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‘Reduction in air pollution isn't a victory, but a positive signal

Development and employment in NCR, home to eight crore people, must be balanced with the need for clean air, says Ceniral pollution panel official

INTERVIEW

Tarun Kumar
Pithode

Nikhil M, Balsu

arun Kumar Pith-

ode, Member Se-

cretary of the Com-
mission for Air Quality
Management in the Nation-
al Capital Region and Ad-
joining Areas, says there i
a shift of focus from frm
fires i the transport sector
when it comes to tackling
pollution. Edited excerpes:

How do you asiess
anti-pollution efforts
thiz winter season?

Actbons taken by the com-
mission and other stake-
holders have broughs posi-
tive changes that are
evident. One of the biggest

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

The CAQM Member Secretany
‘s the transpon sector,
industries and moad dust are
the pamel’s focus arcas.

changes has been in the
practice of subble burn-
ing. The number of farm
fires has declined.

We have not seen many
ks with an AQI [adr quali-
ty index] beyond 450. That
gives s positive signals.

‘What worked?
We conducted numenous

inspections of industrial fa-
cilities and construction

Context of the News

e The Commission for Air Quality Management

sites, We also scted against
imdustries in mon-condorem-
g areas, violuwing norms,

‘What is the target for
reducing alr pollution?

Over the next five years,
we can work hard o
achieve a significant reduc
tion. But we don't want to

spell out a specific target.

Wiy has the issue not
been solved despite two
SC-monitored panels —
the CAQM, constituted
in 2020, and its
predecessor, founded in
1998 — waorking on it?

Eight erare people lve in
the NCE. which i more
than the population of ma-
ny countries. We must
strive for a fine balance
between concerns such as
development and employ-
ment, and the need to
Keep the air clean,

Many gains have been
made over the years, but
some of those have been
offset by the spike in popu-
Euthon and velicles.

‘What are the main
challenges in reducing
pollution?

Ensuring a concerted ef-
fort involving every stake-
holder, from the person
who sweeps the road 1o the
miost sendor burcaucrat. It
i a humongous effort. Da-
Easuggest a trend of reduc-
tion in pollution. But we
are not claiming it as a vic-
tory. It iz an encouraging
wrend that shows reducing
a1 pollution i2 possible.

Initially, there was a lot
of fiecus on stubble

There has already boen a

(CAQM) has highlighted a policy shift in air
pollution control strategy in Delhi-NCR, from

primary focus on stubble burning to transport-
sector emissions.

e CAQM noted that recent winter seasons have
recorded fewer ‘severe’ AQI days, indicating

partial improvement.

e The statement comes amid debates on data
credibility, effectiveness of stubble-burning

controls, and rising vehicular pollution.

Key Points

e Air Quality Trends

o Fewer days with AQI > 450 (Severe
category).

o 2025 projected as the cleanest year in eight

years (excluding 2020).

e Stubble Burning
o Decline in fire counts in Punjab and
Haryana.

o Burnt-area reduction less significant »

indicates evasive practices.

o Ground-level verification suggests

improvement.

e Transport Sector

o Vehicles now a major contributor to PM2.5

in Delhi-NCR.

o Focus on public transport strengthening

and vehicular emission control.
e Regulatory Measures

o Inspections of industries and construction

sites.
o Action against industries in non-
conforming zones.

o AQIl data sourced from Central Pollution

Control Board (CPCB).

shilt of focus. We're foous-
ing om the public transpar-
tation system and controll-
ing wehleular emissions.
Road dust and industries
are the caher focus areas,

The CAQM sald 2025
was the cleanest year in
Delhi in eight years,
exeept for 2020,
However, there ane
allegations of ‘data
manipulation” at air
quality measuring
stations by spraying
water near the sensors.
We receive daily AQI data
from the CPCB (Cemtral
Pollution Contral .
The CPCB and the Delhi
Pollution Control Commis-
tee malntain the abr qualiey
maonitoring stations in Del-
hi They can better explain
the functioning of these
st

A question has also

been raised about the
reliability of claims of a
reduction in stubble
burning, with reported
instances of such

Punjab and Haryana in
2023 and again in 2024
in Punjab.

Wi don't rely only on stub-
ble burning data, Data on
burnt aneas also show a ne-
duction in Punjsb and Ha-
ryana. I'm ol going into
speciic data.

. the reductdon in
‘hurmil area” is not as signil-
leant as the “fire counts”,
which indicates thar there

¢ Structural Constraints
o NCR population ~8 crore.
o Rapid urbanisation and
vehicle growth offset
pollution-control gains.

have been evasions (hy
Farmers).

However, there is regu-
lar feedback from our
ground teams about a de-
crease in stubble burning,

Static Linkages

National Ambient Air Quality Standards
(NAAQS).

Air (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act,
1981.

Graded Response Action Plan (GRAP).
Sustainable Development principle.
Negative externalities and state regulation.
Urban transport emissions as a key pollution
source.

Critical Analysis
Strengths

Shift to transport emissions reflects updated
source apportionment studies.

Decline in extreme AQI days shows policy
impact.

Stronger enforcement against industrial
violations.

Limitations

No time-bound pollution reduction targets.
Data credibility concerns weaken public trust.
Fragmented Centre-State-Local coordination.
Continued stubble-burning evasions.

Way Forward

Set sector-wise emission reduction targets
aligned with NAAQS.

Strengthen public transport and last-mile
connectivity.

Expand electric mobility and stricter vehicular
emission norms.

Promote in-situ crop residue management with
incentives.

Independent auditing of air-quality monitoring
stations.

Adopt airshed-based regional governance.



SC flags States’ preference for
‘ad-hoc’ DGP appointments

Clbed Bench says States are opding for Acting’ police chicfs of their choloe in violation of 2006
verdict, directs UPSC w approach top court if process for appoiming regular DGR s delaved

e Court observations:
s o Delays deprive senior officers of legitimate
e esin o T S career progression.
o Ad-hoc appointments allow political
interference in policing.
e Directions:
o UPSC to proactively remind States to send
proposals.
o UPSC may approach the Supreme Court if States
ignore communications.
e Telangana:
o UPSC given four weeks to finalize
recommendations for appointment of a regular
DGP.

KW DELHY There ane several Siases which

Recrp o by gz thve skt ol
progirsils B appoiniment of negabar 1PN
il disregand of the direction -

ol e Supwrermie Court in the
IPralarsh singh Grae— An

eneral of Police DGR ackhic arrargement by ehserwed

with & foeed penure of twe o s Actines OGP Thee conrt suid the LTSC

years, optng instead for :“;:‘m“" L should not fal into ploys of
chieds of L the Saies. The Bemch &

“Acting™ police
iheir cholce in violation of SUTHEML GOLNT recied the Commistion o
a Mryearold top oowt R ! T wrke 1o States 1o send
jadgment, simely propmals for ap-
The court. in a 06 Subsoquent top cout kot regular DOP retied  pointment of ropular DGR
judgment in the Prokosk  orders in July 208 and  shewt nine years sgo, in whenever such e eocy
Singh cxee, had made it March 2019 detailed the mm:zm.ms:m shon arises in the fuiure.
chear that the office of DG  appoimments mechanism, forwanded T
should be divorced from  which incladed the State thmhbo-nmu:dwap Eberiy to approach the Su
political or other exiemal — concemed sending a pro- D-Dlnlrrml of a regular  preme Court in case (he
pressees asd cautioned  posal to the UPSC Ihrul DG, choming sa carry on  States chose 10 ignone wuch
Ervermments againat mix-  morshsahesd of the retire wigh Acting’ DGPy. A communication.
ing politics snd bw  ment of the incumbess  Suaee will wnd o proposal e
enforoement. DGE The UPSCwould pre- — only whes it wams woap gomnees,  including  sc
I had invoked s ex-  pare a panel of suiable ol point a cemain oficer”
iraordisary powers w
Artice M2 b0 divect that  poiri  one  of ihe
Py st be nebected by
Szates froem among. th 1hc [P ~meedisely~. i Boting that there was a
threr unsior-sson and On Thursdey, the UPSC porious and sendor police  “serious bigne™ onithe pan
itorhous.  officers rml,ll inforssed & Benck beaded  officen had bt their op-  of Telasgany in ot send-
nelied by the Union Public by ChielJustice of India 3o+ poriunity a1 becoming  fng a cimely proposal cothe
Service Commission  rya Kani thai thereality on  [NGPs owing to the "inond-  UFSC, i gave the Commis-
(UPSC), The oowrt had e ground hardly resemr  note delay™ shownlby Stabe  sion four weeks i hold
thpowm o e “Concept™ il perernments §o send - sertingt and make the re-
R‘MP'IIJ'JH Il'hll.lhld in the 2006 judgment, iwihluihe‘.-m “There  commendations fo the Te-
that Siate pelicr The Bench was hearisg wrveral St which  Lingsma givernmest on
\}ﬂl.li.lh.lvra.m]lrrm e exmie of Telargasa, kqmddlyluﬂ-rnm the appoint=son of 3 regs
fincesd teraure of vwo pears. where the UFSC sald (ke missiom of propomls for L DGR

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

wonald
observied in ik order.

Static Linkages
e Police and Public Order: State List (List Il), Seventh

Context of the News SChedule.
e The Supreme Court observed that several ° Arté‘cle 142: Power of Supreme Court to do complete
justice.

States are deliberately avoiding the
appointment of regular Directors-General of
Police (DGPs).

Instead, States are continuing with “Acting
DGPs”, violating the Prakash Singh vs Union of
India (2006) judgment.

The issue surfaced during proceedings related
to Telangana, where no regular DGP has been
appointed since 2017.

The UPSC informed the Court that States
selectively delay sending proposals to retain
preferred officers.

Key Points
¢ Prakash Singh Judgment (2006):

o |ssued under Article 142 of the
Constitution.
o Mandated:
= Selection of DGPs from three senior-
most meritorious officers empanelled
by UPSC.
= Minimum fixed tenure of two years for
DGPs.
= Rejection of the concept of “Acting
DGPs”.

* Subsequent Supreme Court Orders (2018 &

2019):
o States must send proposals to UPSC three
months before retirement of incumbent
DGP.

o UPSC to prepare a panel of eligible officers.

o State must appoint one of the empanelled
officers immediately.

Rule of Law: Requires impartial and politically
neutral police.
National Police Commission (1977-81):
o Recommended fixed tenure for police
leadership.
Second Administrative Reforms Commission (ARC):
o Emphasized insulating police from political and
bureaucratic interference.

Critical Analysis
Advantages of SC Directions

Strengthens institutional autonomy of police.
Enhances professionalism and continuity in
leadership.

Reinforces constitutional morality and judicial
authority.

Issues and Challenges

States cite federal autonomy concerns.
Absence of statutory backing leads to weak
compliance.

Political reluctance to surrender control over police
leadership.

Over-reliance on judicial intervention instead of
legislative reform.

Way Forward

States should enact comprehensive police reform
laws in line with SC directions.

Make fixed tenure provisions statutory and
enforceable.

Strengthen State Security Commissions and Police
Establishment Boards.

Periodic judicial review of compliance with police
reform directives.

Promote a governance culture prioritizing rule of
law over political expediency.



The fading of India’s environmental jurisprudence
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KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context of the News

Tegulasty. Berahes
aﬂwlﬂ-ﬂlh Higths Coasres, Easer of ussiness

casy.

Th s raprrsed ave prrnal

e |In December 2025, the Union Government
modified the procedure for non-coal mining
projects, allowing Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) after land acquisition, even
without detailed location and area particulars.

* In 2025, the Supreme Court recalled its
judgment in Vanashakti vs Union of India,
which had prohibited retrospective
environmental clearances.

* The Supreme Court, in In Re: Issue Relating to
Definition of Aravalli Hills and Ranges (2025),
accepted a height-based (100-metre)
definition of the Aravalli ranges.

e Judicial approvals were granted for:

o Felling of mangroves for industrial and
infrastructure projects.

o Large-scale infrastructure projects such as
the Char Dham Highway in Uttarakhand.

* These developments raise concerns regarding
environmental protection, constitutional
obligations, and sustainable development.

Key Points

e EIA Framework:
o ElIAis governed under the Environment
(Protection) Act, 1986 and EIA Notification,

2006.

o Post-facto and conditional clearances
weaken preventive environmental
regulation.

e Aravalli Ecosystem:

o Aravallis act as barriers against
desertification, aid groundwater recharge,
and regulate regional climate.

o Earlier judicial interpretation treated
Aravallis as a continuous geomorphological
system, not merely height-based hills.

* Mangroves:

o Classified under CRZ-1 as ecologically
sensitive areas.

o Provide coastal protection, carbon
sequestration, and biodiversity support.

¢ Himalayan Ecology:

o The Himalayas are geologically young and
highly prone to landslides.

o Infrastructure expansion increases disaster
vulnerability.

e Economic Survey 2025-26:

o Critically noted environmental risks arising
from unregulated infrastructure and
private investment.

Static Linkages
¢ Constitutional Provisions:
o Article 21 - Right to life includes the right
to a clean environment.
o Article 48A — State obligation to protect
and improve the environment.
o Article 51A(g) - Fundamental duty of
citizens to protect the environment.
o Article 14 - Protection against arbitrariness
and unequal classification.
e Environmental Principles:
o Precautionary Principle
o Sustainable Development
o Polluter Pays Principle
o Public Trust Doctrine
¢ Legal Framework:
o Environment (Protection) Act, 1986
o Forest (Conservation) Act, 1980
o Coastal Regulation Zone Notifications

Critical Analysis
Issues Identified
¢ Dilution of the precautionary principle through
post-facto clearances.
* Height-based ecological classification lacks
scientific and ecological basis.
e Over-reliance on mitigation and compensatory
mechanisms instead of prevention.
e Procedural fairness concerns in public
hearings and environmental clearances.
* Increased ecological risks for future
generations.



Constitutional Concerns

Potential violation of Article 21 due to
environmental degradation.

Arbitrary classifications undermining Article
14.

Weak enforcement of Articles 48A and 51A(g).

Way Forward

Reinstate EIA prior to land acquisition as a
mandatory norm.

Adopt ecosystem-based definitions for
ecologically sensitive areas.

Strengthen judicial consistency in
environmental jurisprudence.

Ensure meaningful public participation in
environmental decision-making.

Integrate disaster risk assessment in
infrastructure planning.

Promote development aligned with sustainable
development goals (SDGs).




More money for defence, now fix the process

he Finance Minister has been rather

generous, The new defence budget is

breing touted as being the first double digh
jump in India’s defence expenditure in decades,
ever singe its steady decline from 2007, At 2% of
the Budget, it sends 2 signal of strategic
determination in a more than unusually tarbubent
world. The Funds will have to be used prudenty

Dushyant Singh

s a retived Lieutenant

rove by 6.56% but it is still at 20.84% when
compared to 27,95% for capital expenditure of the
Ministry of Defence (MoD)'s allocation. Before
FYI987-88, they came under central government
pensions and were not clubbed with the defence

. Despite: this, the Bucdges was still 3.31% of
G, The size of the cconomy then was less than
half of what it is today, but it still provides a

spesch but never implemented. Financial
convenience cannot result in the defence
industry being held hostage,

RED lies scattered

Aleey areq is research and development (RED),
Fumneds for the Defence Research and
Development Organisation (DROCK and a shew of
research organisations have been increased;
many have potential benefits for defence
production. But rescarch is segmented. Despite
often being dual use, it seldom translates into
better defence capabilities. India's overall
reseanch budget also remains 0.66% of GDE,
Compare that to Japan at 3.70%, funded primarily
by the private sector. In India, there is a near
absence of private sector R&D. Those in the big
leagwe must loosen up and unify research and its

ifist” country such as Japan has now
allocated 2.2% for its defence. So has Australia
with a far lower threat profile. Europe too is
moving to larger allocations. At issue here is the
“guns: vs butter’ lens through which the defence
budget ks viewed. Instead, it needs to be mekded
with the vision of Viksit Bharat's £30 trillion
economy. The Border Roads Organisation, for

and expeditiously, which demand systemic Goneral, and, oertain v,
change, not tinkering, in the Budget process. As currently, Director It might be time to reimvent that wheel.
“frenemies” abound and a tenuous ‘Tules-based General of the Centre
order” collapses, thene is no time to lose. for Laed Warfare Burcaucracy and delays
Seudies (CLAWS] A welcome aspect is that 75% of the capital

The good and the bad acquisition budget for procurement has been
The most talked about aspect is the Budget's 15% carmarked for domestic industries, which
hike hitting 2% of GDP {up from 15% last year). includes private players. The government’s thrust
Second, in a notable shift, capital expenditure in this direction has been consistent, with
has outpaced the revenue budget, up more than defence production recording a 174% surge from
2%, reversing years of neglect. Third, thereisa ’ 200415, But beyond this is the reality of a direction.
dlear thrust wward modernisation. The Indian Tara Kartha complex bureaucratic system, one aspect of
Adr Foroe gets a hefty 33% rise, while the Indian which is the L {lowest cost) rule which favours
Army has got a 307% hike for heavy vehicles and i Sy large industries rather than innevators who are
WeapHIs. :"du Jlomw wital for a tech-intensive canmot

Oalefly, thee Eneian Mavy, with its ambitious “':n.;n Studies compete, especially when lr.msltlun]rg o
commiments in the Indian Ocean, gets 3%. [CLAWS) manufacturing. This needs not only hand holding
Jmmcallr ithis ks probably due to its success in bt also clarity in forward planning and promised

fon, and a proven 1o absorb volumes.

allotted funds. The next factor ks this — the inerminable

All this is good. But the rupee has weakenasd
substantially against the dollar, which means that
payment for capital goods such as aircraft has

e expernsive. It s mot all bad news.
Defenos expons ane rising — 123,000 crore las
year as against 2,000 crore in 2004, A chunk of
the Indian Army's mobility equipment s made
Iere by the Tatas, Ashok Leyland and others, But
this does eat into the ‘double digit” increase.

There are also the pension payments which

A defence
budget has 1o
also be seen as
a tool that
powers growth

delays in vital programmes such as Project 75 for
submarines approved in 1997, Expected delivery
times are now in the mid 2050s. The Rafale
fighter aircraft deal which was envisioned in the
EI90s, saw results only 200920 It s unsurprising
then that the Mol) had to reurmn 212,500 crore of
its capital allocation in FY2024-25.

It is timse to re-examine the repeated demand

insance, delivers the connectivity for “Vibrant
Villages” programme which is vital to border
development.

In another example, the Prime Minister
remarked that indigenous shipbuilding has a 6.5
multiplier effect on employment, with its
multiple ancillary industries. This applies almoss
across the board. The Budget has o be seenas a
mol Sn( poﬂurhggmwm rather than being a
! section. Once this ks done, the

for a Non-Lapsable Defence Mod Fund,
which was announced in the FY 2004-05 Budget

processes will follow.

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context of the News

Union Budget 2025-26 announces a double-
digit increase (~15%) in defence expenditure.
Defence outlay reaches around 2% of GDP,
reversing a declining trend since 2017.
Capital expenditure exceeds revenue
expenditure, indicating renewed focus on
modernisation.

Budget announced amid heightened global
security uncertainty and regional strategic
challenges.

Key Points

Total defence allocation: ~¥6.2 lakh crore (BE).
Capital outlay increased by over 22% (MoD,
Budget Documents).
Service-wise capital allocation increase:

o Indian Air Force: ~32%

o Indian Army: ~30%

o Indian Navy: ~3%
75% of capital procurement earmarked for
domestic industry (Atmanirbhar Bharat).
Defence exports: 23,000 crore (FY 2023-24)
vs 1,000 crore in 2014 (MoD).

Pension expenditure: ~21.8% of defence
budget.
Capital allocation worth 12,500 crore lapsed
in FY 2024-25 due to procedural delays (PRS
India).

Static Linkages

Defence budget presented under Article 112 of
the Constitution.

Capital vs Revenue expenditure classification
(NCERT - Public Finance).

Defence procurement governed by Defence
Acquisition Procedure (DAP).

Role of defence industrial base in national
power (NCERT - Security Studies).

R&D expenditure and economic growth
relationship (Economic Survey).

Critical Analysis
Positive Aspects

Higher capital spending strengthens long-term
military capability.

Emphasis on indigenous procurement boosts
domestic defence manufacturing.

Export growth supports foreign exchange
earnings and strategic autonomy.

Defence infrastructure spending has spillover
effects on regional development.

Concerns

Rupee depreciation increases cost of imported
defence equipment.

Procedural delays lead to underutilisation of
capital funds.

L-1 procurement system limits participation of
innovative firms.

Fragmented defence R&D ecosystem reduces
technology absorption.

Rising pension liabilities reduce fiscal space for
modernisation.

Way Forward

Establish Non-Lapsable Defence
Modernisation Fund for continuity of projects.
Reform procurement norms to include quality-
cum-cost based selection.

Strengthen long-term defence planning and
assured order pipelines.

Integrate public and private sector defence
R&D.

Rationalise pension expenditure through
structural reforms.

Align defence expenditure with economic
growth and industrial policy.



Intent and outcome

India must match its climate ambitions
with higher allocations

nion Budgets began reflecting greater cli-

mate concerns from 2021, in the thick of

the COVID-19 pandemic, with a modest
4,500 crore to localise solar photovoltaic pro-
duction and to reduce India’s dependence on
Chinese imports. But there has been a cautious,
disjointed approach to the scale and allocations.
While five broad sectors (cement, steel, alumini-
um and fertilizers; decentralised solar power;
greening irrigation pump sets; green hydrogen;
and nuclear energy) received attention in Budget
2026-27, the most prominent announcement was
the proposed five-year outlay of ¥20,000 crore
for Carbon Capture, Utilisation and Storage
(CCUS). This is a modest provision for a suite of
costly and complex technologies. The allocation
signals that India is entering a pilot and demon-
stration phase, rather than embarking on imme-
diate industrial deployment. While operational
examples exist in Norway, Canada and the U5,
scaling CCUS has proven expensive and uneven.
The technology is primarily relevant to sectors
where emissions are embedded in the produc-
tion precess. The EU's Carbon Border Adjust-
ment Mechanism (CBAM) will impose carbon
costs on imports of high-emission products, so
for India, decarbonising industrial production is
no longer only a climate imperative. It is now a
question of export competitiveness, particularly
for steel and aluminium, which form the bulk of
India's CBAM-exposed exports to the EU.

The Budget also substantially scales up the PM
Surya Ghar Muft Bijli Yojana rooftop solar
scheme = $22,000 crore in 2026-27 from 17,000
crore (RE) for the current year. It is a welcome
push towards decentralised energy systems that
reduce land pressure, transmission losses and
household energy costs. However, implementa-
tion chall remain, including discom cooper-
ation and upfront finance. Similarly, allocations
for PM-KUSUM (solar irrigation pumps), have
been sustained at 25,000 crore. Revised esti-
mates suggest stronger-than-anticipated absorp-
tion. For nuclear energy, the government has ex-
tended zero basic customs duty on imports of
nuclear plant equipment until 2035. While this
reduces input costs, nuclear power remains cap-
ital intensive, with long construction timelines
and financing risks. Recent legal changes permit
private participation, but whether private capital
will enter a sector entwined with national secur-
ity, safety and liability concerns remains uncer-
tain, Green hydrogen, despite budgetary sup-
port, continues to see modest actual spending,
highlighting the persistent gap between policy
ambition and execution. Overall, India's climate
budget for 2026-27 repeats a pattern: big on in-
tent, cautious on allocations, and uncertain in its
ability to mobilise the private capital required to
aceelerate decarbonisation across vital sectors.

Trade and Competitiveness

o EU’s CBAM will impose carbon-linked levies
on imports of steel, aluminium, cement and
fertilisers.

o India’s exports to the EU are significantly
concentrated in steel and aluminium,
increasing vulnerability.

Decentralised Renewable Energy

o PM Surya Ghar Muft Bijli Yojana allocation
increased to ¥22,000 crore in 2026-27.

o Benefits include reduced transmission
losses, lower land requirements, and
household energy savings.

Solar Irrigation

o PM-KUSUM allocation sustained at ¥5,000
crore; revised estimates show improved
absorption.

Nuclear Energy

o Zero basic customs duty on nuclear plant
equipment extended till 2035.

o Private participation enabled through legal
changes; concerns remain regarding safety,
liability, and financing.

Green Hydrogen

o Budgetary support continues, but actual

expenditure remains limited, indicating

implementation challenges.

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context of the News

¢ Since Union Budget 2021-22, climate-related
allocations have gradually increased,
coinciding with post-COVID recovery and
global energy transition.

e Union Budget 2026-27 focuses on selective
climate-linked sectors rather than economy-
wide decarbonisation.

* A major announcement is a ¥20,000 crore five-
year outlay for Carbon Capture, Utilisation and
Storage (CCUS).

* The budget is framed amid emerging global
trade pressures such as the EU’s Carbon
Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM)
affecting carbon-intensive exports.

Static Linkages
* India’s Nationally Determined Contributions
(NDCs) under the Paris Agreement:
o Reduction in emissions intensity of GDP.
o 50% of installed electricity capacity from
non-fossil sources by 2030.
e Hard-to-abate sectors identified in:
o Economic Survey (Energy Transition
sections).
o NITI Aayog’s long-term low-emission
development strategy.
* Decentralised renewable energy emphasised
in:
o National Electricity Policy.
o India Year Book (Energy chapter).
* Nuclear power categorised as non-fossil

Key Points energy in India’s climate accounting.

e Carbon Capture, Utilisation and Storage
(CCUS)

o 20,000 crore over five years; indicates
pilot and demonstration phase.

o Applicable mainly to hard-to-abate
industrial sectors: cement, steel, fertilisers,
aluminium.

o High capital costs, energy penalty, and
infrastructure needs limit rapid scaling.

Critical Analysis
Strengths
e Acknowledges the need for industrial
decarbonisation.
* Encourages decentralised energy systems.
e Aligns climate policy with export
competitiveness concerns.




Limitations

CCUS funding inadequate for commercial-
scale deployment.

Sector-specific approach lacks an integrated
climate finance framework.

Persistent gap between budget
announcements and actual utilisation.
Heavy dependence on private investment
without adequate risk-sharing mechanisms.
Nuclear expansion constrained by long
gestation periods and liability concerns.

Way Forward

Establish a National CCUS Mission with clear
sectoral prioritisation.

Develop blended finance and risk-mitigation
instruments to mobilise private capital.
Integrate climate spending into a medium-term
green fiscal strategy.

Strengthen discom reforms and credit access
for rooftop solar.

Align industrial, trade and climate policies to
address CBAM-related risks.




More, and less

The health-care component of Budget
2026 is a mixed bag

hile this year's health-care allocations
w are aggressive in certain key sectors,
it has failed expectations that Budget
2026 would be a milestone for increased health-
care spending as a percentage of GDP. The total
allocation this year is over 2105 lakh crore, mark-
ing an increase of about 10% over the previous
vear's revised estimates, However, experts have
pointed out that the 2026 health budget is ap-
proximately 1.9% of the total government expen-
diture, and about 0.26% of GDP. Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman fronted the Biopharma
SHAKTI scheme, among the projects with the sin-
gle highest budgetary allocations this year. This
0,000 crore government initiative will trans-
form India into a manufacturing hub for biologics
and biosimilars over the next five years, she said.
A pan-country clinical state-of-the-art trial infras-
tructure will also be created, through a network
of 1,000 accredited clinical trial sites. No doubt,
this will take care of an angle that has long been
languishing in India - research and develop-
ment. Additionally, the government will set up
three new National Institutes of Pharmaceutical
Education and Research (MIPER) and modernise
seven existing units, besides establishing a se-
cond NIMHANS campus in north India and two
upgraded national mental health institutes. The
government has set itself a target of training one
lakh allied health professionals over the next five
vears, while another 1.5 lakh care workers will al-
50 be trained to take care of the health needs of
the elderly; this is appreciable at a time when In-
dia is well on its way towards becoming a grey na-
tion, with fertility levels falling. In the area of
making care affordable, the government has ex-
empted 17 cancer medicines and several treat-
ments for rare diseases from customs and import
duties, while also reducing the tax collected at
source on medical and educational remittances
from 5% to 2%, For patients suffering from these
conditions, and their families, this will no doubt
lead to better affordability for treatments.
Primarily under fire was the Union govern-
ment’s stodgy refusal to increase the allocation
for health care to reach 2.5% of GDP by 2025, as
committed in the National Health Policy of 2017.
Public health activists have lambasted the drop in
funding for the National Health Mission, despite
the fact that funds have been consistently well
utilised here. While fiscal devolution has enabled
States to invest more heavily in the health sector,
there are concerns, however, that the Centre
steadily reducing its share will result in patchy
outcomes, not even improvements, in the health-
care sector of the country.

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context of the News

e Union Budget 2026 allocated ¥1.05 lakh crore
to the health sector.

e This reflects a ~10% increase over the previous
year’s revised estimates.

e Health expenditure remains ~1.9% of total
Union expenditure and ~0.26% of GDP.

e The allocation falls short of the National
Health Policy (2017) target of 2.5% of GDP
public health spending by 2025.

Key Points
e Overall Health Spending
o |ndia’s total public health expenditure
(Centre + States): ~2.1% of GDP (Economic
Survey).
o WHO recommends minimum 5% of GDP for
health.
e Biopharma SHAKTI Scheme
o Allocation: ¥10,000 crore over 5 years.
o Objective: Develop India as a global hub for
biologics and biosimilars.
o Establishment of 1,000 accredited clinical
trial sites nationwide.

e |nstitutional Expansion
o Establishment of 3 new NIPERs.
o Modernisation of 7 existing NIPERs.
o Creation of a second NIMHANS campus in
North India.
o Upgradation of 2 national mental health
institutes.
¢ Human Resource Development
o Training of 1 lakh allied health
professionals.
o Training of 1.5 lakh elderly care workers
over five years.
» Affordability Measures
o Customs duty exemption on 17 cancer
medicines.
o Duty exemptions on selected rare disease
treatments.
o Reduction of TCS on medical and education
remittances from 5% to 2%.
e Concern Area
o Reduction in Central allocation to National
Health Mission (NHM) despite high fund
utilisation.

Static Linkages
* National Health Policy, 2017:
o Target of 2.5% of GDP public health
expenditure.
o Emphasis on primary health care and
preventive services.
e Economic Survey of India:
o Health investment as a key driver of human
capital formation.
* NCERT (Class XIl — Indian Economy):
o Government’s role in correcting market
failure in health sector.
e NITI Aayog Health Index:
o Highlights inter-State disparities in health
outcomes.

Critical Analysis
Strengths
* Increased focus on health R&D and
pharmaceutical manufacturing.
e Expansion of mental health infrastructure,
aligning with National Mental Health Policy.
e Measures to reduce out-of-pocket expenditure
on critical diseases.



Limitations
* Health spending remains significantly below

policy targets.

Declining Central share may widen inter-State
inequities in health access.

Budgetary focus tilted towards tertiary care
and manufacturing over primary health care.
Reduced NHM funding may weaken grassroots
public health delivery.

Way Forward

Adopt a time-bound roadmap to achieve 2.5%
of GDP public health spending.

Strengthen primary health care and NHM
financing.

Ensure equitable Centre-State fiscal sharing in
health.

Link health allocations with outcome-based
performance indicators.

Integrate preventive care with emerging
biotech initiatives.
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KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context of the News

Union Budget 2026 introduced long-term
capital gains tax (12.5%) on Sovereign Gold
Bonds (SGBs) effective from April 2026.
This marks a retrospective change to the
original tax-exempt redemption promise made
at the time of issuance.

SGB scheme was launched in 2015-16 and
discontinued in 2024.

The measure emerged post-Budget scrutiny
and was not highlighted prominently during
Budget presentation.

The decision has raised concerns regarding
policy certainty, investor confidence, and
investment climate.

Key Points

Sovereign Gold Bonds (SGBs):
o Issued by Government of India under RBI
o Denominated in grams of gold
o Interest rate: 2.5% per annum
Original tax structure:
o Capital gains on redemption exempt from
tax
o Investor bore both price appreciation and
depreciation risk
New provision:
o 12.5% long-term capital gains tax imposed
retrospectively
Estimated revenue gain:
o ~3200 crore annually
o ~0.005% of total tax receipts (2025-26)
Fiscal background:
o Government borrowed via SGBs at 2.5%
instead of ~7% market rate
o Estimated interest savings: ¥50,000 crore+
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o SGBs reduce physical gold demand
e Public borrowing:
o Internal debt preferred to reduce forex risk
e |Investment treaties:

o Model BIT 2015 restricted international arbitration

o Adversely affected FDI inflows

Critical Analysis
Positives
e Marginal expansion of tax base
e Aligns SGB taxation with other financial assets
e Short-term revenue augmentation
Negatives
¢ Violates principle of legitimate expectation
e Retrospective taxation weakens policy credibility

e Deters both domestic and foreign investors

e Contradicts “Ease of Doing Business” objectives
Stakeholder Perspective

e Retail investors face trust deficit

e Government credibility affected in long term
Ethical and Constitutional Dimensions
equity
e Conflicts with principles of good governance
Way Forward
extraordinary circumstances
terms
making
e Strengthen investor protection mechanisms
e Reform BIT framework to ensure neutral dispute
resolution
revenue

e Align fiscal policy with long-term macroeconomic
stability

declined by ~10 percentage points from

e Revenue gain negligible compared to confidence loss

e Foreign investors perceive regulatory unpredictability
e Breach of implicit contract between State and citizen

e Retrospective taxation raises concerns of fairness and

e | egally restrict retrospective taxation except under
e Restore tax exemption for SGBs issued under earlier

e |nstitutionalise transparent and consultative Budget-

e Focus oninvestment-led growth rather than short-term
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KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context of the News

e The Lancet Commission on India’s Health
System was launched recently.

e The Commission evaluates India’s health
reforms, including Ayushman Bharat, in the
context of future disease burden.

* Focus on system preparedness for Non-
Communicable Diseases (NCDs), mental
health, climate change impacts, and
antimicrobial resistance.

e Relevant to India’s goal of becoming a
developed nation by 2047.

Key Points
* Ayushman Bharat-PMJAY:
o Qver 10 crore hospitalisation episodes
covered since launch (PIB).

o Estimated 2 lakh crore reduction in out-of-
pocket expenditure (NITI Aayog estimates).

e Disease Burden:

o Rising share of NCDs in total morbidity and

mortality.
o Persistent regional and socio-economic
health inequalities.
e Health Expenditure:

o Public health spending around 1.3-1.5% of

GDP.

o Below National Health Policy (2017) target

of 2.5% of GDP.
* Systemic Issues:

o Hospital-centric and curative approach.

o Weak primary healthcare and poor
continuity of care.

o Fragmented financing across schemes and

departments.
Governance & Technology:

o Need for decentralisation to states and
districts.

o Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI) can
enable continuity and surveillance, subject
to safeguards.

Private Sector:

o Essential for achieving Universal Health
Coverage (UHQC).

o Requires regulation and shift from volume-
based to outcome-based payments.

Static Linkages

Article 21 - Right to life includes right to health
(Judicial interpretation).

Article 47 (DPSP) - Duty of the State to
improve public health.

Three-tier public healthcare system - Sub-
centres, PHCs, CHCs.

Epidemiological Transition Theory.

Human Capital Theory — Health as a driver of
economic growth.

Fiscal Federalism — Role of states in social
sector delivery.

Critical Analysis
Strengths

Expanded financial risk protection.
Large-scale implementation capacity
demonstrated.

Use of digital platforms for service delivery.

Limitations

Weak primary healthcare limits preventive
care.

Fragmented governance and financing.
Quality and continuity of care remain uneven.
Inequities across regions and socio-economic
groups.

Volume-based payment systems incentivise
episodic care.

Way Forward

Increase public health expenditure towards
2.5% of GDP.

Strengthen primary healthcare as system
foundation.

Transition to outcome-based and managed
care payment systems.

Enhance decentralisation with accountability.
Strengthen regulation of private healthcare.
Ensure ethical, secure use of digital health
data.



Loneliness epidemic
needs a policy response

N THE fragments pieced together in the aftermath of the

death by suicide of three minorsistersin Ghaziabad isa por-

trait of a constrained childhood: Economic precarity, frac-

tured family relationships and an overarching immersion
in the online world of Korean dramas and games that promised
escape but deepened isolation. But the tragedy is far from being
an outlier. It portends a broader rupture in the way adolescence
isexperienced now, where screensare both babysittersand battle-
grounds, where the digital world is increasingly the organising
principle of many youngsters’ lives, magnifying feelings of ex-
clusion while offering little reprieve. A widening gap separates
this first generation of true digital natives from their parents and
teachers, who lack fluency in the online cultures their children
inhabit. It makes monitoring onerous, often fragile.

Inareport last year, the WHO estimated that globally, one in
seven 10 to 19-year-olds experiences a mental disorder. Across
countries, surveystell storiesof athinning sense of belonging. In
India, nearlyone in fouradolescents reports symptoms consistent
with anxiety or depression, while the NCRB has documented a
steady rise in students’ suicides over the past decade. There is
growing evidence that early, unsupervised immersionin online
social ecosystems carries psychological risks. The Ghaziabad
sisters, aged 16, 14 and 12, had dropped out of school after Covid.
Intheeight-page note they leftbehind, they write, “Koreanisour
life, how did you even dare to make us leave our life?”

The deep sense of unease around social media and
children has begun to crystallise in policy. Australia haslegal-
ised minimum-age thresholds for social-media use; European
countries have tightened protections for minors. In India, too,
there is growing discussion on safeguards. These conversa-
tions are necessary, but regulation alone cannot mend what
has frayed. Italso requires the patient work of connection and
the creation of safe spaces that allow children to feel seen,
heard and loved.

KEY HIGHLIGHTS

Context of the News

* Recentincidents and official data have
highlighted rising mental health concerns
among adolescents in India, including
increasing cases of student suicides.

* Post-COVID school disengagement and
prolonged exposure to unsupervised digital
platforms have emerged as significant
contributing factors.

¢ Globalinstitutions and governments have
initiated policy discussions on child safety in
digital ecosystems, prompting similar debates
in India.

Key Points
e WHO (2023):
o Oneinseven individuals aged 10-19 years
globally suffers from a mental disorder.
o Depression, anxiety, and behavioural
disorders are major contributors.
e |ndia-specific data:
o NCRB - Accidental Deaths & Suicides in
India:
= Student suicides have increased
steadily over the past decade.
= Key causes include family problems,
academic stress, and social isolation.
o NFHS-5 (indirect indicators):
= High prevalence of anxiety-related
symptoms among adolescents.

e Digital exposure:
o Early, prolonged, and unsupervised engagement
with online platforms is associated with:
= Social withdrawal
= Sleep disorders
= Cyberbullying and comparison-induced
stress
e International responses:
o Australia: Statutory minimum age for social
media usage.
o European Union: Enhanced digital child
protection norms under GDPR.

Static Linkages

e Adolescence as a critical stage of psychological and
social development.

e Family and school as primary institutions of
socialisation.

e Article 21: Right to life includes mental well-being
(judicial interpretation).

e Directive Principles: State responsibility towards
children’s development.

e Community-based mental healthcare models under
national health frameworks.

Critical Analysis
Advantages of Policy Attention
e Mainstreaming mental health as a governance issue.
e Expansion of school-based counselling initiatives.
e |ncreased public awareness on digital risks.
Challenges
e Regulatory focus without parallel social
engagement.
e |ow digital literacy among parents and teachers.
e |nadequate adolescent mental health
infrastructure.
e Commercial algorithms intensifying psychological
vulnerability.
Ethical and Constitutional Dimensions
e Balance between regulation and freedom of
expression.
e State obligation to ensure dignity and well-being of
children.
e Digital platforms’ responsibility towards minors.

Way Forward

e |ntegrate adolescent mental health services into
primary healthcare.

e |nstitutionalise school counselling systems with
trained professionals.

e Promote digital literacy programmes for parents,
teachers, and students.

e Develop child-centric digital safety regulations with
accountability mechanisms.

e Strengthen family-school-community collaboration
frameworks.



