5 lakh crore annually when aggregated across central and state 
budgets. Even a 30 percent efficiency gain through DBT-style rationalisation would free up Rs. 1.5 
lakh crore for productive public investment — in schools, hospitals, roads, or metro rail. The fiscal 
arithmetic of reform is compelling. 

• Housing market distortions and economic growth: High housing costs in Indian cities reduce 
labour mobility — workers cannot afford to move to cities where their skills are most productive, 
reducing overall economic efficiency. Lowering urban housing costs through FSI reform and land 
market liberalisation would increase labour market fluidity, boost productivity, and accelerate 
growth — a point well-established in urban economics literature (drawing on Hsieh and Moretti's 
research on US housing restrictions). 

• Gold as a non-productive store of value: India absorbs an estimated 700–800 tonnes of gold 
annually, the second largest in the world. This gold is largely a non-productive asset — it does not 
generate income, fund investment, or contribute to GDP growth. The underlying driver is the 
absence of well-functioning, safe financial alternatives for household savings. Deepening financial 
markets — higher-yield government securities, regulated investment platforms, insurance 
penetration — would organically reduce gold demand more effectively than any appeal to 
austerity. 

 

9. LINKAGES WITH NCERTs 

NCERT textbooks form the conceptual backbone of UPSC preparation. Linking this topic to specific 
NCERT chapters helps you locate it in the larger framework of your studies and find additional relevant 
context. 

 

NCERT Chapter / Book Relevance to This Topic 

Class 11 Economics — Indian Economic 
Development, Chapter 6: Rural Development 

Covers agricultural subsidies, Green Revolution, 
rural credit, and rural infrastructure. Directly 
relevant to the fertiliser subsidy and DBT reform 
argument. 

Class 12 Economics — Macroeconomics, 
Chapter 5: Government Budget and the 
Economy 

Explains fiscal deficit, revenue expenditure vs. 
capital expenditure, and subsidies as a 
component of revenue expenditure. Essential for 
understanding the fiscal cost of structural 
inefficiencies. 

Class 12 Economics — Indian Economic 
Development, Chapter 9: Environment and 
Sustainable Development 

Addresses environmental sustainability, the 
tension between growth and resource depletion, 
and the concept of sustainable development — 
directly relevant to groundwater depletion and soil 
degradation through subsidy-driven overuse. 

Class 9 Economics — People as Resource, 
Chapter 2 

Discusses labour participation, including female 
labour force participation and the barriers to it — 
conceptually linked to the gender-mobility-public 
transport argument. 



UPSC CSE & APSC | Analytical Study Module | Austerity vs. Structural Reforms 

Page 14 

Class 8 Social Science — Social and Political 
Life III, Chapter 9: Public Facilities 

Explains the concept of public goods and 
government's role in providing them. Relevant to 
understanding why public transport, water, and 
power are government responsibilities and why 
market failure justifies public investment. 

Class 11 Political Science — Indian 
Constitution at Work, Chapter 7 (Federalism) 

Explains the Union-State division of powers 
(Union List, State List, Concurrent List) and why 
agriculture, land, and urban planning fall primarily 
under state jurisdiction — crucial for 
understanding why central government reform 
appeals face federal constraints. 

Class 12 Political Science — Contemporary 
World Politics, Chapter 3: US Hegemony in 
World Politics 

Provides background on global energy geopolitics 
— relevant to understanding why petro-fuel import 
dependence creates strategic vulnerability. 

Class 11 Geography — India: Physical 
Environment, Chapter 6: Soils 

Covers soil degradation and the impact of 
chemical inputs — background for understanding 
the environmental dimension of fertiliser overuse. 

 

10. LINKAGES WITH UPSC CSE SYLLABUS 

Understanding which GS paper a topic belongs to — and which specific syllabus item it maps to — is 
essential for efficient preparation. This topic is exceptionally rich in cross-paper connections. 

 

Syllabus Area Relevance 

GS Paper I: Indian Society — Urbanisation Urban transformation, growth of cities, social 
dimensions of urbanisation including gender, 
housing, and mobility. 

GS Paper II: Governance — Urban Local 
Bodies, 74th Amendment 

Devolution of powers to municipalities, Smart 
Cities Mission, urban governance fragmentation, 
administrative reform. 

GS Paper II: Social Justice — Women's Issues Female labour force participation, safety in public 
spaces, transport and women's economic 
inclusion. 

GS Paper II: Governance — Transparency and 
Accountability 

Land regulation opacity, FSI approvals as rent-
extraction, RTI, and governance ethics. 

GS Paper III: Economy — Agriculture and 
Subsidies 

Fertiliser subsidy rationalisation, MSP, agricultural 
reform, DBT, Green Revolution legacy. 

GS Paper III: Economy — Infrastructure Public transport, broadband, power supply, urban 
infrastructure investment and its economic 
multiplier. 

GS Paper III: Environment — Sustainable 
Development 

Groundwater depletion, soil acidification, air 
quality, climate commitments, SDG linkages. 

GS Paper III: Economy — Land Reforms and 
Housing 

FSI reform, affordable housing, land market 
liberalisation, rental housing policy. 
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GS Paper IV: Ethics — Public Policy Ethics Intergenerational equity, distributive justice, the 
ethics of austerity appeals, corruption in land 
regulation. 

Essay Paper Potential essay: 'The real barrier to Indian 
development is structural, not attitudinal'; 
'Reforming from within: how changing incentive 
structures can unlock India's growth'. 

 

11. PHILOSOPHY AND EPISTEMOLOGY — DEEPEST LINKAGES 

This section elevates your analysis from policy description to intellectual architecture. The best UPSC 
answers cite these frameworks not as decoration but as analytical tools that genuinely sharpen the 
argument. 

 

• Epistemological basis: Empiricism vs. Rationalism in policy: The austerity-vs-reform debate 
is partly epistemological. Austerity appeals rest on a rationalist intuition: if people try hard enough, 
consumption will fall. Structural reform rests on an empiricist insight: what people actually do is 
shaped by the incentive environment they are embedded in, and you cannot change behaviour 
without changing that environment. India's policy history shows that the empiricist approach — 
changing prices and infrastructure rather than exhorting behaviour — delivers better outcomes. 

• Rawls: Difference Principle applied to urban housing: Rawls's Difference Principle holds that 
inequalities are just only if they benefit the least advantaged. FSI restrictions benefit asset-rich 
property owners at the expense of the asset-poor aspiring homeowner. This is a textbook 
Rawlsian injustice — inequality that does not benefit but actively harms the least advantaged. FSI 
reform would be Rawlsian: it increases overall housing supply and benefits the least advantaged 
most. 

• Sen: Development as Freedom — transport as capability: Sen distinguishes between 
functioning (what you achieve) and capability (what you are substantively free to achieve). A 
woman who does not commute to a distant job may have the formal freedom to do so, but if the 
public transport system is unsafe, she lacks the substantive capability. Infrastructure reform 
expands real freedom; austerity appeals do nothing for capability. 

• Foucault: Governance and the shaping of subjects: Michel Foucault's concept of 
governmentality — the way governments try to shape the conduct of populations — is relevant 
here. Austerity appeals are a governmentality technique: they try to produce 'responsible citizens' 
who voluntarily restrain consumption. But Foucauldian analysis would observe that this technique 
is effective only when it aligns with subjects' interests — which requires the infrastructure of self-
restraint (alternatives to consumption) to already exist. 

• Ambedkar: Economic democracy as foundation of political democracy: Ambedkar argued 
that political democracy is hollow without economic democracy — the equal access to economic 
opportunities. Unaffordable urban housing, inaccessible public transport, and unreliable basic 
services are barriers to economic democracy. Structural reform is therefore an Ambedkarite 
imperative: not just an economic efficiency gain but a social justice requirement. 

• Buchanan and Tullock: Public Choice Theory and rent-seeking: The land regulation system 
described — where politicians and bureaucrats control FSI approvals and extract bribes — is a 
textbook illustration of rent-seeking as theorised by Gordon Tullock. Resources (in this case, 
political capital and regulatory authority) are deployed not to create value but to capture value 
created by others. Reducing these rent-extraction opportunities requires institutional reform — 
making approvals rule-based and transparent — rather than personnel changes. 
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12. WAY FORWARD 

A strong Way Forward section does not just list recommendations — it demonstrates that you 
understand the sequencing, feasibility, and political economy of reform. Structure your 
recommendations by domain. 

 

Agriculture 

• Pilot DBT for fertilisers in willing states: Rather than mandating national fertiliser DBT (which 
will face immediate political resistance), the central government should launch large-scale pilots in 
states with strong land records (Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat, Odisha) and use the evidence to build 
political consensus for nationwide implementation. The pilots should be designed with 
independent evaluation built in. 

• Soil health cards and precision farming: Linking fertiliser DBT to soil health card data would 
allow differential cash support based on soil-specific fertiliser needs — farmers with already 
healthy soils would receive the cash but face no incentive to over-fertilise, since they pay market 
price for any additional fertiliser. 

• Power tariff rationalisation in agriculture: States should be incentivised through Finance 
Commission grants to introduce metered — rather than flat-rate — agricultural electricity tariffs. 
Metering does not require full market pricing immediately but breaks the link between consumption 
and zero marginal cost, reducing overuse at the margin. 

 

Urban Infrastructure 

• Underground metro mandate for dense corridors: Revise project appraisal guidelines for urban 
metro rail to include congestion costs imposed on road users as a social cost of elevated 
construction. Dense corridors (above 40,000 passengers per day per direction) should mandate 
underground construction, with special central grants to cover the incremental cost. 

• Mission Underground Cable: Launch a national programme requiring telecom service providers 
to underground broadband cables during every road resurfacing or utilities maintenance cycle. 
This is infrastructure-efficient (coordinates the disruption of digging once) and would dramatically 
improve broadband reliability over a decade without requiring a large standalone capital allocation. 

• FSI rationalisation in new urban extensions: Rather than attempting to raise FSI in existing 
dense urban cores (where congestion constraints are real), begin with mandatory high-FSI zones 
in new suburban extensions and satellite towns, linked to public transport corridors. This bypasses 
the vested-interest resistance in existing areas while establishing a new norm. 

 

Public Transport 

• National Urban Transport Policy 2.0: India's 2006 NUTP is outdated. A revised policy should 
mandate modal share targets for public transport (e.g., 50 percent of urban trips by public 
transport by 2035), link central Smart City and AMRUT funding to demonstrated modal shift, and 
require all cities above 1 million population to develop integrated multimodal mobility plans. 

• Women's safety as a core design standard: Public transport design standards should 
mandatorily incorporate women's safety assessments — adequate lighting at stops, CCTV, 
dedicated women's coaches, and complaint mechanisms. The Nirbhaya Fund has resources that 
can be channelled specifically to safe public transport design. 

 

Land and Housing Markets 
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• Transparent FSI approval system: Introduce a rule-based, digital, time-bound FSI approval 
system. All FSI applications above a threshold should be decided by an algorithmic check against 
zonal regulations within 30 days, with any deviation requiring written justification published on a 
public dashboard. This eliminates discretion — and therefore bribery opportunity — in FSI 
approvals. 

• Model Tenancy Act implementation: The Model Tenancy Act 2021 should be urgently 
implemented by all states. Functioning rental markets can reduce the pressure on 
homeownership, which drives gold-purchase-as-savings behaviour and supports fiscal demands 
for unaffordable housing subsidies. 

 

Gold and Savings Architecture 

• Sovereign Gold Bond Scheme deepening: Rather than exhorting citizens not to buy gold, make 
the Sovereign Gold Bond Scheme — which provides gold returns plus interest — more accessible 
through Jan Dhan accounts, post offices, and insurance companies. This channels gold demand 
into a financially productive instrument. 

• Consistent import duty policy: Establish a multi-year gold import duty roadmap that is publicly 
committed and stable — not subject to sudden changes that send contradictory signals about 
gold's value. Policy consistency is itself a form of signalling reform. 

 

13. PREVIOUS YEARS' UPSC AND APSC QUESTIONS 

Study these questions thematically — the specific wording changes each year, but the underlying 
issues (agricultural subsidies, urban governance, housing, public transport, fiscal federalism, 
environment) recur with remarkable consistency. Map each question to the analysis sections above. 

 

UPSC Prelims — Thematically Relevant 

2023 | GS Prelims 

With reference to the Indian economy, 'Financial Inclusion' is part of which of the 
following? (Includes questions testing understanding of DBT and financial 
architecture) 

Thematic Link: Relevant to DBT reform mechanism; financial inclusion as precondition for shifting 
from in-kind to cash subsidies 

 

2022 | GS Prelims 

Which of the following is the purpose of 'Urban Heat Island Effect'? (Broader urban 
ecology and infrastructure design questions) 

Thematic Link: Relevant to urban infrastructure sustainability; green spaces vs. elevated metro and 
flyover construction 

 

2021 | GS Prelims 

With reference to the PM-KISAN scheme, consider the following statements... (Tests 
understanding of direct income support to farmers) 

Thematic Link: Directly relevant to the DBT-as-alternative-to-input-subsidy argument 
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UPSC Mains — GS Paper II 

2023 | GS Paper II, Mains 

Explain the significance of the 74th Constitutional Amendment for urban governance. 
Has the devolution of powers to urban local bodies been adequate? Critically 
examine. 

Thematic Link: Directly maps to the urban governance fragmentation argument; FSI control by states 
vs. municipalities 

 

2022 | GS Paper II, Mains 

The Right to Housing is a fundamental right guaranteed under Article 21 of the 
Constitution. Examine the judicial and legislative dimensions of this right in the 
context of urban housing policy in India. 

Thematic Link: Directly maps to FSI reform, affordable housing, and the constitutional basis for land 
market liberalisation 

 

2019 | GS Paper II, Mains 

How has the National Food Security Act, 2013, changed the subsidy architecture in 
India? What are the challenges of implementation? 

Thematic Link: Relevant to understanding subsidy delivery mechanisms, DBT, and the political 
economy of subsidy reform 

 

2016 | GS Paper II, Mains 

Digital connectivity is a prerequisite for the knowledge economy and equitable 
development. Discuss the challenges of extending reliable connectivity to all Indians 
and suggest a way forward. 

Thematic Link: Maps directly to the underground broadband cable argument and WFH reliability 
analysis 

 

UPSC Mains — GS Paper III 

2023 | GS Paper III, Mains 

What are the main constraints in achieving faster agricultural growth in India? 
Suggest measures to overcome them with special reference to the role of subsidies. 

Thematic Link: Core question for the fertiliser subsidy, DBT, and agricultural reform analysis 

 

2022 | GS Paper III, Mains 

Explain the concept of Direct Benefit Transfer. What are its advantages and 
challenges? Critically assess its impact on agricultural subsidies in India. 

Thematic Link: Directly relevant to the proposed fertiliser subsidy reform mechanism 

 

2021 | GS Paper III, Mains 
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Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana is a flagship programme for affordable housing in India. 
Critically assess its performance and suggest measures to make housing accessible 
and affordable. 

Thematic Link: Maps to the land market, FSI, and urban housing affordability analysis 

 

2019 | GS Paper III, Mains 

What are the key impediments to private investment in Indian infrastructure? Suggest 
measures to overcome them. 

Thematic Link: Relevant to infrastructure financing, metro construction, and underground broadband 
investment 

 

2018 | GS Paper III, Mains 

How is private sector investment in infrastructure better than public sector 
investment? Discuss with special reference to urban transport. 

Thematic Link: Core question for public vs. private investment in metro and public transport 

 

2017 | GS Paper III, Mains 

Discuss the role of land reforms in agricultural development in India. What are the 
major challenges in implementing land reforms? 

Thematic Link: Relevant to land market distortions, FSI, and the political economy of land regulation 

 

UPSC Mains — GS Paper IV (Ethics) 

2023 | GS Paper IV, Mains 

What is intergenerational equity? How does this concept apply to natural resource 
governance in India? 

Thematic Link: Directly maps to groundwater depletion through subsidised electricity and the ethical 
dimensions of current vs. future generations 

 

2020 | GS Paper IV, Mains 

The Right to Information Act has been a game-changer in India's transparency 
landscape. Discuss its limitations and suggest reforms. 

Thematic Link: Maps to the opacity of FSI approvals and land regulation as a governance ethics issue 

 

APSC CCE Mains — Relevant Questions 

2022 | APSC GS Paper III 

Discuss the challenges of urban governance in Assam with special reference to 
Guwahati. What reforms are needed to improve urban service delivery? 

Thematic Link: Maps to public transport deficit, water supply, and urban infrastructure reform in the 
Northeast context 
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2021 | APSC GS Paper II 

Examine the impact of agricultural subsidies on the rural economy of Assam. Should 
subsidies be replaced by direct income support? 

Thematic Link: Directly relevant to DBT vs. in-kind subsidy debate in an Assam-specific context 

 

2019 | APSC GS Paper III 

What are the major bottlenecks in improving connectivity and digital infrastructure in 
Northeast India? Suggest measures for improvement. 

Thematic Link: Maps directly to broadband reliability, aerial cables, and the WFH infrastructure 
argument in the Northeast 

 

 

14. MODEL ANSWERS FOR SELECTED QUESTIONS 

These model answers are structured for UPSC Mains: introduction that frames the issue, body with 
multidimensional analysis, and a constructive conclusion. Each is approximately 250 words. Use them 
as templates, not as answers to memorise. 

 

Model Question: 

What are the main constraints in achieving faster agricultural growth in India? 
Suggest measures to overcome them with special reference to the role of subsidies. 
(GS Paper III, 15 Marks, 250 Words) 

Introduction: India's agricultural sector, employing nearly 45 percent of the workforce, 
suffers from a paradox: despite massive state support, productivity growth has stagnated 
and input efficiency remains poor. The subsidy architecture designed to support farmers 
has evolved into a system that, perversely, discourages efficient resource use.  Key 
Constraints:  1. Perverse Input Subsidies: Free electricity for agricultural pumping 
encourages unlimited groundwater extraction (Punjab, Haryana aquifers near exhaustion). 
Subsidised urea encourages overuse, degrading soil health. Fertiliser consumption is 
among the highest globally per tonne of output in many Indian states.  2. Fragmented Land 
Holdings: Average Indian farm size is 1.08 hectares (Agricultural Census 2015-16), making 
mechanisation and supply chain integration economically unviable without cooperative 
structures.  3. Market Linkage Failures: Price discovery is opaque, cold chain infrastructure 
is minimal, and APMC mandis often remain the only marketing channel — concentrating 
market power and depressing farm gate prices.  4. Climate Vulnerability: Rain-fed 
agriculture covers 60 percent of cultivated area, exposing farmers to annual rainfall 
variability with inadequate risk management tools.  Role of Subsidies — Way Forward: The 
core reform is to decouple income support from input use. Shifting fertiliser subsidies to 
Direct Benefit Transfer (cash per acre linked to soil health data) preserves farmer income 
while incentivising efficient fertiliser application. Agricultural power tariff metering — even at 
subsidised rates — would reduce the marginal incentive for profligate pumping.  
Conclusion: Agricultural reform is not about removing support but about restructuring it so 
that efficiency becomes profitable. The fiscal savings from rationalised subsidies should be 
reinvested in cold chain infrastructure, crop insurance, and precision irrigation — building a 
platform for sustainable, market-integrated agriculture. 
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Model Question: 

The Right to Housing flows from Article 21 of the Constitution. Examine the policy 
and legal dimensions of housing affordability in Indian cities. (GS Paper II, 15 Marks, 
250 Words) 

Introduction: The Supreme Court, in Olga Tellis v. Bombay Municipal Corporation (1985), 
held that the right to livelihood is integral to the right to life under Article 21. Subsequently, 
housing has been interpreted as a dimension of this right. Yet in Indian cities, housing 
affordability has deteriorated sharply — a failure that has legal, economic, and governance 
dimensions.  Root Causes of Unaffordability:  1. Regulatory Constraint on Supply: Floor 
Space Index (FSI) — the ratio of permissible floor area to plot area — is set artificially low in 
most Indian cities (1.5–2.5) compared to global megacities like Singapore (8–10) or Tokyo 
(4–13). Low FSI caps housing supply, creating artificial scarcity that inflates prices.  2. Rent-
Seeking in Approvals: Land-use change and FSI enhancement require regulatory 
clearances that are systematically used as rent-extraction opportunities by officials and 
politicians. This increases effective housing costs and slows construction.  3. Incomplete 
74th Amendment Devolution: Urban planning remains largely with state governments rather 
than empowered municipal corporations, creating governance fragmentation that delays 
approvals.  Constitutional and Legal Framework: Article 21, read with DPSP Article 47 
(standard of living) and the Housing for All mission, creates a constitutional commitment to 
affordable shelter. The Model Tenancy Act 2021 addresses rental market dysfunction but 
has not been uniformly adopted by states.  Way Forward: A phased FSI rationalisation, 
beginning with new suburban extensions and public transport corridors, would increase 
supply without immediate political backlash. Combined with transparent, rule-based 
approval systems (eliminating discretion), this represents the most direct path to 
constitutionally grounded housing affordability.  Conclusion: Affordable housing is not a 
welfare benefit but a constitutional obligation. Meeting it requires structural reform of land 
markets — not demand-side subsidies that leave supply constraints intact. 

 

Model Question: 

Intergenerational equity is a cornerstone of sustainable development. How does this 
principle apply to natural resource governance in India? (GS Paper IV, 10 Marks, 150 
Words) 

Introduction: Intergenerational equity, as articulated in the Brundtland Report (1987), holds 
that present generations must meet their needs without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet theirs. India's resource governance practices reveal systematic 
violations of this principle.  Key Violations:  1. Groundwater Depletion: Free agricultural 
electricity has made groundwater extraction essentially free at the margin. Several districts 
in Punjab, Haryana, and Rajasthan face water table exhaustion within decades — a natural 
capital destruction being borne by future generations.  2. Soil Degradation: Subsidised 
fertiliser overuse is acidifying soils and reducing long-term agricultural productivity — a 
deferred cost imposed on future farmers.  3. Urban Air Quality: Diesel generator use (driven 
by unreliable grid power) and vehicle proliferation (driven by absent public transport) impose 
air quality costs that accumulate as chronic health burdens.  Ethical Framework: The 
Arthashastra's concept of the king's duty to preserve rajya (the long-term health of the state 
and its resources) provides an Indian philosophical grounding for intergenerational 
stewardship. Rawlsian justice applied across time — the 'veil of ignorance' extended to 
future generations — demands that we not deplete resources that they will need.  
Conclusion: Intergenerational equity in India requires structural reform of subsidy 
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architecture, not voluntary austerity. Metered agricultural power, fertiliser DBT, and 
groundwater recharge mandates are governance imperatives, not optional efficiencies. 

 

 

Why This Topic is UPSC-Critical | Note-Making Tips 

This topic sits at the intersection of GS Papers II, III, and IV — and connects to the Essay 
paper's big-picture themes. It teaches you to distinguish between symptom management 
and structural reform, which is one of the most transferable analytical skills in UPSC 
preparation. The fertiliser-DBT argument recurs every 2-3 years in GS III. The housing-FSI 
argument is increasingly appearing in Paper II governance questions. The public transport-
women's participation link bridges Paper II (social justice) and Paper III (infrastructure).  For 
note-making: Build a two-column comparison table — 'Austerity Measure' vs. 'Structural 
Failure It Cannot Address'. This single table can anchor your answer to almost any 
governance or economy question in this space. Add one philosophical anchor (Rawls on 
FSI, Sen on public transport, Buchanan on rent-seeking) to each policy area in your notes. 
These are what differentiate 140-mark answers from 100-mark answers.  For APSC 
specifically: always add the Northeast India dimension — Guwahati's urban infrastructure 
deficit, Assam's agricultural subsidy dependence, and Northeast broadband connectivity as 
a separate analytical thread. APSC rewards local contextualisation consistently. 
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