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* Key Terms and Explanations

* Autonomous Hill Development Councils (AHDCs): These are statutory local self-governance bodies established through specific legislative acts to manage developmental, financial, and
administrative matters in remote, mountainous regions. Unlike standard panchayats, they possess wider executive powers over sectors like land utilization, local taxation, and budget preparation.
For instance, the councils established in Leh and Kargil were designed to address the unique developmental challenges posed by isolated geographical terrains.

* Sixth Schedule of the Indian Constitution: Under Articles 244(2) and 275(1), this schedule provides for the creation of Autonomous District Councils (ADCs) in specific tribal areas. These
constitutional bodies enjoy significant legislative, executive, and judicial autonomy, including the power to make laws on land, forests, and customary laws, subject to the Governor's assent. This
creates a distinct constitutional layer of protection compared to statutory councils.

* Article 371 of the Indian Constitution: A constitutional provision that grants special status, safeguards, and administrative customizations to specific states or regions (such as Nagaland,
Mizoram, or Farts of Maharashtra and Gujarat). It aims to protect local cultural identities, customary laws, and economic interests while facilitating balanced regional development without
necessarily altering the overarching federal blueprint.

* Administrative Decentralisation vs. Political Fragmentation: Administrative decentralisation involves devolving executive functions, planning powers, and public service delivery to smaller,
localized units to improve efficiency. Conversely, political fragmentation occurs when the division of institutional authority dilutes the collective bargaining power and cohesive voice of a region,
potentially weakening a unified representative governance structure.

* Statutory Status vs. Constitutional Status: Statutory bodies derive their existence, powers, and functions from an ordinary Act passed by a legislature, making them susceptible to
amendments or structural changes by the executive. Constitutional bodies, however, are explicitly enshrined within the text of the Constitution, offering them greater permanent protection,
institutional resilience, and immunity from arbitrary executive downsizing.

* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts

. IThe ongoing governance restructuring highlights a fundamental tension between institutional expansion driven by the state and the pursuit of unified legislative representation by regional
civil society.

* The Core Thesis

¢ The administrative initiative to establish Autonomous Hill Development Councils across all seven districts of Ladakh represents a critical debate between bureaucratic decentralization and the
local demand for a unified, constitutionally safeguarded legislative framework. While the administration frames the move as an essential step toward localized grassroots empowerment, civil
society views it as a structural atomization that could undermine the region's broader political agency.

e Arguments in Favor of Multi-Council Expansion

* Geographical Imperatives and Spatial Isolation: Spanning over 60,000 square kilometers with a sparse population of approximately three lakh, the region features isolated settlements
separated by rugged mountain ﬁasses. The administrative viewpoint holds that a single or double-tier council system cannot adequately cater to the hyper-local developmental needs of distant
valleys like Nubra, Zanskar, or Changthang, making localized district planning an operational necessity.

* Deepening Grassroots Governance: By invoking statutory provisions that allow for a council in each district, the administration aims to bring governance closer to the people. This setup is
intended to give newly created districts direct control over their localized budgets, infrastructure projects, and immediate administrative priorities.

* Counterarguments and Regional Apprehensions

* Dilution of Central Political Authority: Prominent civil society coalitions, including the Apex Body Leh and the Kargil Democratic Alliance, contend that ‘oroliferating micro-councils without an
overarching legislative assembly fragments the region’s collective political voice. They argue that distributing power across seven distinct statutory entities leaves the territory without a strong,
unified negotiating body vis-a-vis the Union government.

* The Paradox of Bureaucratic Centralization: A primary grievance raised by local leadership is that since the transition to a Union Territory without a legislature in 2019, real decision-making
authority has mcreasngjgly centralized within the Lieutenant Governor’s secretariat and bureaucratic departments. Critics point out that existing councils have seen their decisions on land
management bypassed, staff redeployed, and financial allocations constrained, raising concerns that creating more councils will expand bureaucracy rather than genuine local empowerment.

* Procedural Divergence and Trust Deficit: The friction is further compounde_d.prroceduraI disputes. Regional representatives argue that major institutional restructuring plans have been
pushed through without building a genuine consensus, deepening the trust deficit between the local population and the central administrative machinery.



* Historical Evolution of the Issue

* Pre-Independence to Post-Independence Integration: Historically characterized by a unique cultural, linguistic, and spiritual identity distinct from the Kashmir
Valley and Jammu, the region maintained a distinct geopolitical profile. Following independence, its integration within the larger state of Jammu and Kashmir
frequently led to local grievances regarding perceived political marginalization and neglect of its unique developmental challenges.

* The 1990s and the Genesis of Statutory Councils: Following prolonged agitations for political autonomy and Union Territory status, the central government
enacted the Ladakh Autonomous Hill Development Council Act in 1995. This led to the formation of the Leh Council in 1995, followed by the Kargil Council in 2003.
These bodies were designed to manage local planning and land use, serving as an early experiment in regional autonomy within a larger state structure.

* The 2019 Reorganization Landmark: The implementation of the Jammu and Kashmir Reorganization Act in 2019 fundamentally transformed the region's
governance architecture by separating it into a distinct Union Territory. While this fulfilled a long-standing demand for separation from Jammu and Kashmir, the
omission of a legislative assembly created a new institutional vacuum, shifting the political focus toward protecting local land, jobs, and demographic integrity.

* The Current Phase of Structural Proliferation (2025-2026): The governance debate entered a new phase with the administrative creation of five new districts
(Drass, Sham, Nubra, Changthang, and Zanskar), bringing the total to seven. The subsequent move to establish autonomous councils for each of these districts has
brought the long-standing debate over the balance between administrative fragmentation and democratic representation back to the forefront.

* Way Forward

* Implementing an Asymmetric Multi-Tier Governance Architecture: A potential long-term solution lies in creating a balanced framework that combines both
regional and local governance. This could involve establishing an overarching, elected Union Territory-level representative body—safeguarded by a customized
framework under Article 371—to protect land, identity, and legislative rights, while retaining district-level councils to handle hyper-local developmental execution.

* Statutory Empowerment and Functional Devolution: Rather than simply increasing the number of councils, the focus should be on strengthening their operational
capacity. This includes granting definitive authority over local land administration, ensuring independent and non-divertible budgetary streams, and providing
dedicated administrative staff. These steps would help prevent the councils from being sidelined by bureaucratic processes.

* Institutionalizing Consensus-Led Dialogue: To address the current trust deficit, the administration and regional civil society groups like the Apex Body and Kargil
Democratic Alliance need to re-engage in structured consultations. Major structural changes, such as modifying council setups or shifting administrative boundaries,
should ideally be developed through open negotiation rather than unilateral executive orders.

* Strengthening Border Communities: Recognizing that local border populations are critical to regional stability, governance models should prioritize sustainable
economic incentives, environmental protections, and youth employment. Ensuring that local communities feel politically empowered and economically secure is
essential for long-term stability along sensitive frontiers.
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e ECONOMY

India-UK FTA kicks in: What changes for consumers and industry

Ravi Dutta Mishra
New Delhi, July 15

AMID A fracturing world trade order, the
India-UK free trade agreement (FTA) came
into effect on Wednesday. The deal, negoti-
ated over four years and marked by major
political volatility in London, is India's first
comprehensive deal with a developed
country. The deal laid the framework for In-
dia’s negotiations with the European Union.

With the deal, India’s labour-intensive
goods exports, such as textiles, footwear
and gems and jewellery, could get a boost.
Indian consumers can access British cars,
scotch and chocolates at lower prices. India
has reduced tariffs on around 90% of prod-
ucts and the UK has eliminated tariffs on
99% of Indian exports.

Changes for consumers

Forthe first time, India has given major
concessions toimported cars and alcoholic
beverages in an FTA, reducing tariffs for
British cars from up to 110% to 30% in year
one. The duty will go down to 10% by year
five of the deal coming into effect. The an-

nual quota for British cars starts at 20,000
vehicles and peaks at 37,000 by year five.

India has also given major concessions
to British alcoholic beverages by reducing
tariff from 150% to 75% initially and then
to 40% by year 10. According to Delhi-
based thinktank Global Trade Research In-
itiative (GTRI), this is a major concession as
India is one of the world's largest and fast-
est-growing spirits markets and the UK is
the world’s largest whisky exporter,

Indian textile exports currently face tar-
iffs of up to 10% in the UK. The trade deal
could place India on a more level playing
field with competitorssuch as Bangladesh,
thereby boosting exports. India's gems &
jewellery exports, along with footwear ex-
ports, will also get aboost as duty inthe UK
has been eliminated from up to 12% and
16% respectively.

Customs changes

For the first time in an FTA, India has
allowed a system of self-declaration of ori-
gin by exporters or producers in the United
Kingdom, replacing the conventional sys-
tem of certificates issued by designated

Morechoices,
lower prices

@ Indian consumers
can access British
cars, scotch and
chocolates at lower
prices

® Tariffs for British
beauty and cos-
metics and sports
equipment have also
been removed or
reduced.

authorities, which often causes delays and
hurdles. Experts said this could become the
custom norm for exporters in developed
countries suchasthe EU and US, making it
comparatively easier for them to ship
goods to India.

This customs change comes as India is
also aiming to reduce its dependence on
Chinese and Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) exporters.

India’s dependence on Chinese medical
devices has been a concern. Now, New
Delhi has removed up to 14% tariffson the
UK's medical devices, with phased tariff re-
ductions for some sensitive items.

Quota on steel exports

Commerce Secretary Rajesh Agarwal at
apress briefing said quotas allocated by the
UK will ensure that India’s iron and steel
exports go up. A government official said
India’s iron and steel exports will grow from
around $850 million to over $1 billion.

The curbs on steel imports announced
by the UK after the trade negotiations had
become a major flash point before the deal
came into effect.

Concessions for professionals

The Commerce and Industry Ministry
said that the deal on social security con-
tributions would benefit 75,000 Indian Pro-
fessionals and around 900 firms by provid-
ing exemption from contribution to UK
National Insurance for five years. It covers
the most important element of avoiding
double contribution, exempting em-
ployees of Indian companies in the UK
from contributing to the UK system.

The challenges

A commerce and industry ministry of-
ficial said the labour and environment
chapter of the India-UK agreement is not
binding. Experts said this is a big win for
India, as western countries have strong la-
bour and environment norms that tend to
act as a non-tariff barrier for exports from
developing nations. However, Indiadid not
get an exemption from the UK's proposed
Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (a
pricing framework to ensure imported car-
bon-intensive goods face a carbon cost
comparable to domestic products), which
come into effect from January 1 next year.




* Key Terms and Explanations

* Free Trade Agreement (FTA): A comprehensive bilateral or multilateral treaty that eliminates or drastically reduces tariffs, quotas, and non-tariff barriers on goods and services traded across
international borders. Unlike a customs union, participating nations maintain independent trade policies toward non-members. For instance, an FTA allows goods like garments or machinery to
cross borders with minimal customs duties, directly lowering production and retail costs.

* Rules of Origin & Self-Declaration: The criteria used to determine the national source of a product. In modern trade pacts, the shift toward a "self-declaration" system allows certified
exporters or producers to self-certify that their goods meet the re%ional value content requirements, completely replacing the cumbersome process of obtaining certificates from state-
designated bureaucratic authorities. A practical example is a British automaker certifying the regional components of a vehicle directly on the commercial invoice, bypassing weeks of
administrative customs delays.

* Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism fCBAM): A green trade tariff imposed on carbon-intensive imports entering a jurisdiction. It aims to equalize the price of carbon between domestic
production and imports, ensuring that compliance with strict domestic environmental laws does not lead to "carbon leakage" (companies relocating to countries with weaker climate policies).
For example, if an Indian steel manufacturer exports to a country with a CBAM framework, the steel will be taxed at the border based on its embedded carbon footprint unless an equivalent
carbon price was already paid domestically.

* Double Social Security Contribution: A regulatory friction where expatriate professionals working temporarily in a foreign country are forced to contribute to the social security system of
both their home country and the host nation, despite being ineligible to reap the IonF-term benefits of the host country’s system. A totalization or exemption clause resolves this by exempting
transient workers from these local statutory deductions for a specified period, directly increasing the take-home pay of skilled professionals.

* Non-Tariff Barriers (NTBs): Regulatory hurdles, technical specifications, sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) measures, or labor and environmental clauses used to restrict imports without
resorting to direct customs duties. Developed economies frequently use stringent domestic labor standards or green regulations as non-tariff barriers to block cheaper manutacturing imports
originating from developing nations.

* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts
* The Core Thesis

* The contemporary architecture of global trade is shifting away from multilateral consensus toward strategic, high-value bilateral economic partnerships. Within this landscape, comprehensive
economic partnerships between a fast-growing developing economy and an advanced Western industrial power represent a paradigm shift. These agreements seek to balance aggressive
domestic market protection for sensitive sectors with the aggressive pursuit of outward market access for labor-intensive manufacturing and high-skilled services.

* Strategic Drivers and Market Concessions

* Asymmetric Tariff Rationalization: A core feature of this economic framework is the deep cuts in custom duties. The advanced economy eliminates tariffs on nearly all export lines, while the
devgloping country undertakes a calibrated reduction across the majority of its tariff lines, successfully protecting its hyper-sensitive sectors while opening up access to premium foreign
products.

* Reciprocal Sectoral Boost: The trade architecture provides immediate market access to the developing nation's labor-intensive sectors—such as textiles, footwear, and ﬁems and jewelry—by
removing traditional tariff penalties. Concurrently, the developed nation gains access to vast consumer markets for premium goods like automobiles and spirits through a phased reduction of
historical, triple-digit protectionist duties.

* Supply Chain Decoupling and Diversification: Beyond simple commerce, these partnerships act as a strategic hedge against over-reliance on concentrated supply hubs, particularly in East
ﬁsia. By lowering tariffs on critical high-tech inputs, such as advanced medical devices, nations can re-engineer their supply chains away from geopolitical adversaries and toward reliable
emocratic partners.

* Structural Counterarguments and Friction Points

* The Shadow of Climate Protectionism: The primary challenge to these long-term trade frameworks is the unilateral enforcement of green tariffs like the Carbon Border Adjustment
Mechanism. These mechanisms threaten to erase the competitive pricing gains achieved through tariff elimination, effectively transforming environmental standards into formidable trade
barriers for heavy industries like iron and steel.

* The Sovereign Boundary of Labor and Environment: While developing nations view the exclusion of legally bindin% labor and environmental clauses as a massive victory against non-tariff
barriers, critics argue that non-binding chaPters lack enforcement mechanisms. This omission leaves the agreement vulnerable to domestic political backlash within the developed nation, where
civil society demands strict adherence to global sustainability goals.



e Historical Evolution of the Issue

* Pre-Independence Era (Colonial Mercantile Roots): Trade relations during this period were defined by structural extraction. The colonial administration enforced asymmetric
trade flows where India served as a captive supplier of cheap raw materials (like raw cotton and indigo) and a duty-free dumping ground for finished industrial goods from British
mills. This systematically dismantled India's indigenous manufacturing and handicraft sectors.

* Post-Independence to 1991 (Import Substitution and Protectionism): Haunted by colonial economic exploitation, independent India adopted an inward-looking, socialist
economic model. Guided by the principles of import-substitution industrialization (ISI), the state erected steep tariff walls and stringent licensing regimes (the License Raj) to
protect infant domestic industries, viewing external trade agreements with skepticism.

* 1991 to Mid-2010s (Liberalization and the Era of Regional FTAs): The Balance of Payments crisis of 1991 forced structural economic reforms, integrating India into the global
economy. This era saw the rollout of the "Look East" policy, culminating in comprehensive trade agreements with ASEAN, Japan, and South Korea. However, these early deals
often resulted in widening trade deficits, causing domestic policymakers to re-evaluate their approach to trade liberalization.

* The Post-2016 Era (The Shift to Strategic Western Alliances): Events like Brexit and the subsequent fracturing of the multilateral trading order prompted a sharp shift in
strategy. Moving away from sweeping mega-regional trade blocs like the RCEP, India turned toward deep, bilateral agreements with major Western economies. This modern
approach balances strategic autonomy, supply chain resilience, and targeted market access.

*  Way Forward
» Strategic Adaptation to Green Tariffs

* Nations must proactively upgrade their heavy industries to counter the financial impact of external green regulations like the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism. This
requires substantial public-private partnerships to fund the decarbonization of primary sectors such as steel, iron, and aluminum. Upgrading domestic production to meet low-
carbon standards ensures that goods remain competitive in Western markets, turning potential trade barriers into opportunities for technological advancement.

* Optimizing the "Self-Declaration" Customs Regime

* To fully capitalize on streamlined customs processes, governments must invest heavily in building domestic capacity. This involves launching nationwide training initiatives to
educate small and medium enterprises (SMEs) on the legal and technical requirements of rules-of-origin self-certification. Strengthening domestic audit systems will prevent
fraudulent claims, ensuring the country maintains its reputation as a reliable, compliant global trading partner.

* Targeted Industrial Upgrades for High-Value Sectors

* Securing duty-free market access is only half the battle; domestic industries must scale up to meet this new demand. In labor-intensive sectors like textiles and footwear,
policymakers should provide targeted fiscal incentives, structural credit support, and modern infrastructure parks. These measures will help local manufacturers transition from
low-value raw material exporters to high-value providers of finished products, maximizing the economic returns of the trade agreement.

* Setting Up Robust Institutional Monitoring Systems

* To prevent sudden, destabilizing import surges in sensitive sectors, governments should establish dedicated institutional watchdogs. These bodies will monitor trade flows in
real-time, analyzing the impact of tariff reductions on domestic markets. If necessary, they can trigger pre-negotiated bilateral safeguard mechanisms to protect local industries,
ensuring that trade liberalization occurs at a stable, sustainable pace.
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* GLOBAL

In China’s new ballistic missile test, the worries for Indo-Pacificregion

S

EXPERTEXPLAINS
SuvasH Desai

POUITICAL SCIENTIST AND NON-RESIDENT
FELLOW WITH THE FOREIGN POLICY

CHINA TESTED its sea-based long-range
intercontinental ballistic misatle (ICAM)
kst woek Cluly 6). marking its fir-ever test
of s subenarine based ballistic mussile in in
ternational waters. This ks the People’s Lib-
eration Army’s (PLA) second launch of a
ballistic missile in International waters
since 1990, China conducted a land-based
BCEM tost on September 21 2004

The latest test missile wan reportedly
Launched from a submarine in the South
China Sea. It was carrying a dumamy war

head that covered a distance of 7,300 km,
reportedly flying over the Philippines, be-
fore landing in the Southem Pacific Ocean.
The dummy warhead landed within an
arca designated under the Treaty of Raro-
tonga’s South Pacific nuclear-free zone
(where testing or stationing of nuclear ex-
plosive devices s barred), after it flew over
the Exclusive Economic Zones of Microne:
sia. Nauru, Kiribati and Tuvalu

What Is known about this missile test?
It s difficult to determine if the missile
v Ju Lang 2 U1-2) or the latest Ju Lang 3
L2, Both J1L-2 and JL-) are submarine
unched ICEMs, jointly developed with D
N and DE-AL respectivoly. ICEMs generally
have a range of at least 5000 kam, and the J1
2iscapuable of traveliing S.000-9000 k. The
JL-Areportedly has a rnge of over 9000 ki,
Roth delivery systema can be paired with
China's Type 094 SSENs (nuchosr-powered
subenarines with ballistic mbedies)

Why Is Belling testing now?

Since the turn of the decade, and e
pecially in the past two years, Beliing has

The ICBM being tested on July 6. Lgwee owa

not shied away from overtly tom-tomming
Its improving nuciear capabilities
It hae conmtructed madtiple mbsstle sflos
without camouflaging them and with
the awnreness that they will be noticed by
American satellites. Additionally, it dis
Played new and advanced nuclear delivery

onasnes indlane

systems in its 2025 military parade and car
ried out a Jand-based ICBM test in the
Pacific Ocean in 2004,

China wants the world, and the US in
particular, totake note of its improving nu
clear capabilities. These developments can
be attributed to factoes such as China's ef-
forts to demotst rate the comstrxtion of its
nuciear triad (having the capability to de-
Hiver nuciear weapons via land, sea and alr)

It could also be attributed to China at-
temeing to improve its second-strike ca-
pabilities, which are an extremely Impor
tant part of its deterrence posture, since
only Indla and China are the two declared
“No-fint-use”™ nuclear weapons states,

Beyond these simplistic explanations
these developments could also be st
tributed to Chuna's attempts 10 construct a
nuchear shield, attain great-power status
or improve theatre-level nuchear domi-
nance inthe Indo- Pactfic regilon

Do these developments mean China's
nucloar strategy has

No. The lmportant plkass of Chilna'’s de
claratory nuclear strategy are: |) No-first

ey

use nuchear policy, 1) Assured retaliation,
1) Not to use or theeaten 1o use nuclear
weapons against non-nuclear-weapon
states or in nuclear-weapon-free zones.

However, China also subscribes to a
“minimum nuclear deterrent”™ posture
With recent changes in size, diversity, ac
curacy, and posture, there ix evidence that
China Is shifting away from its minimum
nuciear deterrence approach

For Instance, China could possess
around LO0D nuclear warheads by 2080, it
s shifting at least a part of its foroe towards
2 “launch on waming™ operational read
Iness posture, which Beljing refers 1o as
“early warning counter-strike” — whereln
Belling initiates a counter-strike once a
launch warning has been received but be
fore tangets in Chilna have been hit

What are the implications for Indo-
Pacific actors, Including Indiar?

For New Deldhil, the recent tost retnforces
the widening strategic gap between India
and China's nachear amsenal and deliveryca
pabilities — both qualitatively and quant)
tatively. Whilke India has operationalised its

nuciear trind by activation of the Arthant-
class SSBNy, its submarine-launched bal-
listic missties have shorter ranges.

The Chinese demonstration adds ur-
gency for India to deploy its longer-ranged
K-5 and K-6 missiles to ensure parity in sec-
ond-strike survivability. With the launch of
the JL missile from the fortifled South
China Sea. Chinese submarines reduce
thelr detection risk. Thus, India needs to
expand its antl-submarine warfare capa-
bilithes and seabed domain awareness, at
least across the Indian Ocean Reglon

Reglonal actors would also be aware
that China's kmproved capabilities radse the
cost of outside Intervention in its sphere of
Influence during any contingency

The test, however, Cormes at atime when,
under Donald Trump, uncertainty around
expectations of US milltary support has
heightened. For the US and the rest of the
workd the launch wim a direct demonst mtion
of the raturation of Chilea's nuachonr triad sesd
Its impeoved deterrence copabitiithes. Rt comy
plicates US misalle defence planning and
oy commped it 1o refocus its attention and re
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* Key Terms and Explanations
* Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM)

* A guided ballistic missile with a minimum range of 5,000 kmdesigned primarily for the delivery of nuclear weapons. These missiles are
capable of traveling across continents, exiting the Earth's atmosphere during their mid-course phase before re-entering to strike distant
targets.

* Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missile (SLBM)

* A ballistic missile capable of being launched from submarines. Unlike land-based equivalents, SLBMs provide exceptional strategic
flexibility and survivability because their launch platforms can move stealthily through deep ocean waters, evading detection.

e SSBN (Nuclear-Powered Ballistic Missile Submarine)

* A specific class of naval submarine powered by a nuclear reactor that is equipped to carry and launch long-range submarine-launched
ballistic missiles. The integration of nuclear propulsion allows these vessels to remain submerged almost indefinitely, serving as a highly
survivable component of defense infrastructure.

* Nuclear Triad

* A three-pronged military force structure consisting of land-based intercontinental ballistic missiles, strategic bombers, and sea-based
ballistic missile submarines. Possessing a functional triad ensures that a nation retains operational options to deliver nuclear weapons
across land, air, and sea dimensions.

* Second-Strike Capability

* The verified ability of a state to respond to a nuclear attack with a powerful, devastating nuclear retaliation, even after absorbing an
initial enemy first strike. A credible sea-based deterrent is considered the most secure way to guarantee this capability, as hidden
submarines are highly likely to survive a surprise attack.

* No-First-Use (NFU)

* A political pledge or military doctrine wherein a nuclear-armed state commits not to use nuclear weapons as a means of warfare
unless it is first attacked by an adversary utilizing nuclear weapons. It frames a nation's nuclear posture as strictly defensive and
retaliatory.

* Launch-on-Warning Posture

* An operational military readiness doctrine where a nation prepares to initiate a retaliatory nuclear counter-strike immediately upon
receiving satellite or radar warnings of an incoming enemy missile attack. The retaliation is executed while the enemy's missiles are still in
flight, before they can destroy domestic infrastructure.



* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts
* Core Thesis

* Recent long-range sea-based strategic tests in international waters signal a decisive shift away from a legacy posture of "minimum nuclear
deterrence" toward an assertive, highly visible operational capability. This evolution alters the strategic balance within the Indo-Pacific,
creating unprecedented deterrence challenges for Western powers and widening the quantitative and qualitative military asymmetry with
regional neighbors.

* Key Assertions and Supporting Evidence

* Systemic Scaling of the Arsenal: Structural expansions, including the uncamouflaged construction of multiple land-based missile silos and
the deployment of advanced delivery platforms, indicate an intentional effort to reach an estimated 1,000 nuclear warheads by 2030.

* Operationalizing High-Readiness Doctrines: There is a visible operational transition toward an "early warning counter-strike" or launch-
on-warning posture. This allows for immediate retaliation upon receiving initial warning indicators, departing significantly from a passive
defensive framework.

* Projecting Blue-Water Strategic Dominance: Moving tests from domestic land corridors into the open international waters of the Pacific
Ocean demonstrates advanced proficiency in deploying submarine-launched platforms. Utilizing maritime sanctuaries like the South China
Sea allows strategic submarines to operate with reduced detection risks, neutralizing legacy open-ocean tracking networks.

* Strategic Implications and Multi-Directional Pressures

* Altering External Intervention Calculus: The demonstration of survivable, long-range sea-based platforms with ranges exceeding
9,000 kmeffectively raises the military and political cost of outside intervention during regional contingencies.

* Complicating Regional Defense Planning: These advancements place immediate pressure on Western missile defense frameworks,
potentially forcing a significant reallocation of defense resources and strategic focus away from West Asia toward the East Asian theater.



e Historical Evolution of the Issue
* Early Cold War Foundations (1960s—1980s)

* The journey toward acquiring transcontinental delivery systems began during the heightened geopolitical rivalries of the Cold War. Following initial breakthroughs
in nuclear technology in the mid-1960s, early strategic planning focused on building a basic, land-based retaliatory capability. This era culminated in the milestone
1980 ballistic missile test into the international waters of the Pacific Ocean, which established a baseline for long-range power projection.

* Post-Cold War Modernization and the Triad (1990s-2010s)

* Asregional economies expanded and maritime boundaries grew contested, strategic focus shifted toward developing a survivable sea-based deterrent to
complement land and air forces. This period saw the development of the Type 094 nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarine (SSBN) alongside the development of
the Ju Lang (JL-2) submarine-launched ballistic missile, which achieved an operational range of 8,000-9,000 km. This established a functional, although rudimentary,
nuclear triad.

* Accelerated Expansion and Strategic Transparency (2020—-Present Day)

* The current era marks a departure from historical patterns of strategic restraint. Since the turn of the decade, hidden development has transitioned into overt
capability projection. Key milestones include:

* 2024: A highly visible land-based ICBM test conducted directly into the Pacific Ocean.
* 2025: The public display of next-generation delivery architectures during major military parades.

* 2026: The execution of the first-ever long-range sea-based ICBM test launched from a submarine in the South China Sea, covering a distance of 7,300 kmover
sovereign Exclusive Economic Zones to land in the Southern Pacific Ocean.

*  Way Forward
* Achieving Strategic Parity and Enhancing Second-Strike Survivability

* To preserve regional stability and maintain a credible deterrent, affected regional powers must prioritize the rapid development and deployment of their own long-
range sea-based delivery systems. Specifically, accelerating platforms like the K-5 and K-6 submarine-launched ballistic missiles will ensure that retaliatory capabilities
remain resilient and capable of reaching distant targets, even when operating from secure home waters.

* Expanding Deep-Sea Maritime Domain Awareness

* Addressing the challenges of stealthy submarine deployments requires a major expansion of tracking capabilities across critical ocean corridors. Nations must
invest heavily in:

* Advanced Anti-Submarine Warfare (ASW) technologies.
* Extensive Seabed Domain Awareness (SDA) networks.
* Arrays of deep-sea acoustic sensors along vital choke points to monitor and log the movement of foreign strategic vessels.
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* Key Terms and Explanations
* Data Centre: A centralized physical facility that houses an organization’s shared IT operations and equipment. It stores, processes, and disseminates data and applications.

* Simple Analogy: Think of it as a hyper-secure, colossal digital warehouse containing thousands of high-powered computers that keep your UPI applications, streaming platforms, and cloud
storage functioning non-stop.

* Hyperscale Data Centre: These are massive facilities scaled up to support robust, high-volume applications. They typically house tens of thousands of physical servers operating within a highly
optimized networking environment to handle vast processing workloads.

* Al-Ready Data Centre: Traditional data centres process standard cloud computing tasks. Al-ready facilities are specifically engineered to handle the massive computational loads of Artificial
Intelligence and Machine Learning algorithms. They utilize advanced Graphical Processing Units (GPUs) or Tensor Processing Units (TPUs), demanding far denser power layouts and specialized
liquid cooling systems due to the extreme heat generated during operations.

* Green Energy & Renewable Integration Threshold: This refers to the policy-mandated minimum percentage of electricity that an industrial unit must source from clean, non-fossil fuel origins
(such as solar, wind, hydro, or hybrid storage systems) to power its core operations.

* Floor Space Index (FSI): Also known as Floor Area Ratio (FAR), it is the ratio of the total built-up area of a building to the total area of the land plot on which it is built. Relaxations in FSI allow
infrastructure developers to build vertically, optimizing land utilization.

* Capital Subsidy: Direct financial assistance provided by the government to a private enterprise to cover a specified percentage of its initial fixed asset costs (such as machinery, plants, or core
technical infrastructure), lowering the initial entry barrier for highly capital-intensive sectors.

* Desalination Plants: Industrial facilities that extract salt and minerals from saline water gtypically seawater) to render it fit for human consumption or industrial use. For data hubs, these
plants act as a vital alternative water source for cooling systems, preventing the depletion of local freshwater tables.

* Core Conceptual Pillars and Analytical Framework
* The intersection of digital expansion and environmental sustainability creates a unique set of structural dynamics that define modern industrial planning.
* The Core Thesis

* The exponential surge in data generation—fueled by generative Al, 5G rollouts, and big data analytics—demands an immediate transformation of computing infrastructure. However, data
infrastructure is inherently resource-intensive, consuming massive quantities of electricity and water. The modern paradigm seeks to decouple digital economic growth from environmental
degradation by deploying state-backed fiscal incentives that mandate a structural transition toward clean, renewable power sources.

* Key Substantive Pillars

* Fiscal Incentives as Capital Catalysts: High-tech infrastructure involves immense upfront Capital Expenditure (CapEx) and long-term Operational Expenditure (OpEx). Sub-national
interventions uItiIize targeted fiscal tools—such as long-term electricity duty exemptions, per-unit power subsidies, and stamp duty waivers—to lower entry barriers and accelerate private
investment cycles.

* Mandatory Green Benchmarks: Integrating sustainability into core industrial planning involves setting non-negotiable thresholds for clean energy usage (e.g., requiring more than half of
operational power to be green). This ensures that the physical infrastructure powering the digital economy does not inadvertently expand the carbon footprint.

* Geographic Clustering and Specialized Zones: Directing development toward specific investment zones (like specialized industrial corridors or coastal areas) allows governments to offer plug-
and-play ecosystems. This centralization makes it economically viable to build massive common infrastructure, such as dedicated solar fields or shared desalination plants.

* Structural Challenges & Counterarguments

* The Intermittency Paradox: Data hubs require a 99.999% uninterrupted ﬁower supply to prevent global digital disruptions. However, major renewable sources like solar and wind are
inherently intermittent. Without robust grid-scale battery storage solutions, heavy reliance on green energy can strain regional electricity grids.

* The Water-Energy Nexus: Al workloads generate tremendous heat, necessitating massive quantities of water for evaporative cooling. While desalination plants offer a pathway to protect
localized freshwater tables, the process of desalination is itself energy-intensive, creating a secondary environmental loop that requires careful management.



* Historical Evolution of Digital Infrastructure in India

* Pre-1980s (The Captive Framework): Computing infrastructure was almost non-existent outside of niche scientific, space, and defense installations. Data storage
was entirely manual, paper-based, or handled via primitive mainframe systems with no concept of centralized digital data networks.

* 1980s-1990s (Institutional Beginnings): The establishment of institutions like the National Informatics Centre (NIC) led to the birth of the first dedicated state-run
data infrastructure. The focus was entirely on fundamental e-governance applications, culminating in the creation of localized National Data Centres to support basic
public administration.

* 2000s-2010s (The Commercial Cloud Boom): The liberalization of telecom, the explosion of the software services sector, and the subsequent launch of the Digital
India campaign sparked an unprecedented surge in data creation. Data storage migrated rapidly from internal captive servers to third-party commercial cloud data
centres, heavily clustered around major maritime telecom landing stations like Mumbai and Chennai.

* 2016-2020 (The Early Sub-National Policy Era): Recognizing data as a vital economic asset, sub-national governments began creating distinct infrastructure
policies. Telangana pioneered the country’s first dedicated data centre policy in 2016, quickly followed by states like Tamil Nadu, Uttar Pradesh, and Maharashtra. The
primary focus during this stage was real estate facilitation, single-window clearances, and basic power delivery.

* Present Day (The Green Al Horizon): The dual rise of generative artificial intelligence and national net-zero commitments has transformed the landscape.
Industrial policy has matured from basic real-estate facilitation into highly sophisticated frameworks tailored for hyperscale, Al-ready setups that explicitly legally
mandate green energy compliance, massive fiscal subsidies, and localized resource management.

* Way Forward

* Deploying Grid-Scale Battery Energy Storage Systems (BESS): To address the intermittent nature of solar and wind energy, industrial policies must explicitly
incentivize co-locating large-scale battery banks or Pumped Hydro Storage projects directly alongside hyperscale data hubs to ensure a continuous, 24/7 supply of
clean energy.

* Mandating Closed-Loop and Immersion Cooling Tech: Traditional evaporative cooling models consume significant amounts of water. Regulatory frameworks
should encourage a transition toward next-generation liqguid immersion cooling technologies, where servers are submerged in specialized dielectric fluids to
dramatically lower water consumption.

* Enforcing Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) for E-Waste: The rapid evolution of Al chips and processing hardware leads to shorter hardware lifecycles.
Implementing strict, specialized EPR guidelines for data hubs will ensure that outdated computing infrastructure enters certified, circular recycling loops rather than
contributing to hazardous landfills.

* Transitioning to Performance-Linked Incentives (PLI): State governments should shift away from unconditional long-term subsidies and instead link financial
support directly to verified performance metrics, such as maintaining a low Power Usage Effectiveness (PUE) ratio or actively funding local technical skill-development
programs.
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Iran threatens ‘to halt all regional oil exports’

Oil and gas ‘will either be for everyone or for no
one’, says Iran amid ‘wave of strikes’ by the U.S.

Agence France-Presse
TEHRAN/WASHINGTON

eturning to war
nearly a month af:
ter signing a mem-

orandum of understanding
towards peace in West
Asia, the U.S. and Iran on
Wednesday launched
strikes on rtargets across
the region.

While the U.S. Central
Command said it launched
“a wave of strikes... de-
signed to further degrade
military capabilities Ira-
nian forces have used w at-
tack commercial shipping
in the Strait of Hormuz”,
Irankan state media report:
ed explosions near the
port city of Bandar Abbas,
on the island of Qeshm,
and on Bandar Imam Kho-
meind, Iranian media later
sald new U.S. strikes hitthe

southern port city of Bush-
ehr, home to the country’s
only civilian nuclear plant.

Iran’s  Revolutionary
Guards said they targeted
the U.S. Fifth Fleet in Bah-
rain, where the military
said it had intercepred at-
tacks against civilian tar-
gets, while Jordan’s armed
forces said they had
downed three missiles
from Tehran. Deputy Fo-
reign Minister of the Islam-
ic Republic, Kazem Ghari
babadi, said the renewed
U.S. blockade on Iranian
ports “has, in a way, dis-
mantled the Islamabad
memorandum®, referring
to the interim deal reached
last month to halt hostili-
ties and pursue peace
talks. The Guards also
threatened on Wednesday
to halt all energy exports
from West Asia over the

Blockade by U.S. has ‘dismantled’ the peace MoU,
says Tehran; Brent crude price nears $85 a barrel

Pricier trajectory
Crude ol prices climbed higher as the U.S. and
Iran stepped up attacks, heightening uncerainty

about energy flows

I'he chart
shows dody
Brent crude
ol prices

prices rose
o thevr
highest leve!
W olmost o
month

U.S. blockade. “The export
of oil and gas from the re-
gion will be either for eve-
ryone or for no one,” It
said,

The Brent crude oil, the
international  standard,
traded close to $85 a barrel
on Wednesday more
than 15% higher than the
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price before the war, but
still well below the nearly
$120 reached at the height
of the conflict. Analysts
with the International Mo-
netary Fund (IMF) have
warned that while a sur-
plus of oil had kept prices
low, "much of that room
has now been used up”

“As tensions flare again
in the Strait of Hormuz,
that room [from oil sur-
plus] is now smaller and
shrinking further as spare
capacity has been de-
ployed, demand has com-
pressed, and inventories
have been drawn down,”
Azim Sadikov and Jean-
Marc Natal from the IMF
wrote in a blog post. “Un-
less inventories are replen
ished, the world will start
from a weaker position
when the next shock
comes.”

At the heart of the re-
sumption of hostilities has
been the dispute over the
Strait of Hormuz, a water-
way that is crucial for glo-
bal oil and gas flows.

Iran blockaded the strait
after the U.S, and Israel
launched their massive at-
tack on February 28, using

it for leverage against its
foes for months before
briefly reopening it, and
then again vowing it would
be closed “until the U.S.
ends its aggression”,

The US., in turn, has
reimposed its own block-
ade of Iran’s ports, though
Mr. Trump has backed
down on a planned 20% le-
vy on ships using the strait.

In Tehran, there was no
sign of a return to conflict,
with Iranians thronging
cafes to watch the France:
Spain FIFA World Cup se-
mi-final in huge crowds on
Tuesday night.

Since the war began,
Iran has asserted fts con-
trol over the Strait of Hor-
muz and opened fire on
ships for taking routes it
says are unauthorised.

“The retaliatory opera-
tions of the fighters will

Unless stocks are replenished, the world will be
poorly equipped for the next shock, analysts say

continue, and the Strait of
Hormuz will remain closed
until the United States
ends its acts of aggression,”
the Guards have said.

A Norwegian tanker was
hit by an explosion caused
by an unidentified device
off the Omani coast early
Tuesday, the crisis res-
ponse company MTI Net-
work said.

Kuwait sald one of its na-
val vessels was struck dur-
ing an Iranian missile and
drone barrage, wounding
four crew members.

Since last week, re-
newed U.S. attacks have
killed at Jeast 30 people in
[ran, government spokes-
person Fatemeh Mohajera-
ni said. Separately, the mil-
tary announced that seven
of its personnel were killed
in Wednesday's strikes on
the southeast,




* Key Terms and Explanations

* Geopolitical Chokepoints: These are narrow channels or straits along high-traffic global sea routes that are highly vulnerable to military disruption or blockades. The Strait of
Hormuz is a prime example; it is a vital maritime artery connecting the Persian Gulf with the Gulf of Oman and the Arabian Sea, through which a massive share of the world’s
liguefied natural gas and petroleum passes daily.

* Economic Statecraft and Maritime Blockades: The strategic deployment of economic barriers, sanctions, or naval blockades to restrict a sovereign nation's trade and port
access. In practice, blocking an adversary's ports serves as a non-kinetic means to degrade their economic capability, though it frequently triggers aggressive asymmetric
responses.

* Strategic Spare Capacity: This refers to the volume of oil production that can be brought online within a short timeframe (typically 30 days) and sustained for a prolonged
period. When global spare capacity shrinks and inventories are drawn down, the global market loses its buffer, leaving it highly sensitive to sudden supply shocks.

* Asymmetric Retaliation: A strategic approach where a conventionally weaker military power responds to a stronger adversary by targeting systemic vulnerabilities rather than
engaging in direct confrontational warfare. Disrupting commercial shipping lanes using precision drones or sea mines exemplifies this doctrine.

* Theatre Naval Commands: Dedicated naval deployments designed to maintain maritime security and protect international trade lifelines in volatile zones. The presence of
foreign naval assets, such as the US Fifth Fleet stationed in Bahrain, acts as a forward defense mechanism to secure freedom of navigation.

* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts

* The geopolitical friction in West Asia underlines a critical vulnerability: the deep entanglement of regional security frameworks with the stability of the global energy supply
chain.

* The Fragility of Diplomatic Memorandums

* Acentral takeaway from recent escalations is that diplomatic progress, such as the Islamabad Memorandum of Understanding, remains highly fragile when underlying
structural grievances are left unaddressed. A cycle of unilateral economic blockades and military strikes can dismantle weeks of diplomatic dialogue within hours, pushing regional
actors back toward active conflict.

* The Weaponization of Global Energy Transit

* Akey argument put forward by regional powers facing economic isolation is the concept of indivisible energy security—summarized by the stance that regional energy exports
must either be secure for all nations or remain accessible to none. By threatening a complete halt of energy transits through vital straits, blockaded nations use their geographic
leverage to turn a localized conflict into a global economic crisis.

* Systemic Vulnerabilities of the Oil Market

* Analyses from bodies like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) warn that the global energy market is operating on highly depleted margins. The continuous drawdown of
global oil inventories and the deployment of spare capacity mean that any major disruption in maritime corridors will immediately trigger steep price spikes, illustrated by Brent
crude jumping past 85 dollars a barrel. The world stands poorly equipped to absorb another major supply shock.

* The Cycle of Asymmetric Escalation

* The tactical focus has shifted from conventional military posturing to direct attacks on commercial infrastructure. Incidents involving explosions on international tankers and
missile barrages against regional vessels demonstrate that commercial shipping has become a primary lever of geopolitical deterrence. Furthermore, strikes occurring near civilian
nuclear installations, such as the Bushehr plant, significantly raise the stakes of catastrophic environmental and strategic fallout.



e Historical Evolution of the Issue

* The Era of Resource Exploitation and Early Compacts (Pre-1970s): The discovery of massive hydrocarbons in the Persian Gulf led to deep Western involvement in
the region. Security architectures were established to protect supply lines to the West, which inadvertently fostered deep local resentment against foreign naval
dominance.

* The Emergence of Energy Weapons and the Tanker War (1970s—-1980s): The 1973 oil embargo proved that energy could be effectively weaponized. Following the
1979 Iranian Revolution, the region saw a structural shift. During the Iran-lraq War (1980-1988), both nations targeted each other's commercial oil tankers in the
Persian Gulf—a period known as the "Tanker War." This historic precedent firmly established the Strait of Hormuz as a primary geopolitical pressure point.

* Dual Containment and the Strengthening of Forward Commands (1990s-2015): The post-Cold War era saw permanent foreign military installations in the Gulf,
particularly the US Fifth Fleet in Bahrain. The focus turned toward keeping maritime trade lanes open while imposing targeted sanctions. This created a tense
equilibrium that briefly stabilized with the signing of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2015.

* The Breakdown of Accords and Asymmetric Geopolitics (Post-2018 to Present): The unilateral abandonment of major nuclear pacts led to the return of strict
economic blockades. In response, regional actors turned to modern asymmetric tools—such as loitering munitions, sea-skimming missiles, and fast-attack craft—
effectively ending the era of conventional deterrence and leading to short-lived arrangements like the Islamabad Memorandum.

* Way Forward
* Institutionalizing a Multilateral Maritime Framework

* Rather than relying on unilateral naval policing, the international community should establish a UN-backed, inclusive maritime security framework for the Strait of
Hormuz. A cooperative model involving all regional littoral states, alongside major global importers, would ensure freedom of navigation without triggering local
sovereign anxieties.

* De-coupling Energy Trade from Geopolitical Security

* Global diplomatic efforts must work toward insulating international energy transit from ongoing political and military disputes. Future diplomatic frameworks,
building on past initiatives like the Islamabad Memorandum, should include binding clauses that explicitly prohibit both the imposition of total maritime blockades
and the retaliatory closure of international straits.

* Building Strategic and Supply Chain Resilience

* Energy-importing nations must view West Asian volatility as a structural reality. This requires accelerating the expansion of Strategic Petroleum Reserves (SPRs) to
mitigate short-term supply shocks, while concurrently diversifying energy import origins and speeding up the transition to domestic renewable energy sources.

* Setting Up De-escalation Channels

* To prevent miscalculations on the water, direct communication hotlines should be established between regional maritime commands and foreign fleets operating
in the Gulf. Clear rules of engagement can help ensure that small-scale accidents involving commercial vessels do not escalate into full-scale regional conflicts.
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reactors at the plant. FILE PHOTO

The reported data leak comes amid construction of four VWWER

Leak of Kudankulam
nuclear plant data
sparks ‘commotion’

TIRUNELVELIL

The leak of highly sensitive
files of Kudankulam Nu-
clear Power Plant
(KKNPP), reportedly ac-
cessed by a ransomware
group from a contractor's
server, has triggered “ab-
solute commotion™ in the
plant, KKNPP sources said
on Wednesday.

After commissioning
wo 1,000 Mwe VVER reac-
tors, KKNPP is building
four more such units with
Russian collaboration.

Sources said the rtop
brass of the upcoming nu-
clear park is “completely
clueless™ about the deve-
lopment that poses securi-
ty threat as it may let an ad-
versary map the support
system and identify
vulnerabilities.

According to Reuters,
more than 19,000 files dat-
ing between 2016 and
mid-2025, and linked to
KKNPP's engineering blue-
prints on control, cooling
and wventilation systems,
list of vendors and sup-
pliers, etc. had been ac-
cessed by World Leaks.

Nuclear Power Corpora-
tion of India Limited said
the information claimed to
be available in public do-
main pertains to “conven-
tional balance of plant
common service facilities™
and does not relate to any
nuclear safety or nuclear

security-related systems.

The leak originated
from a server hosted by
third party provider Yotta.
The plant’s contractor,
Anil Ambani’'s Reliance
Group, has admitted that a
“partial breach™ had hap-
pened and the government
had been informed.

“Suspicious activity on
Yotta's server was noted on
May 29 last and it was re-
ported in June-end. Investi-
gations by Nuclear Power
Corporation of India Limit-
ed (NPCIL), the project
proponent, and Computer
Emergency Response
Team are on,” the sources
said.

When the KKNPP en-
countered a similar inci-
dent in 2019, wherein a
North Korean malware in-
fection on its administra-
tive network exposed the
plant’s vulnerability,
NPCIL had dismissed it say-
ing their “unbreachable
standalone network™ was
intact and no data could be
accessed by any dark web.

Neither KKNPP's site di-
rector Ashok Bhatiya nor
V.P. Sunil, Station Director
(1 and 2), could be reached
for their comments on this
sensitive issue.

Senior manager of hu-
man resources and public
relations Kannan, who
usually keeps in touch with
the media for occasional
press statements, also did
not pick up repeated calls.




* Key Terms and Explanations

* VVER Reactor (Water-Water Energetic Reactor): A series of pressurized water reactors originally developed by the Soviet Union and now engineered by Russia. They use light
water as both a coolant and a neutron moderator.

* Critical Information Infrastructure (Cll): As defined under Section 70(1) of India's Information Technology Act, 2000, ClI refers to those computer resources whose destruction
or incapacitation would have a debilitating impact on national security, economy, public health, or safety.

 Balance of Plant (BoP): In power generation, BoP encompasses all the supporting components and auxiliary systems of a power plant needed to deliver the energy, excluding
the primary generating unit itself (such as the nuclear reactor core).

 Air-Gapping / Standalone Network: A cybersecurity measure that ensures a secure computer network is physically isolated from unsecured networks, such as the public
internet or local unsecured area networks.

* Supply Chain / Third-Party Vulnerability: A security gap that occurs when an external vendor, contractor, or service provider introduces cyber risks into a primary
organization’s ecosystem through their own weaker security networks.

* CERT-In (Indian Computer Emergency Response Team): The national nodal agency under the Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology (MeitY) responsible for
responding to computer security incidents, issuing alerts, and formulating emergency countermeasures.

* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts

* The intersection of private contracting, data hosting, and strategic state infrastructure creates a complex security landscape. The core dialectic focuses on whether peripheral
data breaches endanger primary strategic installations.

* The Core Thesis

* While the primary operational control systems (nuclear islands) of strategic installations are structurally isolated through air-gapping, cybersecurity breaches occurring within
the digital networks of private third-party contractors still pose an existential strategic risk. These breaches allow adversaries to systematically map secondary support
architectures, revealing operational chokepoints.

* Key Supporting Arguments

* The Danger of Structural Mapping: The theft of extensive engineering blueprints—spanning control, cooling, and ventilation systems—enables hostile actors to build a
g(_)mpre_hensive digital twin of a facility's support architecture. Knowing how a facility breathes and cools down is often enough to plan a sophisticated physical or cyber-physical
isruption.

* The Vulnerability of Private Subcontracting: Large-scale state projects frequently outsource civil and infrastructural development to private conglomerates. These private
entities often leverage commercial third-party data centers that may prioritize cost-efficiency over stringent, state-grade military security protocols.

* The Myth of Isolated Security: The operational integrity of a nuclear or strategic facility does not depend solely on the reactor core. If the auxiliary systems (such as ventilation
or common service facilities) are compromised or structurally understood by adversaries, the entire plant's operational stability is placed at risk.

* Counterarguments and the Official Stance

* Categorization of Non-Core Assets: State agencies frequently contend that data leaks concerning the "conventional balance of plant common service facilities" do not
compromise actual nuclear safety or core operational control.

» Sufficiency of Air-Gapping: The formal administrative defense asserts that because the operational technology (OT) network is completely detached from the information
technology (IT) networks of external vendors, no external dark-web extraction can trigger a catastrophic failure or core meltdown.



e Historical Evolution of the Issue

* The vulnerability of strategic assets to cyber threats has transitioned from traditional physical security to complex digital warfare over
several decades.

* Pre-Independence to the Early Post-Independence Era (1940s-1970s)

* Physical Protection Paradigm: Under the leadership of Homi J. Bhabha, India’s nuclear program focused heavily on physical
containment, geographical isolation, and structural secrecy.

* Analog Isolation: Strategic facilities operated entirely on analog and mechanical systems. During this period, security threats were
defined exclusively as physical sabotage, espionage by human intelligence (HUMINT), or conventional military strikes.

* The Dawn of Automation and Digitization (1980s—-1990s)

* Introduction of Digital Controls: The transition from analog switches to computerized Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition
(SCADA) systems began to streamline industrial efficiency.

* Bilateral Collaborations: Strategic partnerships, such as the 1988 Inter-Governmental Agreement for the Kudankulam project,
introduced sophisticated external technology architectures, creating an initial reliance on shared global engineering documentation.

* The Stuxnet Watershed and Institutionalization (2000s—2010s)

* Legislative Steps: The enactment of the Information Technology Act, 2000, and the subsequent establishment of CERT-In in 2004
marked the formal acknowledgment of cyber frontiers.

* The Stuxnet Awakening (2010): The deployment of the Stuxnet worm against Iran's Natanz nuclear facility permanently shattered the
assumption that air-gapping offered absolute protection. It proved that malware could cross the air-gap via flash drives to physically
destroy centrifuges.

* Critical Infrastructure Focus: India established the National Critical Information Infrastructure Protection Centre (NCIIPC) in 2014 to
safeguard vital sectors, recognizing nuclear facilities as prime assets needing specialized protection.

* The Contemporary Era of Supply-Chain Cyber Espionage (2019—-Present)

* The 2019 Administrative Infiltration: In 2019, a malware infection (Dtrack) hit the administrative network of KKNPP. While the core
network remained safe, it proved that outer defensive perimeters were susceptible to infiltration.

* The Shift to Third-Party Vectors: The contemporary threat landscape has shifted from direct brute-force attacks on state servers to
sophisticated ransomware and data extortion targeting the commercial vendors and contractors who handle sensitive engineering files.



* Way Forward

* Transition to a Supply-Chain Zero-Trust Architecture: State enterprises must abandon the assumption that
external partners are secure.

* Every data exchange involving a contractor must be continually verified, micro-segmented, and encrypted,
ensuring that a breach in a contractor's server does not expose broader engineering blueprints.

* Mandatory Cybersecurity Audits and Legal Penalties: The NCIIPC and CERT-In must mandate regular,
unannounced cybersecurity audits for all private contractors and subcontractors. Organizations that show negligence
when handling sensitive blueprints should face severe financial penalties and blacklisting.

* Establishment of a Sovereign Strategic Cloud System: India should reduce its reliance on commercial, third-party
data centers for strategic projects. The government needs to build a dedicated, state-controlled sovereign cloud
infrastructure to securely store all engineering designs, vendor logs, and auxiliary data for its critical infrastructure.

* Air-Gapping the Data Lifecycle: Sensitive blueprints should be classified using strict protocols. Design files for
control, cooling, and ventilation systems must never be uploaded to internet-facing servers. If a contractor needs to
review these files, they should do so within secure, air-gapped government reading rooms.

* Developing a Unified Cyber Defense Command: India needs to integrate its fractured cybersecurity bodies into a
single, unified Cyber Defense Command. This agency should have the structural authority to oversee physical
security, information networks, and supply-chain logistics across all critical sectors simultaneously.

* UPSC Civil Services Examination (Mains)

* @GS Paper 3 (2022): What are the different elements of cyber warfare? Have these elements been successfully
exploited by adversaries against India? Discuss.

* @GS Paper 3 (2021): What is the Cyber Dome Project? Explain how it can be useful in controlling cyber crimes in
India.

* @GS Paper 3 (2017): Discuss the advantages and security challenges associated with the implementation of a
cashless economy and the measures needed to enhance cybersecurity.

* @GS Paper 3 (2013): What is critical information infrastructure? What are the common types of cyber attacks
against it and what measures are taken by India to protect its critical infrastructure?
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* Key Terms and Explanations

* Fixed-Asset Investment (FAIl): This refers to capital spending by the government and private entities
on physical assets that last for a long period, such as real estate, highways, factories, and machinery.

* Example: When a local municipality funds the construction of a high-speed rail line or a
massive housing complex, it falls under FAI. Historically, this has been the primary engine of
rapid industrialization, though it yields diminishing returns if overproduced.

* The Wealth Effect: An economic psychological phenomenon where consumers spend more money
simply because the value of their assets has grown, making them feel financially secure even if their
liquid income remains unchanged.

* Example: If a middle-class family observes that the market value of their apartment has
doubled, they feel wealthier and are more likely to spend money on premium electronics or
travel. Conversely, when property values plummet, a "reverse wealth effect" occurs, causing
households to abruptly cut back on discretionary spending.

e Capital Controls: Government-mandated operational restrictions on the flow of foreign capital into
and out of a domestic economy.

*  Example: Strict limits imposed on the amount of domestic currency citizens can convert into
foreign currencies to buy properties or stocks abroad. This forces domestic savings to remain
within the local banking system or domestic stock exchanges.

* Systemic Risk: The possibility that a failure or trigger event at an individual firm or sector level could
trigger severe instability or collapse across an entire economy or financial market.

* Example: The bankruptcy of a massive real estate developer is not just an isolated corporate
failure; it can spark defaults among cement suppliers, construction banks, and retail investors,
threatening the stability of the entire financial system.

* Land Financialization: A governance strategy where local administrative bodies heavily rely on
leasing or selling public land use rights to private developers as their primary source of fiscal revenue.

* Example: When a tier-3 city municipality uses land auctions to fund local public transit and
administrative salaries rather than relying on sustainable local income or property taxes.



* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts

* The structural slowdown of a major global manufacturing powerhouse points to a deeper reality: the traditional model of debt-fueled, real estate-led growth has reached its
structural limits, creating a complex web of domestic and international challenges.

* The Exhaustion of the Real Estate Engine

* For decades, property development served as the bedrock of domestic growth, but it has now entered a severe downturn, with property investment falling by as much as 18%.
This slump sends shockwaves through related industries like construction, lighting, and furniture. Because a vast majority of household savings are locked up in real estate, the
property market's decline has triggered a severe reverse wealth effect, crippling consumer confidence and domestic retail demand.

* The Local Government Fiscal Crisis

* The real estate crisis has directly translated into a fiscal crunch for regional governments. Historically dependent on land sales for revenue, local authorities—particularly in
tier-2 and tier-3 cities—are facing severe cash shortages that threaten their ability to fund public infrastructure and vital social services. This desperation has occasionally led to
governance risks, including accounting gimmicks and data manipulation, such as repeatedly cycling the same plot of land through artificial sales to fabricate fiscal health.

* The Divergent "Dual Economy"

* While the domestic consumer and real estate sectors languish, the high-tech industrial manufacturing sector and export engines remain remarkably resilient. Advanced sectors
like electric vehicles (EVs) and green technologies continue to expand, driving double-digit export growth. However, this creates a major structural imbalance: external trade
partners are increasingly pushed into deep trade deficits, raising global protectionist barriers and complicating international economic relations.

* Historical Evolution of the Issue

* 1978-1990s (The Genesis of Rapid Growth): Following the introduction of market-oriented economic reforms, the state transitioned from a closed agrarian economy to a
manufacturing hub. The fiscal framework shifted responsibilities to local governments, incentivizing them to pursue aggressive urbanization and industrial land leasing to generate
revenue.

* 2000s-2015 (The Real Estate and Infrastructure Super-Cycle): Driven by global trade integration and massive domestic infrastructure spending, real estate became the
preferred store of wealth for the rising middle class. Regulated low interest rates on bank deposits and strict capital controls left citizens with few alternative investment avenues,
funneling trillions into housing speculation.

* 2016 (The Structural Redirection): Recognizing the growing systemic risks of an asset bubble, leadership introduced the policy principle that "houses are for living in, not for
speculation."” This marked the beginning of state-level efforts to curb speculative borrowing and reduce the economy's reliance on property development.

* 2020-2022 (The Regulatory Crackdown and Pandemic Strains): The government introduced strict financial metrics—often called the "Three Red Lines"—to limit the leverage
of overextended developers. This policy shift, combined with pandemic-related disruptions, exposed deep financial fault lines, leading to historic defaults by major property
conglomerates.

* Present Day (The New Normal of Moderated Growth): The economy faces a structural slowdown, with GDP growth cooling to around 4.3%—falling short of historical state
targets. The strategy has shifted toward navigating a complex transition: trying to stimulate domestic consumption through long-term structural plans while managing local
government debt and expanding high-tech manufacturing.



*  Way Forward
* Enhancing Social Safety Nets to Boost Consumption

* To shift from an investment-reliant economy to a consumption-driven one, policymakers must address the root causes of consumer anxiety. Instead of focusing
solely on top-down retail targets, states need to strengthen public social safety nets by investing in affordable healthcare, robust public pensions, and accessible
education. When households feel secure about their future basic needs, they are more willing to reduce precautionary savings and increase discretionary spending.

* Reforming Local Government Fiscal Frameworks

* Regional governments must move away from their risky dependence on land financialization. Central authorities should help local bodies establish stable,
sustainable revenue streams, such as municipal property taxes or formalized local consumption tax shares. Transitioning to these predictable revenue models would
reduce the pressure on local officials to engage in land speculation or rely on accounting gimmicks to fund public services.

* Managing Debt and Protecting Consumers

* When dealing with a deflating property market, regulators should avoid broad, uncalibrated corporate bailouts that reward speculative behavior. Instead, policies
should focus on targeted restructuring: protecting individual homebuyers by ensuring pre-paid housing projects are completed, while allowing insolvent, poorly
managed developers to undergo orderly bankruptcy. This approach helps contain systemic financial risks without reinforcing moral hazard.

» Strategic Policy Implications for India
* For external partners like India, a neighbor's industrial overcapacity presents both a challenge and an opportunity:

* Calibrated Trade Defenses: India should utilize targeted anti-dumping measures and quality control orders to prevent unmanageable trade deficits from
undermining domestic manufacturing.

* Accelerating Manufacturing Hubs: India can leverage initiatives like the Production Linked Incentive (PLI) schemes to position itself as an attractive, stable
alternative for global companies looking to diversify their supply chains.

* Strengthening Domestic Demand: By focusing on sustainable domestic consumption and infrastructure investment, India can insulate its economy from shifting
global growth engines.

* UPSC CSE Prelims Questions

* 1. Which of the following best describes the term 'Wealth Effect' often seen in macroeconomic discussions?

* A) Anincrease in domestic consumption triggered exclusively by a raise in statutory minimum wages.

* B) A psychological and behavioral trend where consumers spend more money because the value of their assets rises, making them feel more financially secure.
* C) The direct redistribution of fiscal wealth from high-income brackets to low-income groups via targeted progressive taxation.

* D) The appreciation of a nation's sovereign currency due to a sustained surplus in its international balance of trade.
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Digitisation and efficiency in
criminal justice system

The shift in approach to justice has contributed to making the criminal justice system more citizen-oriented

LETTER AND SPIRIT

C.B.P. Srivastava

ecently, the Centre has
announced that India aims for
full digital rollout of its
criminal justice system from
July 1, 2027 after which the procedures
related to investigations and trials under

digital system the data is stored on the
government’s cloud platform, MeghRaj.

Understanding criminal justice
system
The criminal justice system comprises the
police, courts, prisons, forensics, and
prosecution services, and aims at
ensuring that individuals who suffer
injury or loss at the hand of others can
present their cases and seek justice.
Justice cannot be delivered unless the

the rule of fair hearing (Audi alteram
partem). In other words, no person
should be condemned unheard. The
system seeks to ensure procedural
fairness, On the other hand, the
inquisitorial system is practised in civil
faw countries, where rules are codified
into comprehensive written statutes

rather than shaped by judicial precedent.

Under this system, the judge plays an
active role in investigating the facts and
determining the outcome of the case on

(BNS) and Bhartiya Nagrik Suraksha areas where the law is silent, thereby
Sanhita (BNSS) with the idea of ensuring the effective administration of

transformation. While the erstwhile
penal code was implemented with an idea
to punish the accused, the BNS believes in
the delivery of justice through

retribution. The new code has a
democratic approach, placing greater
emphasis on individual than on the state
in matters relating to crimes. The criminal
procedure code believed that trial of

a ‘criminal’ was being conducted whereas
the BNSS considers an accused as a

citizen whose rights should be balanced
with the interests of the victims without
any prejudice. Thus, the shift in approach
to justice has contributed to making the
criminal justice system more democratic
and citizen-oriented, while strengthening
the protection of the principles of natural
justice that are embedded constitutional
framework of India.

justice. For example, the Supreme Court
in Visakha v. State of Rajasthan (1997) gave
guidelines to prevent sexual harassment
of women at workplace holding that such
an act violates Articles 14,15 and 21 of the
Constitution.

The recent announcement by the
Centre to enhance the efficiency of the
criminal justice system through
digitisation assumes considerable
significance. In the field of forensics, the
new criminal laws have made forensic
examination of crime scenes mandatory
for offences punishable with
imprisonment of seven years or more. In
view of this requirement, the number of
forensic laboratories has increased from
129 in 2023 to 154 in 2025. However,
according to the National Crime Records
Bureau, only 46% of FIRs were digitally
transmitted to courts. Since this accounts

the new criminal laws will be recorded rights of the accused and the interests of the basis of inquiry and investigation. Reforms in the system for less than half of all registered cases, it
digitally through the Interoperable the victim and the society are balanced. Thus, the precision of decision depends It is well established that every system suggests that the digital chain of the
Criminal Justice System. The efficiencyof  This has been the fundamental principle largely on the skills and prudence of the requires periodic reform to remain criminal justice system remains

any criminal justice system largely of the criminal justice system, particularly  judge concerned. responsive to changing needs and incomplete.

depends on the procedural ethciency in common law countries that follow the circumstances. The judiciary plays a vital Although most states have

beginning from the registration of the first | adversarial system. These countries base Changed attitude role in this process by guiding the state implemented various components of the
information report (FIR) to investigation, their legal systems primarily on judicial The reforms in the criminal kaw have through its directions and rulings. Against | criminal justice digitisation system,

filing of chargesheet outlining specific
charges levelled against the accused and
presenting the evidence and witness
testimonies gathered to substantiate
them, trial and finally the disposal. In the

precedents and uncodified case law
rather than strict statutory codes. This
principle also gives the accused a fair
chance to present his case in accordance
with the tenets of natural justice, that is,

opened a new avenue for the delivery of
justice. To be more appropriate, the
Indian Penal Code (1PC) and the Code of
Criminal Procedure (CrPC) have been
replaced by the Bhartiya Nyaya Sanhita

this backdrop, it is important to note that
courts have laid down procedures
governing several aspects of the criminal
justice system. Through their decisions,
courts often seek to Qi begislative gaps in

progress remains uneven. In this context,
full digital rollout by 2027 will fill this gap
and make the system more efficient.

The author is President, Centre for

| Applied Research in Governance, Delhi,
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* Key Terms and Explanations

* Interoperable Criminal Justice System (ICJS*: This is a centralized national platform designed to integrate the core IT systems used across the different pillars of criminal
justice. By linking databases, it allows the seamless exchange of data between the police (via case records), courts (e-Courts), prisons (e-Prisons), forensics, and the prosecution.

* MeghRaj (Gl Cloud): The Government of India’s cloud computing initiative aimed at speed track deployment of e-governance applications while optimizing information and
communications technology (ICT) spending. It ensures that critical data, such as digital investigation records and biometric files, are securely stored, scaled, and managed on
government-controlled cloud servers.

* Adversarial vs. Inquisitorial System: The Adversarial System (practiced in common law countries like India) functions as a legal contest between two opposing parties—the
prosecution and the defense—before an impartial judge who acts as a neutral referee based on presented evidence. In contrast, the Inquisitorial System (predominant in civil law
nations like France or Germany) features an active judge who takes a direct role in investigating the facts, questioning witnesses, and steering the case toward a resolution.

* Audi Alteram Partem: A foundational principle of natural justice derived from Latin, translating literally to "hear the other side." It dictates that no citizen should be judged,
condemned, or penalized by a court of law without being given a fair opportunity to defend themselves and present their case.

* Retributive vs. Transformative Justice: Retributive Justice operates on the principle of punishment and deterrence, viewing crime primarily as an offense against the state that
must be answered with proportionate penalty or retaliation. Transformative Justice, on the other hand, shifts the focus toward structural rehabilitation, balancing the
fundamental rights of the accused as a citizen with the security and recovery interests of the victim and broader society.

* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts

* The current discourse surrounding judicial reforms centers on a deliberate transition from colonial-era punitive mechanisms to a modern, digital-first, and citizen-oriented
framework. This evolution brings both clear operational goals and systemic challenges.

* The Core Thesis

* The integration of secure cloud technologies and updated statutory frameworks marks a major shift in how justice is delivered. The goal is to replace slow, state-centric
punitive methods with a fast, transparent, and balanced system that respects individual rights.

* Key Supporting Arguments

* Completing the Digital Chain: Achievinfg a fully digital pi(saeline from the initial registration of a First Information Report (FIR) to investigations, electronic chargesheets, and
\éirtual trials ]ics essential for institutional efficiency. Moving data to the MeghRaj cloud platform aims to eliminate structural delays, reduce the loss of evidence, and limit arbitrary
uman interference.

* Democratization of Legal Codes: The transition from the old penal frameworks (IPC and CrPC) to new statutory models (Bhartiya Nyaya Sanhita and Bhartiya Nagrik Suraksha
Sanhita(} shifts the legal focus from state retribution to citizen-centric justice. This approach balances the protection of victim interests with the constitutional rights of the
accuse

* Scientific Accountability via Forensics: Making forensic examinations mandatory for severe offenses (those carryinF Bunishments of seven years or more) helps move
investigations away from coercive confessions toward objective, scientific evidence. The expansion of forensic science laboratories from 129 in 2023 to 154 in 2025 demonstrates
a clear commitment to empirical verification.

* Counter-Perspectives and Practical Bottlenecks

* The Implementation Deficit: Des(pite clear policy goals, data from the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) reveals that only 46% of FIRs are currently transmitted digitally to
the courts. This leaves more than half of all registered cases stuck in physical pipelines, breaking the digital chain of custody.

* Asymmetrical Infrastructure Across States: The deployment of these digital systems remains highly uneven across different states due to variations in fiscal capacity, digital
literacy among local police forces, and internet connectivity in rural districts. This creates a fragmented justice system where efficiency depends heavily on geography.



e Historical Evolution of the Issue

* The Colonial Foundation (1860s—1890s): The codification of the Indian Penal Code (IPC) in 1860 and the subsequent Code of Criminal Procedure (CrPC) were
designed by the British colonial state. The primary objective was maintaining imperial order, suppressing public dissent, and asserting state control over subjects,
relying heavily on punitive deterrence rather than protecting civil rights.

* Post-Independence Continuity (1947-1990s): Following independence, India retained these colonial-era codes, introducing only minor, piecemeal amendments.
During this period, the system struggled with growing case backlogs, rising numbers of undertrials, and prolonged litigation, while maintaining its original state-centric
structure.

* The Era of Judicial Intervention (Late 1990s—2000s): Recognizing gaps in existing legislation, the higher judiciary began using its constitutional powers to protect
citizen rights. A key milestone was the Visakha v. State of Rajasthan (1997) judgment, where the Supreme Court established explicit guidelines against workplace
sexual harassment under Articles 14, 15, and 21, showing how the courts could step in where statutory law was silent.

* The E-Governance and Integration Push (2010s—2020s): The launch of the Crime and Criminal Tracking Network & Systems (CCTNS) laid the groundwork for
digitizing police records. This evolved into the Interoperable Criminal Justice System (ICJS), aimed at connecting the data silos between police stations, forensic labs,
prisons, and courts.

* The Modern Legal Overhaul (Mid-2020s—Present): The replacement of old penal laws with the Bhartiya Nyaya Sanhita (BNS) and Bhartiya Nagrik Suraksha Sanhita
(BNSS) marked a major statutory shift. With a target set for a full digital rollout by July 1, 2027, the system is actively working to ensure all legal procedures—from
crime scene to final verdict—happen within an integrated digital ecosystem.

* Way Forward

* Closing the Digital Implementation Gap: States need targeted fiscal support to upgrade their technical infrastructure, ensuring that the percentage of FIRs sent
digitally to courts rises from 46% to a uniform 100%. This is crucial to preventing gaps in the digital chain of custody.

* Upgrading Forensic Capabilities: To support mandatory forensic testing for severe offenses, the network of forensic science laboratories must expand beyond the
current 154 facilities. Establishing mobile forensic collection units in every district will help prevent delays in gathering evidence.

* Comprehensive Data Security and Privacy Measures: As large volumes of sensitive legal data move to the MeghRaj cloud, the platform must implement advanced
end-to-end encryption, strict access controls, and regular independent security audits to prevent data leaks or unauthorized access.

* Continuous Institutional Training: Police officers, forensic technicians, prosecutors, and judicial staff require ongoing, practical training. This helps build digital
literacy, reduces resistance to new technologies, and ensures the smooth adoption of BNS and BNSS protocols across all levels.
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* Key Terms and Explanations

 Extremely Online: A sociological state of existence where an individual’s identity, communication style, worldview, and cultural references are predominantly shaped by and
dependent upon digital spaces.

* Creator Economy: A software-facilitated economic ecosystem that enables independent content creators, influencers, and videographers to monetize their digital content,
skills, and personal personas directly through platforms.

* Digital Brain Rot: A conceptual term describing the cognitive fragmentation, shortened attention spans, and social alienation resulting from the prolonged consumption of
rapid-fire, low-substance digital content.

* Algorithmic Curation: The automated mechanism by which platform algorithms analyze user behavior data to select, prioritize, and display personalized content feeds
designed to maximize engagement.

. | Al SllopI:OMass-produced, low-quality, or synthetic content generated rapidly by artificial intelligence tools that fills digital spaces without providing genuine human value or
cultural substance.

* Hybrid Culture: A cultural synthesis where online phenomena and offline realities seamlessly interlock, meaning that events initiated in virtual spaces directly reshape physical
interactions and vice versa.

* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts
* The Structural Evolution from Tool to Stage

* The fundamental thesis rests on the premise that the internet has transformed from a transactional utility into a performative stage. In its nascent stage, digital interaction was
deliberate and temporary. Today, visibility has become a form of social and economic currency. Individual identity is no longer an organic, private development; it is a curated
public IEroject constantly fed into, and altered by, platform algorithms. The self is continuously performed for an invisible audience, transforming ordinary human actions into
algorithmic commodities.

* The Decoupling of the Indian Digital Landscape from Western Frameworks

* Acrucial substantive argument is that the digital experience in developing societies, particularIY India, cannot be accurately analyzed throufgh a Western sociological lens. The
expansion of internet access has created a unique, chaotic ecosystem. Rather than flattening social divides, the digital sphere acts as an amplifier for deep-rooted societal
tensions. Traditional structural realities—such as caste hierarchies, class aspirations, and community frictions—coexist directly with modern digital phenomena like political
propaganda, self-care trends, and astrology, creating a highly localized, volatile digital landscape.

* The Collapse of the Digital-Domestic Divide

* The domestic sphere has been thoroughly permeated by digital communication architectures. The smartphone is no longer an external gadget; it has become as embedded in

the household fabric as traditional appliances. Intimate family dynamics, expressions of affection, intra-generational conflicts, and domestic negotiations are now actively

[jnedllated throgghdfamlly messaging groups and shared digital artifacts like memes. Consequently, the domestic space and the digital arena are no longer separate spheres but are
eeply intertwined.

* The Paradox of Democratization and Polarization

* Digital platforms have undeniably democratized public discourse by providing platform access and visibility to historically marginalized communities who were previously
excluded by legacy media structures. However, this democratization is accompanied by a severe counter-tendency: the very architectures that grant voice also scale up prejudices.
Aliorljchmlc systems capitalize on high-emotion content, thereby amplifying caste-based trolling, misogyny, and ideological polarization, which poses a direct challenge to social
cohesion.



* Historical Evolution of the Issue
* Pre-2000s: The Era of Transactional Utility

* During the early phase of the digital revolution, the internet was a distinct, external destination. In developing nations like India, access was expensive, scarce, and confined to
urban centers, frequently mediated through physical cyber cafes. The usage was strictly functional—primarily dedicated to checking electronic mail or conducting basic
information searches on primitive search engines. The boundaries between an individual's physical life and their rare digital excursions remained absolute.

* Mid-2000s to Early 2010s: The Rise of Web 2.0 and Alternative Public Spheres

* The advent of interactive platforms, blogging sites, and early social networks transformed users from passive consumers into active creators. Blogs and discussion forums
allowed individuals to express unedited opinions, bypassing traditional gatekeepers of legacy media. However, during this period, the digital space remained largely elite, urban,
and English-centric, functioning as an alternative public sphere rather than a universal cultural habitat.

* Mid-2010s to Late 2010s: Hyper-Cheap Data and the Mass Democratization of Access

* The introduction of highly affordable smartphones coupled with unprecedentedly cheap mobile data packages catalyzed a massive digital explosion, particularly across rural
and semi-urban India. The internet transitioned rapidly from an elite luxury to a mass medium. This era witnessed a profound cultural churn as millions of vernacular speakers
entered the digital space, bringing localized aspirations, subcultures, and traditional social frictions directly into the online ecosystem.

e 2020s to Present: The Immersive Algorithmic Ecosystem

* The current era is characterized by the absolute dominance of short-form video formats, algorithm-driven feeds, and generative artificial intelligence. The separation between
the offline and online worlds has effectively evaporated. The internet has become the primary infrastructure for political mobilization, economic livelihood, and cultural
production. Society has entered a stage where identities are continuously mediated by automated screens, creating an environment where being "extremely online" is no longer
an anomaly but the baseline human condition.

* Way Forward
* Comprehensive Digital and Algorithmic Literacy

* Educational policy must evolve beyond imparting basic functional IT skills. Curricula should integrate comprehensive digital citizenship programs that train citizens in critical
media literacy. This includes educating users to recognize algorithmic confirmation bias, identify synthetic media or Al-generated misinformation, manage digital consumption
deliberately, and maintain cognitive health against the pressures of high-volume digital environments.

* Adoption of Co-Regulation and Algorithmic Accountability

* To counter the negative externalities of attention capitalism, a co-regulatory framework involving the state, independent civil society experts, and technology platforms is
essential. Governments must mandate algorithmic transparency, forcing platforms to audit and modify recommendation architectures that systematically elevate inflammatory,
hateful, or discriminatory content for the sole purpose of maximizing user engagement metrics.

* Modernization of Legal Frameworks for Digital Harms

* Legislative frameworks must be dynamically updated to define and address contemporary digital grievances—such as targeted algorithmic bullying, coordinated trolling,
deepfake generation, and non-consensual digital exposure—with precision. These legal updates must incorporate robust procedural safeguards to ensure that regulatory powers
cannot be utilized to suppress legitimate political dissent or curtail constitutional freedoms of expression.
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* Key Terms and Explanations

* independent business division established within the Digital India Corporation. Its primary objective is to build a vibrant semiconductor and display ecosystem, enabling India
to emerge as a global hub for electronics manufacturing and design.

* Hybrid Annuity Model (HAM): A public-private partnership (PPP) variant utilized in infrastructure development. It combines features of the EPC (Engineering, Procurement,
and Construction) model and the BOT (Build-Operate-Transfer) model. The government pays 40% of the project cost in fixed installments during the construction phase, while the
remaining 60% is paid as variable annuities over the operational period based on the developer’s performance.

* Technological Sovereignty: A political and economic concept where a nation asserts its strategic autonomy by minimizing its reliance on foreign critical technologies and
supply chains. This ensures that vital data, communication networks, and defense hardware cannot be cut off or manipulated by external geopolitical actors during crises.

* Return on Equity (RoE) Band: A regulatory financial mechanism that establishes a floor (minimum guaranteed profit margin) and a ceiling (maximum permissible profit margin)
for capital investments in heavily regulated sectors.

* PM Gati Shakti National Master Plan: A transformative, digital platform that integrates the infrastructure schemes of various Union Ministries and State Governments (such as
Bharatmala, Sagarmala, and inland waterways). It relies on GIS-based spatial planning to eliminate institutional silos, optimize multimodal connectivity, and reduce India's overall
logistics cost.

* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts

* The current policy shift reveals a clear, multi-pronged economic thesis: India is systematically de-risking its economy by addressing strategic structural vulnerabilities in
advanced technology, heavy infrastructure, and food security inputs.

* The High-Tech Leap: Scaling from Assembly to Ecosystem

* A major shift is taking place in India's industrial policy. The evolution from early electronics initiatives to advanced semiconductor programs signifies a transition from low-
value device assembly to high-value component manufacturing. By introducing capital incentives for raw material suppliers—including specialized minerals and process gases—
the state is looking to secure the foundational layers of the tech supply chain. The massive financial outlays aim to draw in private capital, establish domestic design patents, and
transition local brands from domestic players into global exporters.

* Agriculture De-risking: Eliminating the Urea Structural Deficit

* Food security remains highly vulnerable to international supply chain shocks, particularly regarding fertilizer inputs. The domestic demand for urea stands at approximately 40
million tonnes, while domestic production is capped at 30 million tonnes, leaving a structural deficit of 10 million tonnes met through imports. By revising the National Investment
Policy for Urea, the state seeks to build out gas-based plants to close this gap. The core policy argument rests on structural cost-saving: separating fixed and variable costs and
managing foreign exchange volatility helps protect domestic manufacturers, saving hundreds of crores per plant while shielding agricultural production from international price
swings.

* Targeted Infrastructure: Decongestion via Multimodal Convergence

* Infrastructure investment is shifting from general, broad expansions to high-impact, targeted corridors. Utilizing the Hybrid Annuity Model (HAM) for critical bottlenecks—such
as the Varanasi corridors—shows an intent to connect major freight lines like ovNH-19 and NH-31 directly into municipal ring roads. These projects align with the PM Gati Shakti
National Master Plan, aiming to reduce regional travel times by more than half, lower freight transit erheads, and create strong multipliers for regional trade.



* Historical Evolution of the Issue

* The Post-Independence & Green Revolution Era: Industrial policy focused heavily on heavy engineering and basic public sector inputs. The Green Revolution
necessitated massive expansions in public sector fertilizer units to achieve food grain self-sufficiency. However, high-technology areas like electronics and
semiconductors were largely omitted from early industrial planning.

* The Post-1991 Liberalization Miss: While the 1991 reforms unlocked India’s service sector—turning the country into a global software hub—hardware
manufacturing lagged behind. The country relied heavily on imports for electronic items, microchips, and telecommunications equipment, which created a structural
vulnerability in the current account balance.

* The 2012 Policy Benchmark: To reverse growing import dependencies, the government rolled out the National Investment Policy (NIP) 2012 to invite private and
cooperative capital into the fertilizer sector. While it successfully added domestic capacity, structural inefficiencies, changing cropping patterns, and volatile global gas
prices kept the import burden high.

* The Post-Pandemic Reshoring Wave: The supply chain disruptions of the early 2020s, combined with growing geopolitical uncertainties, highlighted the
vulnerability of depending on concentrated geographic hubs for microchips and fertilizers. This gave rise to the "Atmanirbhar Bharat" paradigm, leading to the rollout
of early chip manufacturing policies and culminating in the current, heavily funded iterations of these programs.

* Way Forward
* Cultivating a High-Skill Talent Pipeline

* Capital incentives alone cannot sustain an advanced technology ecosystem. India needs to build a highly skilled workforce by updating engineering and science
curricula at major universities to focus on VLSI design, nanotechnology, and chemical engineering, ensuring a steady talent pipeline for domestic fabrication units.

* Securing Raw Material and Critical Mineral Supply Lines

* To safeguard advanced manufacturing ecosystems from raw material bottlenecks, India should pursue strategic bilateral and multilateral partnerships—such as
through the Mineral Security Partnership (MSP)—to secure long-term access to essential inputs like rare earth elements, gallium, germanium, and high-purity process
gases.

* Transitioning Toward Green Fertilizer Alternatives

*  While expanding gas-based urea plants solves immediate supply shortages, long-term agricultural policy should gradually integrate cleaner technologies. Phasing
in green hydrogen-based ammonia production can help align national food security goals with international net-zero carbon commitments.

* Optimizing Project Delivery Regimes

* To prevent cost overruns and delays in large infrastructure corridors, the state should utilize the integrated planning tools of PM Gati Shakti to establish single-
window environmental clearances and transparent, digitized land acquisition frameworks before construction begins.
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Govt launches 8™ round of critical
minerals auction, 20 blocks on offer

NEW HIGH. Mines Ministry auctioned a record 212 blocks in FY26, the highest since start of the auction regime

—
Our Bureau
New Delty

Coal and Mines Minister G
Kishan Reddy on Wednesday
launched the Eighth Tranche
of Auction of Critical and
Strategic Mineral Blocks.

The tranche comprises 20
critical and strategic mineral
blocks spread across nine
States, including 13 newly
identificd blocks and seven
being offered under the
second attempt.

With seven tranches com-

ed, the Ministry of Mines

successfully auctioned

56 out of &8 critical and stra-

tegic mineral blocks, achiey-

ing a success rate of over 63
per cent.

The mineral  sector
achieved a historic milestone
in FY26, with 212 mincral
blocks auctioned, the highest
inany financial year since the
commencement of the auc-

¢

Union Minister for Coal and Mines G Kishan Reddy

tion regime. This included 22
critical and strategic mineral
blocks, reaffirming the gov-
emment’s commitment to
securing critical mineral re-
sources essential for India’s
economic growth, technolo-
gical advancement and clean
encrgy transition,

Mines Secretary Piyush
Goyal, highlighted the stra-
tegie importance of critical

minerals in securing India’s
energy transition, advanced
manufacturing  capabilities
and  long-term  economic
growth.

He emphasised the gov-
ernment’s continued focus
on creating a transparent,
competitive and investor-
fricndly mining ecosystem
through progressive policy
reforms and accelerated

exploration.

Announcing the forth-
coming launch of the §*
round of Critical and Stra-
tegic Mineral Blocks auc-
tions, he said the initiative
will further strengthen do
mestic availability of critical
minerals, encourage greater
private sector participation,
attract investment and rein-
force India’s resilient min-
cral value chains.

INDIA MINING WEEK

At the event, the Minister
also formally announced the
India Mining Week 2026, In-
dia's largest conference-
cum-¢xhibition for the min-
ing and mincrals sector,
scheduled to be held on
November 15-17 in New
Delhi,

Reddy said the evemt
would serve as a premicer in-
ternational platform to bring
together governments, in-
dustry, investors, technology

leaders, rescarchers, start
ups and academia to
strengthen  partnerships,
promote innovation and
shape the future of sustain-
able and technology-driven
mining.

The Minister expressed
confidence that the event
would strengthen  global
partnerships, showcase In-
dia’s mineral potential and
technological  capabilitics,
and contribute to realising
the vision of Aatmanirbhar
and Viksit Bharat. He urged
all wechnology innovators,
rescarchers, industries and
other stakcholders to be part
of the India Mining Weck
2026,

Coal Secretary Vikram
Dev Dutt said the evemt
COmes at an important junc-
ture for the mining sector, as
the country continues to ac-
celerate reforms and unlock
new opportunities for sus-
tainable growth.




* Key Terms and Explanations

* Critical Minerals: These are metallic or non-metallic elements that are essential for the economic and national security of a country, yet whose supply chain is vulnerable to
disruption. They form the bedrock of modern green technologies.

* Strategic Minerals: A subset of minerals vital for defense, aerospace, telecommunications, and high-tech industrial applications. Their scarcity or control by hostile nations
poses an Immediate risk to sovereign security.

* Auction Regime (Tranche System): A market-driven, transparent allocation mechanism where mineral blocks are awarded to the highest bidder through competitive electronic
auctions. This replaced the older, discretionary administrative allocation system to eliminate corruption and maximize state revenue. A "tranche" refers to a specific, sequential
round or batch of blocks put up for bidding.

* Mineral Value Chain: The comprehensive, end-to-end process that begins with geological exploration and moves through extraction, processing, refining, and alloying, before
ending with integration into final manufactured goods.

* Energy Transition: The structural, long-term shift of the global energy sector from fossil-fuel-dominated systems (coal, oil, and gas) to renewable energy sources like solar,
wind, and green hydrogen, which inherently demand high volumes of critical mineral inputs.

* Main Arguments and Substantive Parts
* Core Thesis

* Securing India’s long-term economic sovereignty, advanced manufacturing capabilities, and clean energy transition depends heavily on establishing a transparent, resilient, and
private-sector-led domestic mining infrastructure for critical and strategic minerals.

* Key Pillars & Supporting Evidence

* Structural Optimization of Resource Allocation: The transition toward a highly structured, multi-round auction system has successfully accelerated resource monetization. The
conclusion of consecutive auction rounds, yielding a record-breaking operational output in recent fiscal cycles—such as the allocation of over 200 blocks in a single financial
year—demonstrates that market-driven processes can effectively reduce delays in the mining sector.

* High Market Response and Success Rates: The bidding ecosystem indicates strong corporate confidence, with historical success rates for critical and strategic mineral block
auctions exceeding 60 percent. This high conversion rate demonstrates that clear regulatory bidding guidelines can successfully mitigate the traditional risks associated with high-
capital resource exploitation.

* Geographic Diversification of Supply Strategy: Dispersing the mineral blocks across multiple states safeguards the domestic supply chain against localized disruptions,
structural bottlenecks, or regional regulatory delays. This geographical spread ensures a balanced, pan-India contribution to the national mineral inventory.

* Private Capital Mobilization: By transitioning away from public sector monopolies, the current framework positions private capital, technological innovation, and startup
agility as the primary drivers to unlock deep-seated mineral deposits.

* Systemic Challenges and Counterarguments

* The Exploration-Exploitation Gap: While auctioning blocks marks a si%nificant administrative achievement, the actual conversion of an auctioned block into an operational,
producing mine typically takes several years due to lengthy environmental clearances and land acquisition processes.

* Technological Deficits in Processing: India possesses raw extraction capabilities, but lacks the advanced metallurgical infrastructure required to refine crude ores into high-
Pu.rl'lcqy,gnanu acturing-ready materials. Without domestic refining capabilities, extracted resources may simply be exported as raw material, preserving import dependencies for
inished components.

* High Financial Risk in Deep-Seated Exploration: Unlike surficial minerals like coal or iron ore, critical minerals are often deep-seated, requiring high-risk, capital-intensive
exploration techniques that many private players are hesitant to fund without guaranteed long-term returns.



e Historical Evolution of the Issue

* Pre-1991: The State-Led Command Model: Following independence, the legislative framework was governed entirely by the Mines and Minerals (Development
and Regulation) Act, 1957 (MMDR Act). Resource extraction was heavily centralized, reserving strategic and deep-seated minerals exclusively for Public Sector
Undertakings (PSUs). Private participation was highly restricted, which limited advanced technological exploration.

* 1991-2014: Liberalization and Allocational Bottlenecks: The National Mineral Policy of 1993 attempted to open the sector to private investment. However, the
retention of discretionary administrative allocations led to systemic inefficiencies, lack of transparency, and legal disputes. This era was characterized by low
exploration budgets and an over-reliance on importing critical tech-minerals.

* 2015-2022: The Shift to Transparency and Competitive Bidding: The landmark MMDR Amendment Act of 2015 fundamentally transformed the sector by
mandating electronic auctions for all mineral allocations, eliminating administrative discretion. While this resolved transparency issues for major surficial minerals like
iron ore and bauxite, critical minerals remained largely unexploited due to rigid regulatory classifications.

* 2023-Present: The Critical Mineral Revolution: The MMDR Amendment Act of 2023 introduced structural reforms by removing six key minerals (including Lithium
and Titanium) from the restrictive atomic minerals list, allowing them to be auctioned to the private sector. It also introduced specialized Exploration Licences (EL) to
incentivize private junior mining firms. This setup directly enabled modern multi-state auctions, targeting full import substitution and domestic supply resilience.

* Way Forward

* Accelerating Operational Clearances via Single-Window Portals: To reduce the time between successful auctions and actual extraction, the government should
introduce an integrated, fast-tracked single-window clearing system for environmental and forest approvals specifically for critical minerals.

* Incentivizing Advanced Midstream Processing and Refining: Auctioning raw mineral blocks should be paired with fiscal incentives, such as Production Linked
Incentive (PLI) schemes, aimed at building domestic chemical refining plants. This ensures extracted ores are processed into battery-grade materials within the
country.

* Enhancing R&D for Deep-Seated Exploration: India needs to expand collaboration between the Geological Survey of India (GSI), mineral startups, and
international research bodies to deploy advanced geophysical and geochemical techniques required to locate deep-seated deposits.

* Strengthening ESG Frameworks and Community Trusts: To reduce social friction and local resistance in mining zones, state governments must ensure transparent,
auditable utilization of DMF funds, prioritizing long-term community rehabilitation and ecological restoration.

* A Dual Strategy of Domestic Extraction and Global Partnerships: Domestic auctions should be paired with active international sourcing through joint ventures,
securing overseas assets via public-private partnerships to ensure a stable, multi-layered supply chain.
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