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Road to Viksit Bharat runs through a strengthened NIPUN Bharat

Doubling down on the National Initiative for Proficiency in Reading with Understanding and Numeracy will vield long-lasting growth multipliers

Childiren entering India's Balvatikas
and pre-primary chssrooms this
year will turm 24 in 2042 They arethe
budlders, leadees, and enabers of a
Viksit Bharat.

Economists have found that the
driversof long-term growth are not
years of schoaling but rather the
quality of schooling. They show that
improving a nation’s leaming levels
by one standasd deviation keads 1o
roughly two percentage poimts of
additional GDP growtls

A basic bullding block for
chikiren to be able 1o Jearn at higher
levels of schooling ks foundational

literacy and numeracy (FLN) — the
abiliry of a child 1o read with mean-
Ing, write with understanding and
solve basic arithmetic problems
such as addition and subtraction by
Grade 3

To achieve FIN across the

country. the government launched
the National Initative for Prof)-
clency InReading with Understand-

ing and Numeracy (NIPUN Bharat)
Mission In July 2021 Its firsz five
years have demonstrated the gov-
emment’s abilty to institutionalise
FLN. The next phase must bulld
decisively on this foundation by
decpening what has  worked,
resOurcing what is pew, and cement-
Ing hard-won gains. The success of
NIPUNS next five years is critical in
the march toa Viksit Bhars,

Green shoots of progress via
NIFUN are clearly visible. The
Armual Status of Education Report
(ASER) 2024 records the sharpest
Improvensent in foundational learm-
ing India Ias seen in two decades,
Grade 3 numeracy Is up seven per-

centage polnts sinoe 2022, and read-
ing is up three percentage points,
NCERTS nmational assessment,
PARAKH Rashiriya Sarveksian
(FRS) 2024, confinms the trend.

According 1o PARAKH, Grade 3
studenss scare an average of 64 per
cent in language and 60 per cent in
mathensancs nationally,

Acritical and remarkable point
is buried in these resuls. Rural
India Is now outperforming urban
India, and girls are cutperforming
boys. NIPUN has reached the
children who were probably the
most disadvamaged Arst, invert-
ing the geography of educational
disadvantage.

Despite these praiseworthy
achievernents, challenges remain,
Sincouml problems need 1 be
addressed. The imminent extension
of the NIPUN Bharar Mission will
extend its mandate 1o Grade S This
exension must be seen as an
imperative to strengthen the pro-
gramme, broaden its scope, and
ensure that the roughly 38,000

Crorespent since inception are bever-
aged effectively. For this, we mast
more than double the anoual finan-
cial outhy from around Y3000 Croee
toover 130,000 crore.

While 210,000 crore maxy seem
large, It comes down to
21,500 per child for the 65 million
children in pre-prinary to Grade 5
in govemment and goverment-
aided schools, which is kess than 29
a day, a cost Jess than a cup of tea.
Whide existing line items may be
Increased to 6,000 crove duetothe
inclusion of Grades 3-5 new line
iremns will require an adcditional
24,000 crove, These are the key
focus areas:

Flrstly, allocations must be made
1osuppoct studerts who are lagging.
By Grade S 56 per cent of students
cannot read a Grade 2 text, and 70
percent Back basic arthmetic skaills,
This makes structured FLN remedi-
ation across Grades 30052 prioginy, It
5 necessary 10 provide remedial
Teacher Learning Materials (TLMs)
« kow-cost, play-based teaching rools

that support karmning.

Al an estimated cost of T100 per
child, reaching this cohort will cost
approsimately T200 crove.

Seconxdly, neardy §7 per cent of
children emering Grade 1 are not
adequately prepared ~ hacking the
ability to recognise palterns,
nambers, words and shiapes, essen-
tially basic liseracy and muneracy
markers that enable future kearning.
Tosolve this, significant focus st
be placed on instinationalising Bal-
vatikas - the theee-year pre-school
programume that equips children for
Grade 1,

Rather than spreading resources
thin, asharper appeoach woulkd be o
priovitise the 15§ per cent of schools
with enrolments greaer than 150
that coliectively serve 60 per cent of
all primary pupils This means
hiring educarors in these schools,
equipping them with TLMs, and
providing leaming spaces for Bal
vatikas. This would cost around an
additional TL500 crove per year, a
focused lovestment that maxinses

reach and

A third critical focus s assess-
ments - moee precise measure-
ment of FLN skills. There is also a
need 1o introduce Key Stage Assess-
merats (KSAS) for Grades 3 and 510
accumtely gauge grade-leved compe-
tencies, as envisaged in NEP 2020,
Accurase assessment would require
an investment of 2450 crore.

Fourthly, teachers are the
engines of NIFUN. Providing aca-
demic support and memoring
teachers at scale requires a reim-
agined approach where technology
plays acentral roke, Aconcretesiep s
to build the NIPUN Salaynk Pro-
gramme, which delivers online
training and mentoring through the
Vidya Samiksha Kendra (VSK),
bringing more frequent, targeted,
and measurable support directly to
teachers in their classrooms. This
new outhy would amount to T480
CIO0 POY yoar,

Finally, NIFUN Bharat should be
declared a flagship mission, akin to
others such as the Swacch Bhamt

Mission. Approximately T500 crore
shoukd be ring-fenced for Jan Bha-
gdhari Abhiyan, with the Centre
contributing 300 crore and stales
copeributing T200 croce, transiating
10 approimatedy 225 lakh per dis-
trict for grassroots mwareness and
commmainity participaion,

Every coumtry that turned foun-
dational leaming into prosperity
uilieon a similar philosophy.

South Xosea went from 22 per
cent liveracy in 1945 1o industrial
takeofl within 28 years by focusing
on FLN. Vietram's three-decade bet
on early-grace leaming now has its
chikiren cutreading those of the US
and UK. Indtia in 2026 seands exactly
21 years from 2047, precisely the
timeline these transformations
requiire to bear frule, At just T1.500
per child per year, history bas rarely
offered Lrxlia a better oppormunicy,

Ashish Dhawan is founder- CEQ,
The Convergence Foundation.
Rajiv Memani ischairman anxd
CEO, EY India




* Key Terms and Explanations

* Foundational Literacy and Numeracy (FLN): This represents a child’s critical ability to read
with meaning, write expressively, and solve basic diagnostic arithmetic operations—such as
addition and subtraction—by the time they complete Grade 3. For instance, an FLN-compliant
child should be able to read a simple age-appropriate storybook and correctly calculate the
total cost and change when buying a few items from a shop.

* NIPUN Bharat Mission: Launched in July 2021, the National Initiative for Proficiency in
Reading with Understanding and Numeracy is a targeted national intervention. Its mandate is
to systematically institutionalize and scale learning environments that ensure every child
achieves foundational competencies by the end of primary school.

* Viksit Bharat (Developed India) 2047: The strategic national vision aiming to transition
India into a fully developed economy by the centenary year of its independence. This long-
term objective hinges heavily on transforming human capital assets through high-quality public
systems.

* PARAKH Rashtriya Sarvekshan: A specialized national assessment framework operated
under the aegis of the National Council of Educational Research and Training (NCERT). It serves
as a performance review body designed to set norms, standards, and guidelines for student
assessment across India's recognized school boards.

* Balvatika: A structured, three-year pre-school programme designed to act as a preparatory
cognitive bridge for children before they formally enter Grade 1. It focuses on play-based
learning to build early pattern, shape, and language familiarity.

* Vidya Samiksha Kendra (VSK): A data-driven, technology-integrated central command
system that enables real-time tracking, evaluation, and targeted academic mentoring for
teachers and schools nationwide.

* Key Stage Assessments (KSAs): Competency-based standardized assessments proposed for
intermediate points (such as Grades 3 and 5) to gauge learning levels rather than test rote
memorization skills.



* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts

* The structural core of the discourse centers on treating early childhood learning as a primary macroeconomic
lever rather than a passive social welfare obligation.

* The Macroeconomic Value of Learning Quality

* Long-term, sustainable economic growth is not determined by the sheer number of years a child spends inside a
school building, but by the tangible quality of the education received. Data shows that raising a nation's average
learning outcomes by just one standard deviation yields a massive multiplier effect, translating into an approximate
2 percentage point increase in annual GDP growth. Foundational learning acts as the initial, non-negotiable
building block that allows individuals to acquire complex cognitive skills later in life.

* Reversing Historical Inequities

* Recent data from the Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) 2024 and NCERT’s PARAKH Rashtriya Sarvekshan
point to an encouraging upward trend in primary learning levels. Grade 3 numeracy scores have climbed by 7
percentage points since 2022, while reading comprehension has improved by 3 percentage points.

* Crucially, these metrics reveal an inversion of traditional educational disadvantages: rural students are
outperforming their urban peers, and young girls are demonstrating higher competencies than boys.

* The Scale of the Remaining Deficit

* Despite these positive indicators, a deep structural learning crisis persists in intermediate primary schooling.
Approximately 56% of Grade 5 students remain unable to read a standard Grade 2 text smoothly, and 70% lack
basic arithmetic capabilities. Because early gaps compound over time, it is vital to extend the remediation mandate
up to Grade 5 to prevent these learning deficits from hardening into permanent educational failures.

* Financial Realities and Strategy

* Tolock in these initial gains, the annual financial commitment must scale up significantly. The cumulative
expenditure of roughly 18,000 crore since the launch of the program needs to be matched by doubling the annual
outlay from 5,000 crore to over 210,000 crore. While a 10,000 crore figure sounds substantial, it breaks down to
an annual expenditure of only about 1,500 per child across the 65 million students enrolled in government and
government-aided schools—less than X9 per day. This makes early literacy one of the most cost-effective
investments available to the state.



e Historical Evolution of the Issue

* Pre-Independence Era (Colonial Legacy): Educational policy under colonial rule was explicitly elitist, designed primarily to train a small cadre of
clerks for the administrative machinery (as seen in Macaulay’s Minute of 1835). Mass literacy and foundational capabilities were largely ignored,
leaving the country with an literacy rate under 20% at independence.

* Post-Independence Expansion (1947-1980s): Early efforts focused heavily on building basic institutional infrastructure. The Kothari Commission
(1964-66) and the first National Policy on Education (1968) articulated the ideal of free, universal education. However, execution faced severe
constraints from limited resources, resulting in low retention rates and uneven school quality.

* The Era of Access and Enrolment (1990s-2000s): Targeted programs like the District Primary Education Programme (DPEP) and Sarva Shiksha
Abhiyan (SSA) in 2001 shifted the needle on school access. This effort culminated in the 86th Constitutional Amendment and the landmark Right to
Education (RTE) Act of 2009, which made schooling a fundamental right for children aged 6 to 14. Near-universal primary school enrolment was
achieved, yet this rapid expansion exposed a hidden problem: children were moving through grades without mastering basic reading or counting.

* The Recognition of the Learning Crisis (2010s—2020): Annual independent surveys, particularly the ASER reports, began highlighting a stark reality:
more than half of primary school students could not read texts designed for children two grades below them. This body of evidence shifted the
national policy conversation from "schooling for all" to "learning for all." The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 officially recognized this by stating
that an inability to master foundational literacy and numeracy renders all subsequent schooling largely meaningless.

* Targeted Missions and Current Framework (2021-Present): The launch of the NIPUN Bharat Mission in 2021 turned the policy directives of the
NEP into an operational blueprint. Moving through 2026, the focus has evolved from merely setting up the program to scaling its funding, expanding
remedial support through Grade 5, and integrating digital monitoring to sustain these gains ahead of the 2047 centenary goals.



STRUCTURAL TRANSFORMATION

OF PRIMARY EDUCATION IN INDIA:
A FOUNDATION FOR VIKSIT BHARAT (Developed India) 2047.
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* Logical and Philosophical Base
* Human Capital Theory

* The core argument treats human capability as an active economic asset
rather than a passive recipient of public welfare. It assumes that targeted
investments in cognitive development during early childhood generate
compounding economic returns over an individual's working life. Improving
education quality changes the labor force's capability profile, directly raising
national productivity and driving long-term GDP growth.

* The Cumulative Deficit Principle

* This framework operates on the logic that learning is an explicit
sequential process. If a child does not master basic phonetics, word
recognition, and simple arithmetic by Grade 3, their capacity to absorb more
complex concepts in STEM or humanities later on drops dramatically. The
education system effectively builds an intellectual mismatch when it pushes
illiterate children into higher grades, making later investments in high school
or vocational training highly inefficient.

* Spatial and Social Justice

* Prioritizing public school funding to reverse rural and gender-based
educational disparities aligns closely with John Rawls' concept of distributive
justice. True equality of opportunity cannot exist without foundational
capability equality. By using public policy to close early learning gaps, the
state actively works to dismantle structural, inherited disadvantages,
ensuring a child's socio-economic background does not dictate their lifetime
potential.




* Multidimensional Analysis
* Social Dimension
* Breaking Intergenerational Poverty: Ensuring children from disadvantaged backgrounds master basic literacy equips them to break out of persistent cycles of low-wage labor.

* Gender Empowerment Realities: As recent data shows young girls outperforming boys in early language and math competencies, FLN interventions act as a subtle but
powerful equalizer. This early success helps dismantle traditional patriarchal norms and increases women's long-term access to higher education and formal employment.

* Political Dimension

* Deepening Democratic Engagement: A literate, discerning citizen body is essential for a healthy democracy. Citizens who can read and understand information critically are far
better equipped to participate in political processes, evaluate policy claims, and hold public officials accountable.

* State Capacity and International StandinF: Achieving widespread literacy strenfg_the;ns a nation's internal governance and enhances its global reputation. A state's ability to
successfully execute large-scale human development initiatives is a key measure of its institutional capacity on the world stage.

* Legal Dimension

* Substantive Realization of Article 21A: The Constitution guarantees the right to free and compulsory education. However, a purely formal interpretation that focuses only on
ghysilcal school attendance falls short. High-quality foundational learning transforms this right from a simple legal guarantee into a meaningful opportunity for personal
evelopment.

* Rights-Based Policy Accountability: Standardizing key competency benchmarks gives citizens a clear, measurable baseline to hold educational authorities accountable if
schools fail to deliver basic learning outcomes.

e Ethical Dimension

* Ensuring Inter%enerational Justice: Failing to Frovide children with basic literacy skills leaves them ill-prepared for a rapidly changing digital economy. This represents a
significant ethical failure by the state, effectively limiting the choices and potential of future generations.

* Human Dignit¥: Literacy is closely tied to individual autonomy and dignity. The ability to read everyday text, handle financial transactions independently, and navigate public
life confidently is tfundamental to self-worth and social inclusion.

* International Dimension

* Global Structural Blueprints: Historical examples underscore the value of foundational education for long-term development. South Korea transformed its economy from low
literacy levels in 1945 to a major industrial player within a generation by prioritizing foundational education. Similarly, Vietnam’s consistent investment in early-grade learning has
enabled its students to match or outread peers in many developed nations.

* Global Labor Market Positioning: As the global economy increasingly rewards high-skilled work, maintaining an uneducated labor force risks keeping a nation stuck in low-
value manufacturing, vulnerable to automation and shifting international supply chains.

*  Economic Dimension

. UnIocki}r:g Growth Multipliers: Better learning outcomes translate directly into increased worker productivity and innovation, adding roughly 2 percentage points to annual
GDP growth.

* Maximizing Public Spend Efficiency: A daily investment of less than X9 per child to secure literacy prevents massive remediation costs later in high school and college, ensuring
public funds spent on education deliver a strong return.



* Linkages with NCERTs

* Class 11 Political Science - Indian Constitution at Work (Chapter 2:
Rights in the Indian Constitution): This chapter details the scope of
Fundamental Rights. It provides essential context for understanding how
the 86th Amendment and Article 21A evolved from a non-binding
Directive Principle (Article 45) into an enforceable right, highlighting the
state's obligation to provide quality primary education.

* Class 12 Economics - Indian Economic Development (Chapter 5:
Human Capital Formation in India): This text outlines how investments in
education and healthcare turn raw labor into a highly productive
economic asset. It mirrors the policy argument that long-term GDP
growth depends fundamentally on the quality of education rather than
just years of schooling.

* Class 10 Social Science - Understanding Economic Development
(Chapter 1: Development): This chapter introduces the idea that real
national development extends far beyond per capita income metrics to
include health indicators, life expectancy, and literacy rates. This provides
a clear conceptual foundation for the broader "Viksit Bharat" vision.




* Linkages with UPSC CSE Syllabus
* General Studies Paper 2 (Primary Focus)
* Section: Governance and Social Justice.

* Syllabus Topics: Issues relating to the development and management of Social
Sector/Services relating to Education, Human Resources, and matters involving poverty and
hunger. It directly relates to assessing how targeted government missions like NIPUN Bharat
improve public service delivery.

* General Studies Paper 3
* Section: Indian Economy and Growth.

* Syllabus Topics: Planning, mobilization of resources, growth, development, and
employment. It connects perfectly with arguments regarding how boosting learning quality
can lift long-term GDP growth by 2 percentage points.

* General Studies Paper 4
e Section: Ethics and Human Interface.

* Syllabus Topics: Human values, role of family, society, and educational institutions in
inculcating values; foundational values for public services. This offers material for
discussions on the state's ethical duties and the fair distribution of public resources.

* Essay Paper

* Themes: Highly applicable for essays focusing on education as a tool for social
transformation, leveraging demographic opportunities, women's empowerment, or
strategies for achieving a developed nation status by 2047.

* Relevant Optional Subjects

* Public Administration: Useful for analyzing inter-governmental funding structures,
digital monitoring tools like Vidya Samiksha Kendra, and the execution challenges of large
national missions.

* Sociology: Relevant for examining how education can drive social mobility or reinforce
existing class, caste, and spatial divisions.



* Way Forward

* To sustain early educational progress and achieve long-term developmental
goals, policy execution should focus on five key practical areas:

* Commit to Sustained, Long-Term Funding: The annual national budget for
foundational learning should scale up from 5,000 crore to over X10,000 crore.
This funding should be legally protected to guarantee stable, predictable support
for remedial programs across Grades 3 to 5.

* Expand and Stabilize Pre-Primary Programs: Establish the three-year Balvatika
preschool framework across the state school system. Initial efforts should
prioritize high-density primary schools (the top 15% of schools by size, which serve
60% of all primary pupils) to maximize early impact and ensure children enter
Grade 1 fully prepared.

* Roll Out Targeted, Tech-Driven Teacher Mentorship: Expand the NIPUN
Sahayak Programme by utilizing the data capabilities of Vidya Samiksha Kendras
(VSK). This approach should move away from traditional training models toward
continuous, classroom-based digital mentoring and providing accessible, play-
based Teaching Learning Materials (TLMs).

* Embed Regular, Competency-Based Assessments: Implement regular,
independent Key Stage Assessments (KSAs) at Grades 3 and 5. These assessments
must focus on evaluating real-world problem-solving skills and reading
comprehension rather than memory recall, allowing teachers to identify and
support struggling students early.

* Launch a Broad Public Engagement Campaign (Jan Bhagidhari Abhiyan): Turn
foundational literacy into a shared public priority rather than just a bureaucratic
program. Allocating dedicated funding (around X500 crore) can help drive local
awareness, mobilize community resources, and encourage parental involvement
to support learning outside the classroom.



UPSC CSE Prelims Questions

Q1. Consider the following statements regarding the NIPUN Bharat Mission:

1.1t aims to ensure that every child in the country necessarily acquires foundational literacy and numeracy by the end of Grade 3.
2.1t is launched as a centrally sponsored scheme under the aegis of the Ministry of Skill Development and Entrepreneurship.

3.lt incorporates the operationalization of pre-school preparatory classes termed 'Balvatikas'.

Which of the statements given above are correct?

(a) 1 and 2 only

(b) 1 and 3 only

(c) 2 and 3 only

(d)1,2and3

Q2. Which of the following constitutional provisions empowers the state to provide free and compulsory education to all
children of the age of six to fourteen years?

(a) Article 21A

(b) Article 45

(c) Article 51A(k)

(d) All the above

UPSC CSE Mains Questions

*2023 (GS Paper 2): "The shift from mere 'schooling' to 'learning' is the most critical imperative of India's contemporary education
policy reforms." In light of this statement, critically evaluate the role of the NIPUN Bharat Mission in structurally transforming
primary education.

*2020 (GS Paper 2): The National Education Policy 2020 is in conformity with the Sustainable Development Goal-4 (SDG-4) which
seeks to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education by 2030. Discuss the structural challenges in its implementation,
particularly at the primary education level.

*2017 (GS Paper 3): Commensurate with the size of its population, India logs a relatively low number of highly skilled workers.
Examine how fixing foundational learning deficiencies can improve the long-term productivity and employment potential of India’s
demographic dividend.



Reform delayed is reform denied

We have missed the bus before, but now reforms must become part of evervday conversation
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* Key Terms and Explanations

* Licence-Permit Raj: A system of bureaucratic regulations, quotas, and
licensing requirements that dominated India's economic policy from
independence until the 1991 economic liberalization. Under this regime, private
firms required government permission to set up operations, expand capacity, or
import capital goods, severely stifling innovation and entrepreneurial freedom.

* Factor Market Reforms: Structural alterations aimed at improving the
efficiency of the primary inputs of production—specifically land, labor, and
capital. Unlike product market reforms (which deal with goods and services),
factor market reforms change foundational laws, such as introducing flexible
labor regulations, digitizing land records, or simplifying land acquisition
processes to facilitate industrial growth.

e Capital-Guzzling Investments: Industrial strategies that require exceptionally
high capital expenditure (CapEx) relative to the labor they employ. A modern
automated automobile plant, for instance, requires billions in machinery but
employs few workers, representing a capital-guzzling, labor-saving model.

* Reform by Stealth: A policymaking approach where the state introduces
economic changes quietly or incrementally through executive actions to avoid
political backlash, instead of building public consensus. The lack of democratic
dialogue often makes these reforms fragile and vulnerable to reversal when
caught in public controversies.

* Socialist Pattern of Society: An economic framework adopted by India post-
independence (solidified in the 1956 Industrial Policy Resolution) where the
state owns or heavily regulates key strategic sectors to ensure equitable
distribution of wealth, prioritizing public sector dominance over private capital



* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts

* The analytical foundation centers on the premise that economic reforms lose their transformative potential if they are
delayed, resulting in structural distortion across key sectors.

* The Cost of Delayed Liberalization

* India historically missed critical economic inflection points by maintaining a closed economy while the "Asian Tigers"
(South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, etc.) and subsequently China aggressively pursued export-led manufacturing. Because India
bypassed a comprehensive manufacturing revolution and transitioned directly from agriculture to service-oriented growth, it
failed to create a wide safety net of low-skilled manufacturing jobs for its transitioning rural population.

* The Shift in Global Production Dynamics

* The economic landscape has fundamentally changed. Entering factor market reforms decades late means confronting an
era where manufacturing is increasingly automated. Modern industries rely heavily on labor-saving, capital-intensive
investments. Consequently, deregulatory reforms today will not yield the same massive job creation dividends they would
have produced in the 1990s. Delayed reforms directly stress the state exchequer, forcing governments to rely on fiscal
freebies and subsidies to pacify an underemployed, restless youth demographic.

e Sectoral Disconnects: Education, Health, and Agriculture

* Education: The primary education framework struggles to impart foundational literacy and numeracy (the 3Rs).
Meanwhile, undergraduate humanities and non-engineering courses often churn out graduates lacking market-aligned,
usable skills, occasionally channeling systemic frustration into political unrest rather than productive employment.

* Healthcare: Medical education remains prohibitively expensive, commercializing the profession. Graduates who incur
massive debts face structural pressure to maximize returns on investment, which can lead to rent-seeking behavior in clinical
practices.

» Agriculture: High fiscal expenditure remains concentrated at the Central level through minimum support prices (MSP) and
input subsidies (like ultra-subsidized urea), which distorts crop choices and damages soil health. The centralized food security
architecture encourages grain mountains and inefficiencies, rather than empowering individual states to manage localized
buffer stocks.



e Historical Evolution of the Issue

* The trajectory of India’s economic reforms can be traced across distinct historical phases,
highlighting how the timing and execution of policy shifts directly impact developmental
outcomes.

* The Post-Independence Era (1947-1980s): India adopted a mixed economic model,
choosing a socialist pattern of society. Fearing foreign economic dominance, the state
erected the Licence-Permit Raj, reserving major heavy industries for the Public Sector
Undertakings (PSUs). During this same period, East Asian economies aggressively embraced
export-oriented manufacturing, capturing the global consumer goods market.

* The Lost Decade and the 1991 Watershed: Despite minor incremental changes in the
mid-1980s, India resisted complete market liberalization until it faced a severe Balance of
Payments (BoP) crisis in 1991. While the subsequent LPG (Liberalization, Privatization,
Globalization) reforms dismantled industrial licensing and opened product markets, they left
crucial factor markets—such as land and labor regulations—Ilargely untouched.

* The Modern Conundrum (2014-Present): Recent governance has focused on enhancing
the ease of doing business, infrastructure development, and digital public infrastructure
(DPI). However, attempts to implement sweeping factor market overhauls (such as the recent
farm laws or unified labor codes) have met stiff political resistance from entrenched interest
groups. This friction underscores the limits of implementing top-down structural reforms
without widespread stakeholder consensus.
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* Logical and Philosophical Base

e State Paternalism vs. Market Rationalism

* The historical resistance to rapid market reforms stems from a deeply ingrained philosophical commitment to state paternalism. The post-
colonial Indian state viewed itself as the primary custodian of equity, assuming that unfettered private capital would exacerbate societal divisions.
In contrast, market rationalism argues that state-created monopolies and protective barriers suppress entrepreneurial energy, ultimately harming
the poor by limiting growth and job creation.

* The Political Economy of Vested Interests

* A major challenge to reform is the tension between concentrated costs and diffused benefits. Structural changes offer long-term, widespread
benefits to society (such as cheaper goods, better services, and higher productivity), but they impose immediate, concentrated costs on
entrenched interest groups (such as subsidized farmers, protected domestic industries, and state-school unions). Consequently, these organized
groups have strong incentives to resist policy shifts, often stalling necessary reforms.

* The Evolution of the Social Contract

* As automation and technological advancements reduce the availability of traditional, low-skilled manufacturing jobs, the state's role in the
economic contract is shifting. When structural reforms fail to generate sufficient high-quality employment, the government faces increasing
pressure to transform from a developmental catalyst into a welfare-provider. In this scenario, scarce public resources are diverted from long-term
assets toward short-term fiscal transfers to maintain social stability.



* Multidimensional Analysis
* Social Dimension

* Demographic Vulnerability: India's highly discussed "demographic dividend" risks turning into a demographic liability if millions of young people exit the education
system without marketable skills.

* Skill Mismatch and Social Restlessness: The current educational model often prioritizes rote learning over practical, technical skills. This dynamic produces
graduates who struggle to find employment in a modern, tech-driven economy, feeding systemic anxiety and social instability.

* Political Dimension

* Competitive Populism: To manage the fallout of delayed job creation, political parties often rely on competitive populism, offering short-term subsidies and
financial incentives. This focus on immediate electoral cycles can displace funding for long-term structural assets.

* Federal Friction: While key sectors like agriculture are constitutionally placed under the State List (Seventh Schedule), central programs like MSP and national food
security architecture often centralize control, creating administrative friction between the Centre and the states.

* Legal Dimension

* Complex Regulatory Frameworks: Complicated, outdated regulations across land acquisition, environmental clearances, and labor compliance create compliance
burdens for businesses, encouraging informal employment models.

* Implementation Gaps in Labor Reform: Although individual labor laws have been consolidated into four simplified national Labor Codes, their formal
implementation remains uneven across states due to political sensitivities.

* Ethical Dimension

* The Ethics of Public Healthcare: Prohibitively expensive medical education can commercialize healthcare provision. When student doctors take on heavy debt, it
can create misaligned incentives, leading to unnecessary diagnostic tests or procedures to recoup investments.

* Intergenerational Equity: Delaying necessary structural reforms passes the burden of fiscal debt, environmental degradation, and systemic underemployment to
future generations.

* International Dimension

* Global Supply Chain Realignment: In an era where global corporations are pursuing "China+1" diversification strategies, India's delayed factor market reforms can
weaken its competitive edge against agile alternatives like Vietnam, Bangladesh, and Indonesia.

* Trade Integration Hurdles: Persistent structural inefficiencies within domestic manufacturing and agriculture make India hesitant to join large-scale plurilateral free
trade agreements (FTAs), isolating its industries from global value chains.

e Economic Dimension

* Bypassing the Industrial Phase: India's atypical transition straight from an agrarian economy to a service-led growth model leaves it lacking a robust, labor-
intensive manufacturing core capable of absorbing low-skilled workers.

* Suboptimal Capital Allocation: Huge fiscal expenditures directed toward untargeted inputs (such as fertilizer subsidies) can lead to inefficient resource use,
distorting agricultural markets and draining funds that could otherwise build rural infrastructure.



Linkages with NCERTs

e Chapter 2: Indian Economy (1950-1990): Provides critical context on the
goals of five-year plans, the establishment of the socialist pattern of society,
and the implementation of the Licence-Permit Raj.

e Chapter 3: Economic Reforms Since 1991: Directly explains the background,
necessity, and consequences of the LPG reforms, highlighting what was
achieved and what structural elements remained untouched.

Class XII = Politics in India Since Independence:

e Chapter 3: Politics of Planned Development: Explains the early ideological
debates between the agricultural and industrial sectors, as well as the
political tensions inherent in adopting a mixed economy.

Class X — Understanding Economic Development:

e Chapter 2: Sectors of the Indian Economy: Breaks down the shifting
contributions of the primary, secondary, and tertiary sectors to India's GDP
and employment figures.




* Linkages with UPSC CSE Syllabus
* General Studies Paper Il (GS-2)

* Government policies and interventions for development in various sectors and issues arising
out of their design and implementation.

» Issues relating to the development and management of Social Sector/Services relating to
Health, Education, Human Resources.

* Functions and responsibilities of the Union and the States, issues and challenges pertaining
to the federal structure.

* General Studies Paper Il (GS-3)

* Indian Economy and issues relating to planning, mobilization of resources, growth,
development, and employment.

* Effects of liberalization on the economy, changes in industrial policy and their effects on
industrial growth.

* [ssues related to direct and indirect farm subsidies and minimum support prices; Public
Distribution System- objectives, functioning, limitations, revamping; issues of buffer stocks and
food security.

* Essay & Optional Subjects

* Philosophical and Economic Essays: Highly applicable for themes addressing the balance
between economic growth and social justice, or the challenges of managing democratic
consensus during major policy shifts.

* Optional Subjects: Extremely valuable for students taking Economics (Indian Economy,
structural changes, agricultural policy), Public Administration (policy formulation and
implementation challenges), or Political Science & International Relations (PSIR) (the political
economy of the Indian state).



*  Way Forward
* 1. Broadening Public Dialogue on Reform

* Governments should avoid pursuing "reform by stealth." Significant economic changes should be
accompanied by clear, open communication campaigns that directly address the concerns of affected
stakeholders. Building broad-based consensus and addressing anxieties early makes reforms far more
resilient against political reversals.

* 2. Transitioning to Targeted Direct Benefit Transfers (DBT)

* In agriculture, the fiscal approach should shift away from open-ended, distortive input subsidies
and centralized procurement. Transitioning toward decoupled income support via Direct Benefit
Transfers (DBT) empowers farmers to diversify into high-value, climate-resilient crops while reducing
environmental externalities like soil degradation.

* 3. Embracing Devolved Food Security Models

* Inline with the Seventh Schedule, the responsibility for managing buffer stocks and food security
distribution should be progressively decentralized to the states. The central government can provide
financial backing, allowing individual states to tailor procurement and distribution to local dietary
preferences and crop varieties.

* 4. Realigning Higher Education with the Modern Market

* Undergraduate curricula, particularly in non-technical and humanities streams, need to
incorporate practical vocational elements, data literacy, and soft skills. Partnering with private
enterprises can help ensure that educational institutions produce graduates equipped for a shifting,
technology-mediated employment landscape.

* 5. Revamping Medical Training Infrastructure

* To lower the costs of healthcare education and reduce commercial pressures on new doctors, India
should upgrade its primary care training infrastructure. Creating streamlined bridge courses for
qualified alternative medicine (Ayush) practitioners, alongside expanding the roles of nurse
practitioners and physician assistants, can help manage routine diagnoses and reduce pressure on
specialist doctors.



Prelims Questions

1. With reference to the Indian economy after the 1991 economic liberalization, consider the following statements: (2020)

1.Worker productivity (per worker at 2004—05 prices) increased in urban areas while it decreased in rural areas.

2.The percentage share of rural areas in the workforce steadily increased.

3.In rural areas, the growth in non-farm economy increased.

4.The growth rate of rural employment decreased.

Which of the statements given above is/are correct?

(a) 1and2only

(b) 3 and 4 only

(c) 3 only

(d) 1,2 and 4 only

Answer: (b)

2. Which of the following shield the Indian economy from external shocks? (2024)

1.High reliance on short-term foreign borrowings.

2.Promoting deeper integration with global value chains without domestic factor reforms.

3.Maintaining a robust foreign exchange reserve and focusing on structural domestic demand.

Select the correct answer using the code given below:

(a) 1and2only

(b) 3 only

(c) 2 and 3 only

(d)1,2and3 A

nswer: (b)

Mains Questions

*GS Paper 11l (2023): "Faster economic growth requires increased share of manufacturing sector in GDP, particularly of MSMEs. Comment on the present policies of
the Government in this regard."

*GS Paper 11l (2020): "Explain the meaning of investment in an economy in terms of capital formation. Discuss the factors to be considered while designing a
concession agreement between a public entity and a private entity for the construction of a sector of infrastructure."

*GS Paper 11 (2020): "In order to enhance the prospects of social justice and economic growth, the state must reform its primary education and healthcare systems
from the foundational level. Elucidate."

*GS Paper 11l (2018): "What are the core binding constraints that prevent the Indian manufacturing sector from achieving its full potential in generating employment
opportunities? Suggest policy measures to overcome these hurdles."
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* Key Terms and Explanations

* American Exceptionalism: This refers to the deeply held belief or doctrine that a nation
possesses a unique qualitative nature, history, and destiny that sets it apart from all other
nation-states. In practical geopolitics, this manifests as a self-perceived mandate to guide global
affairs and the unique systemic resilience to absorb immense strategic or military failures
without losing structural global dominance.

* Republican Freedom (Non-Domination): Unlike simple negative liberty (the mere absence of
interference), republican freedom is the structural condition of not being subject to the
arbitrary power or will of another. It acts as an institutional bulwark against tyranny.

* Civilisational Energy: A philosophical and sociological concept describing the collective drive,
vitality, and compounding momentum of a society. This energy fuels technological innovation,
intellectual curiosity, and systemic expansion, but it possesses a dual nature—capable of driving
both immense creative breakthroughs and devastating external or internal destruction.

* Constitutionalism: The political philosophy which mandates that the authority of
government is derived from, and strictly limited by, a body of fundamental law. It stands in
direct opposition to arbitrary rule and majoritarian despotism, ensuring that foundational
principles cannot be bypassed for transient political gains.

* Imperial Expansionism vs. Self-Determination: The permanent structural friction between a
powerful state's drive to master geographical and economic space (imperialism) and the
universal ethical right of distinct populations to govern themselves without external coercion
(self-determination).



* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts
* The Dual Nature of Civilisational Energy

* The foundational energy that propels a superpower is inherently double-edged. On one
hand, it unleashes an unprecedented wave of individual creativity, technological
exploration, and institutional experimentation. On the other hand, this exact same
compounding energy drives external territorial subjugation, the displacement of
indigenous populations, and the institutionalization of deep socio-economic hierarchies.
Liberty and empire, in this light, are not historical contradictions but simultaneous
expressions of the same underlying national vitality.

* The Paradox of Absolute Power

* A defining feature of global hegemony is the capacity to remain structurally insulated
from the consequences of strategic blunders. While ordinary states face existential crises
when their foreign policies collapse, an exceptionalist power can absorb massive,
prolonged failures without denting its core global dominance. Paradoxically, this safety net
causes the state to constantly seek or construct external existential threats as a
mechanism to manufacture domestic consensus and mobilize its sprawling resources.

* The True Roots of Contemporary Polarization

* Modern political fracturing within established democracies is often misdiagnosed as a
rejection of foundational democratic principles. In reality, the crisis stems from a deep-
seated ideological clash between two competing interpretations of their founding
heritage:

* The Darwinian Vision: Views freedom as the uninhibited, rugged discharge of
individual power and mastery over space—essentially a survival-of-the-fittest
competition.

* The Egalitarian Vision: Interprets freedom as an institutional project inextricably linked
to equality, requiring constitutional self-governance and the protection of vulnerable
strata from systemic domination.



* Historical Evolution of the Issue
* The Genesis and Ideological Framework (1776)

* The adoption of the American Declaration of Independence in 1776 transformed abstract Enlightenment philosophy into a revolutionary political
reality. By asserting that "all Men are Created Equal" and possess inalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, it established a
universal benchmark. However, this birth was structurally compromised from inception, as these liberties coexisted with the systemic realities of
chattel slavery and the violent displacement of Native Americans.

* Expansion and Internal Rupture (19th Century)

* The 1803 Louisiana Purchase exemplified the state's immense geographical expansion, acting as a catalyst for nation-building while intensifying
the dispossession of indigenous peoples. By 1859, the internal contradictions of this model reached a breaking point. Abraham Lincoln warned that
the foundational "self-evident truths" were being dangerously downgraded into mere "glittering generalities" to justify human bondage, an
ideological friction that ultimately culminated in the American Civil War.

* Global Projection and Decoupling (20th Century to Present)

* By the mid-20th century, the universal power of these democratic ideals completely decoupled from the foreign policy of the nation that birthed
them. In 1945, Ho Chi Minh prominently invoked the words of the 1776 Declaration to proclaim Vietnam's independence, turning the language of
Western liberty against Western colonial imperialism. In the contemporary era, as global hegemony faces challenges from alternative state-capitalist
models, the internal polarization between unbridled individualism and constitutional equality continues to test the resilience of democratic
frameworks globally.
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* Logical and Philosophical Base

* Understanding this socio-political dynamic requires an examination of the underlying philosophical pillars that support modern
constitutional democracies.

* The Enlightenment Synthesis: The core arguments rest upon the political theories of John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and
Immanuel Kant. The foundational assumption is that human beings possess inherent dignity and natural rights that precede the
formation of any state. The state's legitimacy is derived solely from its capacity to protect these rights through a social contract.

* The Dialectic of Freedom and Power: There is a profound philosophical recognition that freedom is not a static state of being but an
active, dynamic force. When freedom is unanchored from moral or egalitarian constraints, it naturally mutates into a drive for power,
accumulation, and domination over others. Therefore, the desire to be free and the desire to dominate often stem from the same vital
human impulse.

* The Constitutional Impulsive: This is the belief that raw human energy and political ambition can be successfully tamed through
institutional design. By utilizing sophisticated systems of checks and balances, separation of powers, and procedural rule of law,
constitutionalism attempts to convert a potentially destructive struggle for dominance into a stable, constructive engine for societal
progress.



* Multidimensional Analysis
* Social Dimension

* The primary friction lies between formal, legalistic equality and deep-rooted structural hierarchies. While a system may declare all citizens equal, systemic
inequalities based on race, class, or caste often persist. The social fabric becomes highly polarized when marginalized groups weaponize the state's own founding
egalitarian ideals to challenge the dominant hierarchies that control the socio-economic landscape.

e Political Dimension

* The stability of a democratic polity is threatened when constitutional procedures are no longer viewed as neutral arenas for dispute resolution. When polarization
deepens, political factions stop viewing each other as legitimate competitors and instead see one another as existential threats. This leads to the erosion of
democratic norms, institutional gridlock, and the rise of populist movements that prioritize majoritarian muscle over constitutional restraint.

* Legal Dimension

* The law serves as a battleground between conservation and transformation. On one hand, legal structures are frequently utilized to protect property rights,
concentrated economic power, and historical privileges. On the other hand, progressive jurisprudence can interpret constitutional texts expansively, turning abstract
rights into enforceable legal mandates that expand human dignity and protection from arbitrary state action.

e Ethical Dimension

* The core ethical dilemma is the moral hazard of exceptionalism. When a state convinces itself of its own moral superiority or unique historical mission, it
frequently justifies unethical means—such as unilateral military interventions, clandestine operations, or the suspension of civil liberties—in the pursuit of supposedly
noble ends. This creates a profound disconnect between proclaimed virtues and empirical actions.

* International Dimension

* Inthe global arena, this manifests as a structural clash between a rules-based international order and the raw exercise of superpower hegemony. While universal
human rights provide a powerful vocabulary for global civil society to fight oppression, powerful nation-states often instrumentalize these rights selectively, using
them as geopolitical leverage against adversaries while ignoring identical violations committed by themselves or their strategic allies.

*  Economic Dimension

* The economic engine of modern democracies is deeply tied to market capitalism, which unleashes incredible technological innovation, infrastructural
development, and material wealth. However, without robust regulatory interventions, this same system systematically concentrates wealth, drives severe income
inequality, and treats both human labor and natural resources as mere commodities to be exploited for endless expansion.



* Linkages with NCERTs

* Class XI NCERT - Political Theory (Chapters on 'Liberty' and 'Equality'):
These chapters are indispensable for understanding the conceptual divide
between negative liberty (freedom from interference) and positive liberty
(the capacity and resources to achieve one's potential). This directly mirrors
the contemporary struggle between Darwinian individualism and egalitarian
constitutionalism.

* Class IX & X NCERT - India and the Contemporary World (Chapters on the
French Revolution and Nationalism): These sections provide the necessary
historical context on how Western revolutionary declarations radically
transformed the global political vocabulary, serving as tools for both
European nation-building and subsequent global anti-colonial struggles.

* Class XIl NCERT - Contemporary World Politics (Chapters on Hegemony
and Shifting Power Blocs): This textbook offers a clear breakdown of the
dimensions of superpower hegemony—hard power (military), structural
power (global economic systems), and soft power (ideological and cultural
appeal). This is crucial for evaluating how universal ideals are projected and
contested on the world stage.




Linkages with UPSC CSE Syllabus
* General Studies Paper | (World History & Society)

* Syllabus Topic: History of the world including events from 18th century such
as colonization, decolonization, political philosophies like communism, capitalism,
socialism etc.—their forms and effect on the society.

* Application: Directly relevant for analyzing the ideological underpinnings of
the American Revolution, its impacts on global anti-colonial movements (like
Vietnam), and the historical co-existence of liberal democracies with colonial
expansion.

* General Studies Paper Il (Governance, Constitution, and IR)

* Syllabus Topic: Comparison of the Indian constitutional scheme with that of
other countries; Fundamental Rights; International Relations and the effect of
policies of developed countries on India's interests.

* Application: Critical for comparative analyses regarding how the Indian
Constitution balances individual liberty with social justice (Directive Principles)
versus Western models that traditionally prioritize individual property and
negative liberty. It also illuminates current dynamics in global governance,
multilateralism, and the shift from unipolarity to a multipolar world order.

* General Studies Paper IV (Ethics, Integrity, and Aptitude)

* Syllabus Topic: Ethical concerns and dilemmas in government and private
institutions; ethical issues in international relations and funding; political
attitudes and ideologies.

* Application: Provides rich conceptual material for essays and case studies on
the ethics of statecraft, the tension between national interest (Realpolitik) and
universal moral values, and the ethical implications of majoritarianism versus
constitutional morality.

* Optional Subjects (Political Science & International Relations - PSIR)

» Syllabus Topic: Paper 1B (Indian Government and Politics) and Paper 2A
(Comparative Political Analysis and International Politics).




* Way Forward
* Re-anchoring Liberty to Structural Equality

* Modern democracies must transcend the narrow definition of freedom as mere non-interference. True freedom cannot exist in an environment
of extreme economic precarity and social subjugation. Legal and economic frameworks must be updated to ensure that individual liberty is
structurally balanced with robust social safety nets, equitable access to quality public goods (education, healthcare), and targeted interventions to
dismantle historical socio-economic hierarchies.

* Cultivating Constitutional Morality

* To counter toxic political polarization, there must be a deliberate revival of constitutional morality among the political elite and general citizenry
alike. This involves respecting the spirit of institutional checks and balances, preserving the independence of regulatory and judicial bodies, and
adhering to procedural norms even when they frustrate short-term majoritarian objectives. Political leadership must prioritize consensus-building
over majoritarian executive dominance.

* Democratizing Global Governance Mechanisms

* Inan increasingly multipolar world, the enforcement and custody of universal human rights must be wrested away from the unilateral
hegemony of any single superpower. Global governance institutions—such as the United Nations Security Council, the international legal
architecture, and multilateral financial bodies—must undergo comprehensive structural reforms. This ensures they reflect contemporary
geopolitical realities and protect the principles of sovereign equality and genuine self-determination.

* Implementing Ethical Realism in Foreign Policy

* Nation-states must move away from hypocritical, exceptionalist foreign policy doctrines that use universal values as selective geopolitical
weapons. Instead, global powers should adopt a posture of ethical realism—aligning their national strategic interests with transparent, consistent
compliance with international law and bilateral treaties. This consistency is essential to restore global trust in democratic values and multilateral
institutions.



Prelims Oriented Themes

Q1. With reference to the history of modern political philosophy, the concept of "Constitutionalism" primarily implies which one of the following?
(a) The presence of a written constitution in a nation-state.

(b) A government whose authority is limited by a fundamental set of laws.

(c) The absolute supremacy of the legislative organ over the judiciary.

(d) The universal application of franchise to all adult citizens.

Hint: Focus on the core definition of limited government.

Q2. Consider the following statements regarding the concept of Liberty as understood in democratic systems:
1.Negative liberty refers to the absence of external constraints on an individual's actions.

2.Positive liberty is concerned with enabling conditions that allow individuals to achieve self-realization.

Which of the statements given above is/are correct?

(a) 1 only

(b) 2 only

(c) Both1and 2

(d) Neither 1 nor 2

1.Hint: Evaluate the dual definitions as discussed in foundational political theory.

Mains Questions (UPSC CSE & APSC)

*World History (GS Paper I): "The American War of Independence was an economic revolt against British mercantilism, yet it articulated a universal vocabulary of
human rights that reshaped modern global politics." Critically analyze this statement with suitable historical examples. (15 Marks, 250 Words)

*Polity & Comparative Constitutions (GS Paper Il): Examine the structural and philosophical differences between the Indian model of constitutionalism and the
Western model, particularly concerning how they balance individual liberty with the demands of socio-economic justice. (15 Marks, 250 Words)

*International Relations (GS Paper Il): "The contemporary crisis of multilateral institutions stems from the tension between a rules-based international order and the
unilateral exceptionalism practiced by global powers." Discuss the statement in light of shifting global power dynamics. (15 Marks, 250 Words)

*Ethics (GS Paper IV): What do you understand by the term 'constitutional morality'? How does a breakdown in constitutional morality manifest in the governance of
a highly polarized society? lllustrate with relevant ethical dimensions. (10 Marks, 150 Words)
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* Key Terms and Explanations

* Water Stress vs. Water Scarcity (Falkenmark Indicator): This index measures water scarcity
based on the total runoff available per inhabitant.

*  Water Stress: Occurs when the annual water availability drops below 1,700 cubic
meters (1,700 m3) per person. At this stage, temporary or localized shortages
emerge.

«  Water Scarcity: Occurs when availability falls below 1,000 cubic meters (1,000 m3)
per person. This severely disrupts food production, economic growth, and ecological
balance. Critical Indian river basins like the Krishna, Cauvery, Mahi, and Tapi are
currently operating below this extreme scarcity threshold.

* Global Water Bankruptcy: A conceptual framework introduced by the United Nations
University Institute for Water, Environment and Health (UNU-INWEH). It describes a systemic
crisis where global water consumption and pollution outpace the natural replenishment rate of
hydrological cycles. This leads to "closed river basins"—where rivers dry up before reaching the
sea—and the irreversible depletion of fossil aquifers.

* Circular Water Economy: A paradigm shift from the traditional linear "take-use-discharge"
model to a closed-loop system of "capture-treat-reuse." Instead of discharging municipal or
industrial wastewater into natural water bodies, it treats wastewater to standards suitable for
non-potable uses like industrial cooling, construction, and urban landscaping.

* Water Accounting and Auditing: A systematic process of identifying, quantifying, reporting,
and verifying information regarding water resources, flows, and institutional allocations within
a specific geographic domain or river basin. It mimics financial auditing to prevent "free-riding"
and unauthorized extractions.

* Conveyance Losses: The volume of water lost during its transit from the source (dams,
treatment plants) to the end consumer. These losses are primarily caused by physical leakages
in aged piped networks, evaporation in open canals, and structural seepage.



* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts
* The Core Asymmetry and Basin Distress

* |ndia faces a critical baseline imbalance: it supports 18% of the global human population with just 4% of the world's
freshwater resources. This structural fragility is worsening, with 11 out of 15 major river basins in the country experiencing
acute water stress. The crisis affects major urban economic hubs like Bengaluru and Delhi, as well as critical agrarian zones.

* The Asset-Management Paradox

* While major public investments like the Jal Jeevan Mission and Pradhan Mantri Krishi Sinchayee Yojana (PMKSY) have
expanded basic water supply infrastructure, the broader system remains inefficient. The sector is held back by:

* Poor maintenance of existing assets.

* Low cost-recovery models that make infrastructure financially unsustainable.

* Significant conveyance losses during distribution.

* Widespread pollution of existing surface water sources.

* The Four Pillars of Structural Re-engineering

* To prevent systemic water bankruptcy, the following four strategic reforms must be implemented together:

* Granular Climate-Proofing: Moving away from generalized, macro-level planning toward localized climate risk assessments.
This allows cash-strapped Urban Local Bodies (ULBs) to prioritize infrastructure spending in high-risk zones, such as low-lying
coastal urban areas or critical public infrastructure grids.

* Unlocking Wastewater Markets: Redefining wastewater as a valuable economic resource rather than an environmental
liability. Scaling up municipal wastewater treatment for construction and industrial use can generate substantial revenue while
significantly reducing urban freshwater deficits.

* Redesigning Agricultural Incentives: Agriculture consumes over 80% of India's freshwater, yet micro-irrigation covers only
20% of its 72-million-hectare potential. The current subsidy structure favors large landholders. Adjusting the base unit for micro-
irrigation subsidies down to smallholder levels (e.g., 0.4 hectares) and linking it to low-water, high-value cropping patterns can
drive meaningful conservation.

* Closing the Water Data Gap: India tracks macro-level water availability well but lacks granular data on actual consumption,
basin-level extraction, and end-user losses. Addressing this gap requires adopting advanced digital tools, including Al-based
leakage detection and widespread smart bulk water metering, similar to the modern electricity grid.



* Historical Evolution of the Issue
* Pre-Independence Era: Community-Led Coexistence

* For centuries, water management across the Indian subcontinent was decentralized and integrated into local communities. Traditional
rainwater harvesting structures—such as Baolis (stepwells) in Delhi, Johads in Rajasthan, Eris in Tamil Nadu, and Ahar-Pyynes in Bihar—were
managed through community governance systems like Kudimaramath.

* The late 19th century brought a shift toward centralization. The British administration introduced large-scale, run-of-the-river canal
networks, primarily aimed at generating land revenue and securing commercial crop production. This transition laid the groundwork for state-
dominated, engineering-focused water management.

* Post-Independence to the 1970s: The Hydraulic State

* Following independence, India focused heavily on building large physical infrastructure. Large multi-purpose river valley projects like the
Bhakra-Nangal, Hirakud, and Damodar Valley dams were championed as key drivers of national development.

* The onset of the Green Revolution in the late 1960s prioritized national food security. This led to a major expansion of flood irrigation
networks and public tube-well programs, which began to alter the country's hydrological balance.

* The 1980s to 2000s: The Groundwater Revolution and Policy Formulations

* During this period, the widespread availability of affordable diesel and electric pumps led to a major shift toward groundwater extraction.
Millions of individual farmers began tapping aquifers independently, a process accelerated by state policies offering free or heavily subsidized
electricity for agriculture.

* While the first National Water Policy was formulated in 1987 (and revised in 2002) to introduce integrated water resources management,
enforcement remained weak. During these decades, India became the largest extractor of groundwater globally, surpassing the combined
extraction rates of the United States and China.

e 2010s to the Present: Institutional Integration and Digital Governance

* Recognizing the fragmented nature of water governance, the Union Government created the unified Ministry of Jal Shakti in 2019, bringing
together previously disconnected departments. National policy shifted toward supply-side security through the Jal Jeevan Mission and
groundwater replenishment via the Atal Bhujal Yojana.

* Today, the focus is expanding beyond basic infrastructure creation to address climate resilience, circular urban water reuse, digital
accounting, and smart governance frameworks



A STRATEGIC ROADMAP FOR UPSC PREPARATION
lA PN UPSC CSE GENERAL STUDIES & ESSAY LINKAGES
kgsg g
O 4 p Scientific ch to scale Basin-level water data
-~ up treated wastewater (withdrawals, use, losses) EXPECTED
EF:lEAllJ_EEGSg-Er * Non- l::(t’:gepu:; ::;lmagshmg. S * Al-based monitoring for detection BENEFITS
: i e Bul
T © INVEST IN 23 ekt ot opportunty, #1@  SCALE UP e u.;:fv::%mm Reduced
gmfg gﬁg’ag;’e')‘ CLIMATE-PROOFING Msjcbs & MICRO-IRRIGATION W\ o cieciicy secto Deficits
' Expand beyond z 9 Economic
floge e . © Resources
Stressed Basins s
éMah' Tgp: K"és?ggo WATER REUSE bl
auvery below .
m? ger person) & CIRCULARITY : il;srt,::ﬁtam:
g s © CLOSE WATER
GBIOb::'u w:ter 7 O O DATA GAPS Revenue
ankruptcy Granular Risk 1) Generation
O N VA 55
Urban Deficits Prioritize Critical Redesign subsidies for Lona-Term
(Delhi, Bengaluru) Infrastructure. 2 e 1 :fe?ase) (4) Se?:urity
Leverage Urban Challenge  Non-potable use: car high-value crops Smart Bulk Water Meters R o
Infrastructure Funds (UCF) "as"(':‘;?cm:‘:s‘ec::":""inm"""g (homcultute oilseeds) End'user analyt'isis &
water accoun
Gaps zatai o opportunty, i jobs ;SIS  modelon ety sector @ Website: axiaiasacademy.com
\ J Andhra example  Phone: +91 6002-417488




* Logical and Philosophical Base
* The Tragedy of the Commons and Free-Riding

* The primary conceptual challenge in water governance stems from the "Tragedy of the Commons."
Because groundwater rights are legally tied to land ownership under the Indian Easements Act of 1882,
water is effectively treated as a private, infinite resource rather than a shared public good.

* Without granular consumption data and clear extraction limits, individual users have little incentive to
conserve. This creates a "free-rider" problem, where individuals maximize their personal water use at the
long-term expense of the broader community and shared aquifers.

* Shift from Anthropocentric Utility to Ecocentric Balance

* Historically, water policy has viewed river basins purely through an anthropocentric lens—treating
them as pipelines to meet human, agricultural, and industrial demands. This approach has led to closed
river basins that no longer reach the sea, severely damaging downstream delta ecosystems.

* Resolving this requires adopting an ecocentric perspective. This framework recognizes that rivers and
aquifers require a baseline of "environmental flows" to maintain their ecological integrity and support
human livelihoods over the long term.

* The Commodity vs. Social Welfare Dilemma
* Water policy operates at the intersection of two distinct philosophies:

* Water as an Economic Good: This view argues that water must be accurately priced to reflect its
scarcity, recover operational costs, and encourage efficient use. Without proper pricing, the infrastructure
required to deliver clean water collapses due to underfunding.

*  Water as a Fundamental Human Right: Rooted in Article 21 of the Indian Constitution (the Right to
Life), this principle establishes that access to clean drinking water is a basic human necessity that the
state must guarantee, regardless of an individual's ability to pay.

* Balancing these two imperatives requires a tiered approach: ensuring a baseline volume of safe water
for daily human needs as a social right, while pricing commercial, industrial, and luxury use as an
economic commodity.



* Multidimensional Analysis
* Social Dimension

* Gender Disparities: The domestic water crisis directly impacts gender equity. In water-scarce rural and peri-urban areas, women and young girls bear the primary responsibility
for collecting water, which reduces their time for education, paid work, and rest.

* Urban Agglomeration and Inequality: Rapid, unplanned urban growth creates sharp divides in water access. Privileged areas often receive subsidized piped water, while
informal settlements and slums must rely on expensive, unregulated water tankers. This disparity frequently leads to localized civil friction and "water riots."

* Political Dimension

* Competitive Populism vs. Resource Sustainability: Electoral politics often encourages competitive populism, such as providing free, unmetered electricity to agriculture. While
politically popular, these policies accelerate groundwater depletion and leave state power utilities financially strained.

* Inter-State Federal Friction: Because rivers span state lines, water scarcity easily leads to political friction between states. Disputes over basins like the Cauvery, Krishna, and
Mahadayi often lead to protracted legal battles and regional political tensions, challenging the principles of cooperative federalism.

* Legal Dimension

* Legislative Fragmentation: Under the Seventh Schedule of the Indian Constitution, "Water" is primarily a State subject (Entry 17 of the State List), while the Central
Government handles the regulation of inter-state rivers (Entry 56 of the Union List). This division complicates the enforcement of unified national regulations.

* Outdated Legal Frameworks: The Indian Easements Act of 1882 links groundwater extraction rights directly to land ownership. This outdated legal link prevents states from
effectively regulating over-extraction on private property, making groundwater management highly difficult.

* Ethical Dimension

* Intergenerational Inequity: Current consumption patterns are rapidly depleting deep fossil aquifers that take centuries to recharge. By over-extracting water today, the current
generation is shifting the environmental burden onto future generations, leaving them with severely diminished water security.

* Eco-Justice: Diverting entire river systems for human use without leaving adequate environmental flows alters natural habitats, leading to biodiversity loss and the degradation
of river ecosystems.

* |International Dimension

* Transboundary Hydro-Diplomacy: India occupies a central geographic position in South Asian hydrology, acting as a downstream state for rivers originating in China (the
Brahmaputra/Yarlung Tsangpo) and an upstream state for rivers flowing into Pakistan (the Indus) and Bangladesh (the Ganga and Teesta). Rising domestic water stress complicates
transboundary water treaties and shapes broader regional geopolitics.

* Global Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): India's progress on domestic water security is directly linked to its ability to meet SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation) and SDG
13 (Climate Action) by 2030.

*  Economic Dimension

* The Wastewater Market Potential: Transitioning to a circular water economy presents significant economic opportunities. Developing commercial treated wastewater markets
for industrial and construction sectors can unlock billions in revenue and create thousands of specialized green jobs by 2047.

* Agricultural Value-Chain Distortions: Distorted price support mechanisms and poorly targeted input subsidies encourage farmers to grow water-intensive crops like paddy and
sugarcane in naturally water-scarce regions. This misallocation reduces overall water productivity and exposes agricultural supply chains to significant climate risks.



* Linkages with NCERT Textbooks
* Class X — Contemporary India-ll (Geography), Chapter 3: "Water Resources"

* Connection: This chapter introduces the concepts of water scarcity,
guantitative and qualitative water stress, and the historical development of
multi-purpose river valley projects. It provides the foundational framework
needed to understand the transition from traditional water harvesting
networks to large-scale modern dams.

* Class Xll — India: People and Economy (Geography), Chapter 6: "Water
Resources"

* Connection: This textbook provides a detailed analysis of India’s surface
and groundwater resources, sectoral water consumption patterns
(highlighting agriculture's dominant share), and spatial variations in water
availability. It directly supports the data discussed in image_59ef76.jpg
regarding water-stressed river basins and declining per-capita water
availability.

* Class XI — Indian Constitution at Work (Political Science), Chapter 7: "Federalism"

* Connection: This chapter examines the division of legislative powers
between the Union and State lists. It helps students understand the
constitutional friction between Entry 17 of the State List and Entry 56 of
the Union List, which complicates the resolution of inter-state river
disputes and the implementation of a unified national water policy.



* Linkages with the UPSC CSE Syllabus
* General Studies Paper | (GS1)

* Syllabus Topic: Salient features of world’s physical geography; Changes in critical
geographical features (including water-bodies and ice-caps) and in flora and fauna and the
effects of such changes.

* Application: Evaluating how climate change altered monsoon patterns, combined
with localized over-extraction, transforms active perennial river basins into
seasonal, water-stressed systems.

* General Studies Paper Il (GS2)

* Syllabus Topic: Government policies and interventions for development in various sectors
and issues arising out of their design and implementation.

* Application: Analyzing the design challenges of agricultural input subsidies, the
implementation of the Jal Jeevan Mission, and the legal frameworks governing
inter-state river water disputes tribunals.

* General Studies Paper Il (GS3)

* Syllabus Topic: Major crops, cropping patterns in various parts of the country, different
types of irrigation and irrigation systems; Conservation, environmental pollution and
degradation, environmental impact assessment.

* Application: Assessing the economic and environmental benefits of scaling up
micro-irrigation technologies, creating treated wastewater markets, and
implementing digital water auditing tools to improve resource productivity.

* General Studies Paper IV (GS4) & Essay
* Syllabus Topic: Human Values & Ethics; Environmental Ethics; Concept of Public Good.

* Application: Writing analytical essays on resource allocation dilemmas, exploring
the ethical dimensions of the "Tragedy of the Commons," and balancing
intergenerational equity with current economic growth goals.




*  Way Forward
* Institutionalizing Localized Climate Finance

* Urban planning should adopt granular, basin-scale climate risk assessments rather than relying on macro-level regional data. Central
and State governments can incentivize cash-strapped Urban Local Bodies (ULBs) by expanding mechanisms like the Urban Challenge Fund
(UCF). Municipalities should follow models like Visakhapatnam, using targeted funding to climate-proof urban drainage and water supply
assets against extreme weather events.

* Mandating Urban Water Circularity

* Cities must transition away from linear consumption by legally mandating the reuse of treated wastewater for all non-potable urban
applications, including commercial real estate, construction, municipal landscaping, and data center cooling. Scaled-up municipal models,
such as the one implemented by the Thane Municipal Corporation, demonstrate that treating wastewater can reduce urban freshwater
deficits while generating sustainable municipal revenue.

* Realignment of Agrarian Subsidies and Incentives

* Given that agriculture is the largest consumer of water, micro-irrigation policies must be restructured to better serve small and
marginal farmers:

* Acreage Base Adjustment: Redesign micro-irrigation financial assistance programs by lowering the eligibility base unit from 1.0
hectare to 0.4 hectares. This adjustment ensures that smallholders receive targeted capital subsidies for drip and sprinkler installations.

* Crop-Insured Diversification: Link financial support under the Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana (PMFBY) to low-water, high-value
alternatives like horticulture and oilseeds, particularly in drought-prone regions such as Rayalaseema. This helps protect farmers against
transition risks while reducing water use.

* Building a Digital Water Data Architecture
* To address the "free-rider" problem and manage water demand effectively, India needs to upgrade its data infrastructure:

* Infrastructure Monitoring: Deploy Al-driven sensors and loT-based monitoring tools along major distribution lines to de?
and repair structural leaks in real time.

* Consumer Metering: Expand smart bulk water metering systems in major urban centers like Delhi and Bhubanesw:= real-time
distribution losses. The successful rollout of over 4.93 crore smart electricity meters serves as an operational bluepri dernizing
the water sector.



Theme)
* General Studies Paper Il (GS2)

* "Constitutional mechanisms to resolve the inter-state water disputes have
failed to address the nexus of politics and regional identity. Discuss with
examples." (2022)

* "The ideal of cooperative federalism is frequently tested by hydro-political
frictions over river basin management among riparian states. Elucidate."
(Simulated Theme)

* General Studies Paper Il (GS3)

* "Suggest measures to improve water-use efficiency in Indian agriculture,
keeping in view the depleting water resources." (2020)

* "What are the salient features of the Jal Shakti Abhiyan launched by the - \
Government of India for water conservation and water security?" (2020)

* Relevant Previous Years' Mains Questions

* General Studies Paper | (GS1)

* "What is water stress? How and why does it differ regionally in India?" (2019)

* "Critically examine how the monoculture of sugarcane and paddy crops in parts
of India is leading to groundwater depletion and soil degradation." (Simulated

* "Analyze the economic and ecological potential of transitioning from a linear \
water management framework to a circular water economy within India’s
industrial sectors." (Simulated Theme)
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