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Daily News Analysis

In a significant escalation of the ongoing conflict between Pakistan and the Taliban-led Afghanistan, an overnight airstrike on
March 16, 2026, reportedly hit the Omid Addiction Treatment Hospital in Kabul. According to Afghan officials, the strike killed at
least 408 people and injured over 260, marking the deadliest single incident since hostilities flared in early 2026. While

Afghanistan labels the act a "crime against humanity,” Pakistan maintains the strike precisely targeted military infrastructure
(specifically Camp Phoenix) allegedly used by terror proxies like the TTP.
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India's "unequivocal condemnation" is a notable
neighborhood policy:

Sovereignty Argument: By calling the strike a "blatant assault on Afghanistan’s sovereignty," India is positioning itself as a
defender of Afghan territorial integrity, regardless of the regime in power.

Counter-Terrorism Narrative: India accused Pakistan of "externalizing internal failures," suggesting that Pakistan's
domestic security issues (insurgency in Balochistan and KP) are being redirected through cross-border aggression.

Humanitarian Diplomacy: Highlighting that the attack occurred during Ramzan adds a moral dimension to India’s
diplomatic offensive against Pakistan at international forums like the UN.
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Static Linkages (UPSC Syllabus Context)
I. The Durand Line Dispute

Historical Context: Established in 1893 between Sir Mortimer Durand
and Amir Abdur Rahman Khan. It serves as the 2,670 km
international border.

Issue: Successive Afghan governments (including the Taliban) have
never formally recognized it, as it bisects the Pashtun ethnic
root cause of border "fence"

homeland. This remains the

skirmishes.
Il. Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP)

Definition: An umbrella organization of various Islamist militant
groups operating along the Afghan—Pakistani border.

Security Paradox: Pakistan helped the Afghan Taliban return to
power in 2021, hoping they would neutralize the TTP. Instead, the
Afghan Taliban views the TTP as ideological brothers, leading to
the current fallout.
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Daily News Analysis

‘Pakistan’s bombing of Kabul
rehab centre a barbaric act’

India responds to escalation in the ongoing conflict between Pakistan and Afghanistan after the
Taliban administration revealed that the bombing led to the death of 400 people at the facility

NEW DELHI
ndia on Tuesday “un-
equivocally”  con-
demned  Pakistan’s

‘bombing of Omid Drug Ad-
diction Treatment Hospital
in Afghanistan’s capital Ka-
bul on the night of March
16, terming it “barbaric”
and “unconscionable™.

The remarks from the
official spokesperson of the
Ministry of External Affairs
(MEA) came hours after the
bombing that marked an
escalation in the ongoing
conflict between Pakistan
and the Taliban-ruled
Afghanistan.

‘The Taliban administra-
tion in Kabul had deseribed
the attack on the drug reha-
bilitation centre as a viola-
tion of Afghan airspace and
revealed that the bombing
led to the death of around
400 individuals who were
seeking treatment in the
Facility.

“This heinous act of ag-
gression by Pakistan is also
ablatant assault on Afghan-
istan’s sovereignty and a di-
rect threat to regional
peace and stability. It re-
flects Pakistan's persistent
pattern of reckless beha

India unequivocally condemns
Pakistan’s barbaric airstrike on the
Omid Addiction Treatment Hospital in

ina

!

viour and its repeated at-
tempis to externalise inter-
nal  failures  through
increasingly desperate acts
of violence beyond its bor-
ders,” said Randhir Jaiswal,
official spokesperson of the
Ministry of External Affairs.

Former military base

The Omid Drug Addiction
Treatment Hospital is a
former U.S. military base
that has been converted in-
to a drug addiction treat-
ment centre for Afghanis-
tan’s drug addicts. The
base was taken over by the
Taliban and converted into
a rudimentary care centre
after the end of the Ashraf

Kabul on the night of March 16. This.

is a cowardly and unconscionable
act of violence that has claimed the
lives of a large number of civilia

il
ity which can by no

means be justified as a
military target
ll_i\Nl\ﬁlHJMS\w\l‘

‘Spokesperson of the Minisiry
of External Affairs

Ghani government in Au-
gust 2021,

According 1 Khaama
Press of Afghanistan, the
Pakistan Air Foree has con
tinued bomhbing across Af:
ghanistan over the past two.
days and apart from the
Oomid Drug  Addiction
Treatment Hospital in Ka
bul, it has also bombed tar-
gets in Nangarhar pro-
vince, including  Achin,
Shinwari districts and the
Jalalabad airport.

Zabihullah Mujahid,
spokesman of the Taliban
administration, said, “Pa
Kkistani military regime has
once again violated Afghan-
istan’s airspace and target

ed a drug rehabilitation
hospital in Kabul, resulting
in the death and injury of
addicts who were undergo-
ing treatment.”
Responding to the inci-
dent, which marks the lar-
gest number of civilian
deaths in a single airstrike
since the conflict flared up
last year between the two
sides, Mr. Jaiswal said: “In-
dia  unequivoc con-
demns Pakistan's barbaric
airstrike on the Omid Ad-
diction Treatment Hospital
in Kabul on the night of
March 16. This is a coward-
Iy and unconscionable act
of violence that has
claimed the lives of a large
number of civilians in a fa-

cility which can by no
means be justified as a mil-
itary target.”

Congress chief Mallikar-
jun Kharge expressed con-
dolences  for  “Afghan
brothers and sisters”, say-
ing, “We condemn such
acts against humanity in
the strongest possible
terms.  Such  barbarism
must be strongly rejected
globally”

Pakistan has claimed
that the hospital was serv-
ing as an arms and ammu-
nition depot.

I1l. India’s Interests in Afghanistan
Strategic Depth: Preventing Afghanistan from being used as a base for anti-India terror activities.

Connectivity: Projects like the Chabahar Port (Iran) and the Zaranj-Delaram Highway are vital for India to bypass Pakistan

and reach Central Asian markets.

Soft Power: India has historically focused on "Developmental Partnership,” including the construction of the Afghan

Parliament and the Salma Dam.
Conclusion

The Kabul hospital strike signifies a breakdown of the "strategic depth" doctrine that Pakistan once sought in Afghanistan. For
India, the escalation presents a dual-edged sword: while it diminishes Pakistan’s influence in Kabul, the resulting regional
instability and the rise of asymmetric warfare could spill over into the broader South Asian security architecture. The
international community’s inability to enforce a ceasefire suggests a looming humanitarian crisis that may require renewed
multilateral intervention.
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UPSC Mains Exam Practice Question

Ques: Analyze India's evolving policy towards Taliban-led Afghanistan in light of recent regional conflicts. (150 Words)

GS Il : Environment / Prelims Exam

The Union Budget 2026 has introduced a landmark 220,000 crore outlay for a "carbon credit programme." However, a significant
policy "blur" has emerged regarding the primary beneficiaries of this fund. While the technical foundation—the DST's R&D
Roadmap for CCUS (2025)—points toward heavy industry decarbonization, a parallel narrative suggests a shift toward "Carbon
Farming" for Indian agriculturists. This analysis explores the tension between industrial Carbon Capture and nature-based

Carbon Sequestration.

A bit of a blur over India’s new carbon credit plan

significant policy announcement in the
A Union Budget 2026, involving a massive

¥20,000 crore outlay for a carbon credit
programme, has sparked a wave of confusion and
conflicting reports, pitting a clear-cut
governmental road map for heavy industry
against a burgeoning narrative of a new income
stream for India’s farmers. At the heart of the
debate is a fundamental question. Is this Budget
allocation designed to fund Carbon Capture,
Utilization, and Storage (CCUS) technologies for
smokestack industries? Or is it a pioneering
scheme to help farmers earn carbon credits
through sustainable agriculture? Evidence from
official documents suggests the first, but a
persistent parallel narrative, echoed in several
media reports, insists on the second.

The first is the CCUS for “Hard-to-Abate”
Industries. The unambiguous anchor for the
Budget announcement is the “R&D Roadmap for
CCUS”, released by the Department of Science
and Technology (DST) in December 2025. This
technical document, which forms the basis of the
budgetary provision, leaves little room for
ambiguity regarding its scope and intent. The
road map explicitly identifies its target sectors,
power, steel, cement, refineries, and chemicals.
These are labelled as “hard-to-abate” industries
where process emissions are concentrated,
measurable, and technically challenging to
eliminate through renewable energy alone. The
proposed 320,000 crore over five years is
earmarked for large-scale deployment of CCUS
technologies, essentially capturing carbon
dioxide from factory flue gases and either using it
industrially or storing it underground.

Not on the list

Crucially, agriculture is conspicuously absent
from this list of CCUS sectors. The road map
acknowledges agriculture as a source of
greenhouse gases (primarily methane and nitrous
oxide) but only in an inventory context. It

Arkalgud N.
Ganeshamurthy

is Fellow of the
National Academy
of Agricultural
Sciences (NAAS), the
Indian Society of Soil
Science (ISSS),
former Emeritus
Scientist,

Indian Institute of
Horticultural
Research (IIHR),
Bengaluru, and
former Dean,
Central Agricultural
University,

Imphal, Manipur

The strategy
requires distinct
focus on both
‘smokestack’ and
‘soil’ initiatives

Core Analysis: Smokestack vs. Soil

explicitly excludes agriculture from CCUS
strategies because agricultural emissions are
diffuse, biologically mediated, and not suited to
the point-source capture technology that defines
CCUS. The road map draws a clear line between
CCUS (preventing new industrial emissions) and
Carbon Dioxide Removal or CDR (drawing down
existing atmospheric CO3), where agriculture,
through soil carbon sequestration, biochar, and
agroforestry, plays a starring role.

The second is the persistent counter-narrative
of farmers as climate solutionists. Despite this
clear industrial focus, articles and social media
discourse have propagated a different story. This
narrative posits that the budgetary outlay will
directly enable farmers to participate in carbon
markets by adopting regenerative practices,
turning “farms into climate solutions”.

The root of the confusion

This interpretation appears to conflate two
distinct concepts. The Budget’s CCUS fund (for
industrial carbon capture) and the broader,
evolving voluntary carbon market in India, where
agriculture and forestry projects are already
beginning to generate credits for global and
domestic buyers. Proponents of the “farmer”
narrative point to the growing global and
domestic demand for nature-based carbon
credits. Several private sector initiatives and
State-level programmes are already piloting
models where farmers are compensated for
practices that enhance soil organic carbon. The
confusion likely stems from the Budget’s use of
the term “carbon credit programme” in a broader
sense, while its detailed architecture, as per the
DST road map, is exclusively industrial.

Analysts say the confusion highlights a
communication gap and a policy opportunity.
The DST road map is is a technically sound,
sector-specific document, but the Budget’s use of
the more familiar term ‘carbon credit’ has
blurred lines. Mention of a “programme” amid

1. The Industrial Pillar: CCUS for "Hard-to-Abate" Sectors
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discussion of agricultural carbon credits has led
some to expect a funded scheme for farmers.
This expectation is plausible, as the Agriculture
Ministry has been exploring soil health and
climate-resilient farming for years. A structured
carbon farming programmie is a logical next step,
but it would need separate policy, funding, and
institutional frameworks distinct from the costly,
tech-heavy CCUS initiative.

The government faces the task of clarifying this
distinction to manage expectations. The 20,000
crore CCUS programme is a critical pillar for
decarbonising industry, a sector vital for growth
but also responsible for a quarter of India’s
emissions. Its success is non-negotiable for
meeting net-zero goals.

Simultaneously, the powerful narrative around
farmers and carbon credits highlights a massive
parallel opportunity. India’s vast agricultural
lands hold immense potential for carbon
sequestration. A separate, well-designed policy to
create a trusted domestic carbon market for
agriculture could unlock enormous economic
and environmental benefits, truly creating a “new
income stream” for farmers.

A multi-sectoral approach is needed

The current debate underscores a pivotal
moment in India’s climate strategy. Budget 2026
has firmly placed its 20,000 crore bet on
industrial decarbonisation through CCUS. The
“farmer carbon credit” story, while not funded by
this specific outlay, reflects a powerful and
growing reality in the voluntary carbon space and
a compelling demand for a parallel policy
initiative. The path ahead requires the
government to clearly demarcate these two
crucial fronts in the climate fight — smokestack
and soil — while advancing both with equal
ambition. The confusion may be born of
conflation today, but it points to the
comprehensive, multi-sectoral approach India
will need to forge a sustainable future.
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The Budget allocation is primarily anchored in Carbon Capture,

Utilization, and Storage (CCUS) technologies.

Target Sectors: Power, steel, cement, refineries, and chemicals. These are "hard-to-abate" because renewable energy alone
cannot eliminate their process emissions.

Mechanism: Capturing CO2 from point sources (flue gases) and storing it underground or converting it into industrial
feedstock.

Technical Nature: It is a capital-intensive, high-tech solution focused on preventing new emissions from entering the
atmosphere.

2. The Agricultural Narrative: Carbon Farming

Despite the industrial focus, there is an expectation of a "new income stream" for farmers through Carbon Dioxide Removal
(CDR).

Methods: Soil carbon sequestration, application of biochar, and agroforestry.

Economic Incentive: Farmers earn "carbon credits” for every ton of CO2 they pull from the atmosphere and store in the soil,
which can then be sold on voluntary carbon markets.

The Conflict: Agricultural emissions (methane. and nitrous oxide) are diffuse (spread over vast areas), making them
technically unsuitable for CCUS technology, which requires concentrated point sources.

3. The Root of Confusion: A Communication Gap
The "blur" identified by experts stems from the conflation of two distinct frameworks:
The CCUS Fund: A government-funded, tech-heavy industrial mandate.

The Voluntary Carbon Market: A market-driven space where private entities buy credits from farmers to offset their own
emissions.

Policy Opportunity: While the 320,000 crore is likely for industry, the narrative highlights the need for a formal Domestic
Carbon Market (DCM) specifically for the agriculture sector to manage expectations and provide structured income to
farmers.

Static Linkages
I. Carbon Capture, Utilization, and Storage (CCUS)
Capture: Separating CO2 from other gases produced at industrial facilities.

Utilization: Using CO2 in enhanced oil recovery (EOR) or creating building materials (carbonated concrete).
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Storage: Permanent injection into deep geological formations

(saline aquifers or depleted oil/gas reservoirs).
Il. Carbon Credit & Carbon Markets
Carbon Credit: A tradable permit representing the right to emit one tonne of CO2 or its equivalent (CO_2e).
Compliance Market: Regulated by national or international regimes (e.g., EU Emissions Trading System).
Voluntary Market: Where businesses/individuals buy credits to meet "Net Zero" pledges voluntarily.
I1l. Soil Carbon Sequestration
Definition: The process by which CO2 is removed from the atmosphere and stored in the soil carbon pool.

Benefits: Improves soil health, water retention, and crop resilience, directly aligning with India's National Mission for
Sustainable Agriculture (NMSA).

Conclusion

India’s climate strategy is at a crossroads where it must balance "Smokestack” (Industrial) and "Soil" (Agricultural)
decarbonization. While the Budget 2026 outlay prioritizes the former to meet global net-zero commitments, the government
must clarify that carbon farming requires a separate institutional framework. A dual-track approach—funding CCUS for industry
while regulating carbon markets for farmers—is essential for a comprehensive transition to a'green economy.

UPSC Prelims Exam Practice Question

Ques: With reference to Carbon Capture, Utilization and Storage (CCUS), consider the following statements:
1. It involves capturing carbon dioxide from industrial point sources.

2. It is mainly suitable for agricultural emissions like methane from rice cultivation.

3. It can involve storing carbon dioxide in geological formations.

Which of the statements given above is/are correct?

(@) 1 and 3 only

(b) 2 and 3 only

(c) 1 only

(d)1,2and 3

Ans: (a)

UPSC Mains Exam Practice Question
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Daily News Analysis

Ques: Explain the working of Carbon Capture, Utilization and Storage
(CCUS) technology. Evaluate its potential and limitations in the Indian context. (150 Words)

Page 08 : GS Il : Social Justice / Prelims Exam
The recent outbreak of Herpes Simplex Virus (HSV) at the Jalpaiguri Central Correctional Home, resulting in several deaths, has

once again brought the dismal state of India's prison infrastructure into the spotlight. With an average occupancy rate
significantly exceeding 100% across various states, Indian prisons have transitioned from "correctional homes" to "public health

hazards," where overcrowding and medical vacancies create a breeding ground for
infectious diseases like TB, HIV, and HSV.

Core Analysis: The Prison Health Crisis
1. The Infrastructure-Disease Link

Overcrowding as a Vector: The Jalpaiguri facility reported a 171% occupancy rate,
while some sub-jails in West Bengal have historically hit 400%. Such density makes
isolation impossible, turning manageable infections into fatal outbreaks (e.g.,
encephalitis from HSV).

Epidemiological Risk: Prisoners are five times more likely to contract Tuberculosis
(TB) than the general population due to poor ventilation. Similarly, skin diseases
(30% prevalence in some Kerala jails) are a direct result of humidity and lack of
personal space.

HIV & Screening Lapses: Shared equipment and inadequate entry-level screening lead
to HIV prevalence rates significantly higher than the national average.

2. The Personnel Gap
The India Justice Report 2025 highlights a systemic failure in medical staffing:

Medical Vacancies: A 43% vacancy rate for medical officers means the inmate-to-
doctor ratio is 2.6 times higher than the limit set by the Model Prison Manual.

Mental Health Neglect: With only 25 psychologists for 5.7 lakh inmates, the mental
health of prisoners—often exacerbated by long periods of incarceration as
undertrials—is virtually ignored.

3. The Legal and Judicial Dimension

Prison outbreak

India’s overcrowded jails pose a serious
health risk to inmates

T he public health crisis in India’s prisons is

distinguished by its poorer infrastructure
and a general disregard for treating ail-
ments until they become inconvenient. A prison-
er does not lose the right to health, a point courts
have repeatedly stressed; yet, between August
20, 2025, and March 9, 2026, around 92 inmates
at the Jalpaiguri Central Correctional Home were
infected with herpes simplex virus (HSV) and se-
ven of them died. HSV is common in the general
population but experts have said that in immuno-
compromised or overcrowded populations with
poor care, it can lead to encephalitis, which is of-
ten fatal. The Home’s 171% occupancy rate ren-
dered good hygiene and isolation a luxury. Ac-
cording to the 2023 Prison Statistics of India,
district prisons in West Bengal have reported oc-
cupancy rates exceeding 160% and certain facili-
ties, such as the Kandi Sub-Jail, have historically
reached staggering levels of over 400%. While
the State has many foreign national inmates,
overcrowding is a persistent fact of India’s correc-
tional facilities. In 2023, 30% of inmates in 10 pri-
sons in Kerala were found to have skin diseases
caused by humidity and a lack of personal space.
A 2023 study in The Lancet Public Health found
prisoners in India five times more likely to deve-
lop tuberculosis (TB) than the general popula-
tion. In 2025, the Home Ministry ordered prison
screening camps as unventilated environments
allow TB to spread rapidly. The Nagpur and In-
dore central jails had major COVID-19 outbreaks.
According to the India Justice Report 2025,
HIV prevalence among inmates is also significant-
ly higher than the national average due to shared
equipment and inadequate screening at entry.
Mandatory, comprehensive medical screening
could catch many of these infections before they
become injurious, which also requires facilities to
have the requisite personnel. But the report also
flagged a 43% vacancy rate for medical officers,
resulting in the number of inmates per doctor be-
ing 2.6 times higher than recommended by the
Model Prison Manual. There are also only 25 psy-
chologists for India’s 5.7 lakh inmates. Filling this
gap requires integrating prisons into the National
Health Mission, ensuring a sufficient number of
health workers trained to manage outbreaks, and
enforcing the Manual’s standards uniformly
across States. As West Bengal’s actions in 2020 il-
lustrate — temporarily releasing thousands of un-
dertrials to relieve overcrowding in the South 24
Parganas District Correctional Home and the Ba-
ruipur Central Jail — the solutions are not con-
fined to health. The judiciary must fast-track cas-
es involving undertrials, who constitute the
majority of inmates, expand the use of bail and
non-custodial alternatives for minor offences and
expedite the repatriation of foreign nationals.
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Rights of Inmates: The Supreme Court has repeatedly held that

the Right to Health is a fundamental right under Article 21, which a prisoner does not forfeit upon incarceration.

The Undertrial Burden: A majority of inmates are undertrials. The delay in judicial proceedings leads to "perpetual
overcrowding,"” which cannot be solved by health interventions alone but requires legal reform.

Static Linkages
I. Relevant Committees & Reports

Justice Mulla Committee (1983): Recommended that prison staff should be properly trained and organized into different
cadres, emphasizing the rehabilitative aspect of prisons.

Justice Krishna lyer Committee (1987): Focused on the rights of women prisoners and suggested specialized treatment
for them.

Model Prison Manual (2016): Provides detailed guidelines on diet, hygiene, medical services, and classification of
prisoners, which are currently poorly implemented across States (as Prison is a State Subject under the Seventh
Schedule).

Il. Important Judicial Pronouncements

Charles Sobhraj v. Superintendent, Central Jail (1978): Asserted that "right to life" includes the right to basic health and
dignity even behind bars.

Rama Murthy v. State of Karnataka (1996): The Supreme Court identified overcrowding as a primary ground for prison
reform.

l1l. Prison Statistics India (PSI) Report

Published annually by the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB). It serves as the primary data source for understanding
occupancy rates, demographics of inmates (caste/religion), and custodial deaths.

Way Forward: A Multi-Pronged Strategy

Sector Proposed Action

Health Integrate prisons into the National Health Mission (NHM) to ensure standardized care and funding.

Staffing Immediate recruitment to fill the 43% vacancy in medical cadres and increase the number of psychologists.

Legal Expand the use of Section 436A of CrPC (now BNSS), allowing release of undertrials who have served half their
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Sector Proposed Action

maximum potential sentence.

Technology||Use of E-Prisons project for real-time monitoring of inmate health profiles and court dates.

Conclusion

The Jalpaiguri HSV outbreak is a symptom of a deeper malaise in India’s criminal justice system. Prisons cannot be treated as
isolated "black boxes" of the state; they are extensions of the public health landscape. Addressing this requires moving beyond
temporary releases to systemic shifts: filling medical vacancies, fast-tracking undertrial cases, and strictly adhering to the Model
Prison Manual. As the judiciary notes, a sentence of imprisonment is a loss of liberty, not a loss of the right to remain alive and
healthy.

UPSC Prelims Exam Practice Question

Ques: Which of the following committees is correctly matched with its focus area?

Committee Focus Area

1. Mulla Committee Prison reforms

2. Krishna lyer Committee Women prisoners

3. Sarkaria Commission Prison administration

Select the correct answer:
(a) 1and 2 only

(b) 2 and 3 only

(c) 1 and 3 only
(d)1,2and 3

Ans: a)

UPSC Mains Exam Practice Question

Ques: The prison system in India suffers from systemic issues such as staff shortages and poor healthcare infrastructure.
Discuss and suggest a multi-dimensional reform strategy. (150 Words)
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In the evolving landscape of a multipolar world, the BRICS grouping (originally Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) has
transitioned from a purely economic bloc to a strategic powerhouse. Under India's 2026 Presidency (Theme: “Building for
Resilience, Innovation, Cooperation and Sustainability”), Science, Technology, and Innovation (STI) have emerged as the "core
strategic pillars.” This analysis examines how BRICS is leveraging collective scientific capacity to challenge Western technological
hegemony and address Global South challenges.

On sc1ent1ﬁc collaborations in BRICS
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Core Analysis: The STI Architecture of BRICS
1. Evolution of Cooperation
Formalization: STI cooperation was formally recognized in 2011, but the 2015 MoU established it as a strategic pillar.

Shift in Focus: The grouping has moved from "Fundamental/Basic Science" to "Innovation and Technology Transfer."
Recent initiatives like iBRICS and the BRICS Technology Transfer Centre (TTC) aim to commercialize research across
borders.
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Social Relevance: Post-COVID-19, priorities have shifted to
"Socially Relevant Areas" including vaccine research, biosecurity, digital health, and climate-resilient technologies.

2. Key Pillars of Collaboration (2025-26)

Artificial Intelligence (Al): The 2025 Declaration on Al elevated Al from a sub-theme to a central pillar. It advocates for an
equitable, development-oriented governance model, contrasting with the often restrictive regulatory frameworks of the
West.

Space & High-Performance Computing (HPC): Significant progress is seen in the BRICS Institute of Future Networks
and the 2021 Intergovernmental Agreement on Space Cooperation.

New Quality Productive Forces: The inauguration of the China-BRICS Research Centre in Beijing focuses on frontier
technological research to drive modern industrialization.

3. Challenges & Constraints

Institutional Instability: Cooperation currently lacks a permanent secretariat. The leadership and coordination rotate
annually with the presidency, hindering long-term project monitoring.

Economic Heterogeneity: With the expansion to BRICS+ (including Iran, Egypt, UAE, etc), the vast difference in Gross
Domestic Expenditure on R&D (GERD) makes it difficult to align interests. Currently, China is the only member with R&D
spending comparable to advanced economies like South Korea.

Uneven Participation: While the bloc has expanded, active participation in research calls remains concentrated among
older members (plus Egypt and Iran).

Static Linkages
I. The Concept of "Techno-Nationalism"
This refers to the link between a nation’s technological capabilities and its national security/economic competitiveness.

BRICS Context: By collaborating on STI, members seek to bypass Western "Export Controls" and "Sanctions," creating an
alternative technological ecosystem.

Il. India’s Role & Institutional Framework

Lead Agencies: In India, the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) and the Department of Biotechnology
(DBT) coordinate BRICS STI activities.

New Development Bank (NDB): While primarily for infrastructure, the NDB is increasingly looked upon to provide
development finance for large-scale innovation projects.
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Ill. Comparison with Global Frameworks

EU’s Horizon Program: A benchmark for BRICS. The EU has a centralized fund and secretariat, which experts suggest BRICS
should replicate to move to a "new qualitative level."

The Way Forward: India's 2026 Presidency
As the Chair in 2026, India has a unique opportunity to institutionalize these scientific gains:

Establishing a Secretariat: To manage funds and monitor long-term "Mega-science Projects” (e.g., Deep Sea Mining or
Polar Research).

Bridging the Digital Divide: Leveraging India’s "Digital Public Infrastructure" (DPI) model to help new BRICS+ members
catch up.

STl Governance Research: Moving beyond just funding projects to researching the impact of emerging tech on Global
South societies.

Conclusion

BRICS STI cooperation represents a "concrete effort to reduce technological dependencies.” While the expansion to BRICS+ adds
complexity, it also offers a broader base for "Paired Links" (bilateral science partnerships within the bloc). For India, leading this
transition in 2026 is not just about scientific exchange, but about defining the rules of global technology governance in a
multipolar era.

Ques: The term “Techno-nationalism” refers to:

(a) Promotion of traditional industries through subsidies

(b) Linking technological development with national power and security
(c) Nationalization of all technology companies

(d) Restricting foreign direct investment in IT sector

Ans: b)

UPSC Mains Exam Practice Question

Ques: "BRICS is evolving from an economic grouping into a strategic technological alliance." Discuss in the context of recent
developments. (250 Words)
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In March 2026, the global economy is grappling with a "war cloud" as the conflict in the Middle East escalates, specifically

involving Iran and the UAE. This geopolitical instability has pushed oil prices above $100 a barrel, creating a volatile environment
for the U.S. Dollar (USD) and forcing major central banks (Fed, ECB, BoE, BoJ) to recalibrate their monetary policies. The situation

mirrors the "price shocks" of 2022 but with a different set of macroeconomic drivers.
Core Analysis: Geopolitical & Economic Interplay
1. The "Strait of Hormuz" Crisis

Supply Chain Chokepoint: The partial closure of the Strait of Hormuz by Iran is the
primary driver of the $100+ oil price. As a critical waterway for global energy, any
disruption here directly impacts inflation expectations worldwide.

Selective Traffic: The suggestion that Iran might allow ships destined for India and China
to pass indicates a strategic use of "energy diplomacy" to maintain ties with major
Asian powers while under pressure from the West.

2. Currency Market Dynamics

USD Directionless: Typically a "safe haven,"the USD is currently struggling for direction.
Unlike 2022, when a hawkish Fed and weak global growth supported a strong dollar,
current drivers are "missing" or inconsistent.

The Yen's Vulnerability: The Japanese Yen has weakened toward the 160 level. As a net
energy importer, Japan is disproportionately hit by rising oil prices, leading to a "sell-
off" despite verbal interventions by authorities.

Euro's Decline: The Euro hit its lowest level since August 2025 ($1.1409), reflecting
Europe's sensitivity to energy supply shocks and the potential for the ECB to hike rates
further in 2026 to curb inflation.

3. Central Bank Dilemma: The 2022 Lesson

Investors are anticipating a return to the "tightening cycle" logic:

Dollar
struggles for
direction as
focus shifts

Voo e T —

ro

v- =

Under war cloud: U.S. dollar banknotes are seen in this
illustration. REUTERS

Reuters

The LS. dollar lacked a clear direction on
‘Tuesday as investors shifted their focus to central
bank meeting: id uncertainty about the
contlict in the Middle East and the oil price
outlook. The Middle East contlict and its
economic impact remained in the spotlight with
oil prices above $100 a barrel on worries about
supply with the Strait of Hormuz mostly shur.
Crude futures dropped in the previous session
after some vessels sailed through the critical
waterway.

“If Iran allows ships destined for India, China
and South Asia that could significantly reduce the
pressure on supply,” said Mohit Kumar, an
economist at Jefferies.

Control of Strait traffic

“At the same time Iran can claim to retain control
of the Strait traffic” Iran launched fresh attacks
on the United Arab Emirates on Tuesday, the
kind of strikes on U.S. Gulf allies that President
Donald Trump said had not been expected.

Investors are now wondering whether
economies are returning to a 2022-style
environment, when central banks launched a
major tightening cycle.

The Fed will announce its policy decision on
Wednesday, with the European Central Bank, the
Bank of England and the Bank of Japan following
a day later.

They are all expected to keep rates unchanged,
but investors will focus on any clues as to how
policymakers might respond to the war in the
Middle East.

~I think central banks will closely monitor the
development of inflation expectations as a lesson
from the previous price shock,” said Antje
praefcke, forex analyst at Commerzbank.

“And they ma
they did after th
Traders are pricing in almost two European

Central Bank rate hikes in 2026, a sharp shift
from the roughly 50% chance of a cut seen before

the conflict began.“It is a different environment
from 2022, with the Russia-Ukraine war
beginni s;ut_l Paul Mackel, global head of forex
research at I
“The U.S. 1 ~.1|ar had other supportive drivers,
including a hawkish Federal Reserve and weaker
gzlobal growth. These are now missing,” he added.
The single currency was down 0.15% at $1.1490.

On Monday, it reached $1.1409, its lowest level
since August 2025.

LISBC’s Mackel sees euro/dollar at a 1.10-1.12
range, if Gulf energy supply restrictions persist.

‘The U.S. dollar index, which measures the
value of the greenback against a basket of six
major foreign currencies, was up 0.05% at 99.90.
1t hit 100.54 on Friday, its highest level since May

The Jupanese yen weakened to 159.31 per
dollar, just shy of the crucial 160 level, despite
verbal warnings from Japanese authorities. It’s
down more than 2% against the dollar since the
war began at the end of February.

Inflation Expectations: Central banks are now more likely to "react quickly" to avoid the persistent inflation seen post-

pandemic.

Rate Hikes vs. Cuts: Before the conflict, markets were pricing in rate cuts; now, they are pricing in two ECB rate hikes for

2026. This shift highlights how geopolitical conflict can instantly reverse the "monetary easing" narrative.
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Static Linkages

I. The Strait of Hormuz

Geography: A narrow waterway between the Gulf of Oman and the Persian Gulf. It is the world's most important oil transit
chokepoint.

Strategic Importance: Approximately one-fifth of the world's total oil consumption passes through this strait daily. For
India, which imports ~85% of its crude, the stability of this route is a matter of National Energy Security.

Il. Monetary Policy Transmission

Hawkish vs. Dovish: A "Hawkish" stance involves raising interest rates to fight inflation (strengthening the currency). A
"Dovish" stance involves lowering rates to stimulate growth (weakening the currency).

Currency Appreciation/Depreciation: High oil prices lead to an increased demand for USD (since oil is priced in dollars),
leading to the depreciation of currencies of oil-importing nations like India (INR) and Japan (JPY).

I1l. The U.S. Dollar Index (DXY)

It measures the value of the USD against a basket of six currencies: Euro, Swiss Franc, Japanese Yen, Canadian Dollar, British
Pound, and Swedish Krona. The Euro carries the highest weight (~57.6%)).

Conclusion

The 2026 Middle East conflict has introduced a "supply-side shock” that threatens to derail the global "soft landing" hopes. For
India, the volatility in the USD and oil prices poses a dual challenge: a rising import bill and potential imported inflation. The shift
in focus from "growth support" to "inflation containment” by central banks suggests that the era of high-interest rates may
persist longer than previously forecasted.

UPSC Mains Exam Practice Question

Ques: Explain how rising crude oil prices impact inflation, exchange rates, and current account balance in India. (150 Words)
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India’s West Asia reset, more sinned against than sinning

uring the past month, Indian policy

towards West Asia has stirred

domestic controversy. As substantive

Indian interests are at stake, a
professional assessment, based on two trends, is
offered without wading into the domestic
political blame game.

A link to two trends

First, over the past decade, India has raised its
diplomatic engagement with West Asia. Prime
Minister Narendra Modi has made 15 visits to the
six countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) - some after a multi-decade hiatus. He also
visited Israel twice, and the Palestinian Authority
and Iran each once. Comprehensive Economic
Partnership Agreements (CEPA) have been signed
with the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Oman,
and similar negotiations are underway with the
GCC and Israel.

With over $160 billion in bilateral trade and 10
million diaspora, the GCC ranks as India’s largest
socio-economic partner. Last decade’s
engagements spurred synergy, although the
promised investments have lagged. India’s
political gains include a de-hyphenation with
Pakistan, greater strategic convergence with
stronger defence and security tie-ups and
growing acceptance of India as a responsible and
friendly status quo power.

Second, the Gulf monarchies’ ardour for a
foreign power is normally rooted in the foreign
power’s potential contribution to the security and
stability of their royal family, state and region — in
that order. Exceptional turmoil in West Asia since
October 2023, and a three-week-old war with the
GCC countries under direct Iranian drone and
missile attacks and the closure of the Strait of
Hormuz, have accentuated their search for a
better security paradigm than the
eight-decade-old regional Pax Americana.

The recent reset in India’s diplomacy in West
Asia largely acknowledges the aforementioned
two trends and attempts to harness them to serve
India’s national interest. To their credit, India’s
policymakers have finally realised which side of
the bread is buttered, and have launched a
qualitative upscaling of a symbiosis with key West
Asian countries. Recent initiatives, such as Mr.
Modi’s visit to Israel and his individual phone
calls to all his GCC counterparts during the early
days of the hostilities, have not only assured them
of India’s categorical support to their security and
stability but also conveyed that India shares and
prioritises their concerns at this critical juncture.
Later, he also spoke with his Iranian counterpart.

The new doctrine is clearer-sighted and
emphasises hard diplomacy. This reset is bereft of
two traditional aspects that often dampen the
bilateral amity: First, India did not chant the
traditional please-all mantras that left all

Mahesh Sachdev

is a former

Indian Ambassador
with an interest in
West Asia and

oil matters

India needs
balance,
sensitivity and
agility to
leverage
emerging
opportunities in
West Asia

stakeholders partially satisfied and India at the
margins of the arena. There was no attempt to
“balance” its public policy on controversial issues
such as the “two-state solution” and Iran’s quest
for nuclear technology. Second, India’s
statements reflected its views without needless
third-party citations. This demonstrates India’s
growing confidence as a credible and
autonomous power.

Some domestic detractors have criticised the
policy reset on multiple grounds. First, Mr. Modi’s
Israel visit (February 25-26) that concluded two
days before Tel Aviv unleashed a military
campaign against Iran is seen as untimely.
Second, the perceived abandonment of India’s
traditional support for Palestinians and Iran is
seen as immoral. Third, South Block is accused of
surrendering India’s sovereign autonomy to
western dictates. Fourth, this activist reset may
lead to strategic overreach with concomitant
challenges such as exposure to security threats
and costly defence tie-ups abroad.

The dates of the Prime Minister’s visit to Israel
were likely to have been set weeks in advance
without any premonition of the February 28
offensive. The West Asian situation being
perennially on the front burner makes any such
visit risky, giving the ex-post facto criticism of the
timing an unfair advantage of 50:50 hindsight. At
the same time, the focus of the visit being
bilateral renders it in a different domain.

‘Where other international actors stand

The perceived “immorality” of India’s reset is
largely misdirected and should be aimed at more
worthy targets, such as China, Russia and
Pakistan. Beijing siphoned off nearly 90% of the
sanctioned Iranian oil exports, rendering only lip
service to Tehran; Russia, which signed a 20-year
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership Treaty with
Iran last year, has also underdelivered. And last
year, Pakistani generals promised to nuke Israel if
it attacked Iran; they are now U.S. President
Donald Trump’s favourites. Similarly, even the
Arabs and Muslim states were conspicuously
silent during the Gaza conflict.

While the Indian reset is a long-overdue
recognition of the tectonic geopolitical shifts in
‘West Asia, the pendulum swung to the other
extreme and is being gradually realigned with
national interests. The regional dynamic being
notoriously mercurial, India should strive to keep
its options more open. The Palestine Cause
cannot be wished away forever. At the end of the
day, Iran would remain an important player for
India as an oil supplier and as a large market for
Indian products, reconstruction projects and
services. Iran, which borders Pakistan and
Afghanistan, could be a strategic ally. Further, if
subterranean trends such as growing Arab unease
with the American and Israeli Armageddon, the

Saudi-UAE rift, the Irag-Iran estrangement, and
aggressive positioning by Pakistan and Tiirkiye
are taken on board, a more nuanced reset would
have suitably underscored continuity and
inclusion. In retrospect, India could have reacted
faster to the developments, such as the
assassination of Iran’s Supreme Leader and the
appointment of his successor. Political
correctness should not make India taciturn, as
the diplomatic doublespeak offers many ways to
skin the proverbial cat. India’s relations with the
U.S. and Israel are not so fragile as to be upended
by our agreeing to disagree. Finally, India could
have rendered more humanitarian relief to
millions affected by the hostilities.

An opportunity for India

The ongoing reset should accommodate two
incipient, but profound, regional movements
with long-term positives for India. First, the
long-standing “Oil-for-Security” compact
between the Washington-led West and the
moderate Arab regimes has become a collateral
casualty of the ongoing U.S.-Israel war against
Iran. The U.S. joined Israel in attacking Iran
without prior notification to the GCC, ignoring
the latter’s cautionary advice. The West not only
failed to protect them from Iranian retaliation,
but its military bases on their soil became
lightning rods for the Iranian attacks. Now, they
fear that the U.S. may abruptly conclude the
campaign, leaving them to face Iran’s wrath.
Once the dust settles, the GCC states may reduce
their reliance on the U.S. and diversify their
security partnership options to countries such as
India, which are less likely to act as a Praetorian
Guard. India’s response to any such proposal
ought to be based on a careful SWOT analysis
with clear rules of engagement.

Second, the Iranian retaliations against the
GCC have disrupted business activity and supply
chains, and an early return to ‘business as usual”
appears unlikely. The GCC’s appeal as an oasis of
eco-political stability in the turbulent region has
taken a serious long-term knock, leading to some
stakeholders’ clamour for a “GCC+1” strategy.
India’s eco-diplomacy must strive to position
India as a viable and attractive alternative hub to
the GCC’s ritzy but fragile hotspots, which thrived
by weaning away capital and talent from India.
The current commotion is a historic opportunity
to seize what is rightfully ours.

To remain relevant and effective, a country
needs a dynamic foreign policy grounded in
realism and national interest. Its execution
requires the right mix of consistency, agility and
modulation. As India’s West Asia policy matures,
it is relevant to recall British Prime Minister Lord
Palmerston’s maxim, “We have no eternal allies,
and we have no perpetual enemies. Our interests
are eternal and perpetual....”
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Y LT A K International Relations
Vol ETH T STETN L C A RO U iR “India’'s West Asia policy is transitioning from

balancing to hard realism." Critically examine in the context of recent geopolitical
developments. (250 Words)

Context:

In early 2026, India's West Asia policy has undergone a fundamental "reset,” moving away from traditional "balancing" (non-
alignment) toward a doctrine of Hard Realism. Authored by former Ambassador Mahesh Sachdev, this assessment highlights
how India is navigating a regional "Armageddon”"—a conflict involving Israel, the U.S., and Iran—while prioritizing its own
strategic autonomy and socio-economic interests with the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC).

Core Analysis: The New West Asia Doctrine
1. The Shift from "Mantra"” to "Hard Diplomacy”

For decades, India practiced a "please-all" policy, frequently citing the "Two-State Solution” or supporting Iran’s nuclear rights to
maintain balance. The 2026 reset abandons this:

Decisive Engagement: PM Modi's direct outreach to Israel and individual GCC leaders during hostilities signals that India
now prioritizes security and stability over ideological rhetoric.

De-hyphenation: India has successfully separated its ties with Israel from the Palestine issue, and its ties with the Arab world
from the Pakistan factor.

2. The "Oil-for-Security” Vacuum
The 80-year-old Pax Americana (U.S. protection of Gulf monarchies in exchange for oil) is crumbling:

The Catalyst: The U.S. and Israel launched strikes against Iran without notifying GCC allies, leaving these monarchies
vulnerable to Iranian retaliation.

The Opportunity: GCC states are now looking to diversify security partners. India, viewed as a "responsible status quo
power," is a primary candidate for this new security paradigm.

3. The "GCC+1" Strategy
The conflict has shattered the image of the Gulf as a stable "oasis" for business.

Economic Hub Shift: As supply chains in the Gulf are disrupted by Iranian drone strikes and the closure of the Strait of
Hormuz, India is positioning itself as an alternative "stable hub" for capital and talent that previously flowed to Dubai or
Doha.

Criticisms and Rebuttals
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Criticism Strategic Rebuttal

Timing: PM's lIsrael visit||Visits are planned weeks in advance; West
occurred just before the||lAsia is perennially volatile, making "perfect
offensive. timing" impossible.

International relations are governed by
interests. Critics should look at Russia and
China, who have "underdelivered" on their
treaties with Iran.

Immorality: Abandoning
Palestine and Iran is seen
as a betrayal.

Strategic Overreach: Risk||India's engagement is based on a SWOT

of being dragged into||analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses,
costly foreign defense tie-||Opportunities,  Threats) to  ensure
ups. autonomy.

Static Linkages
I. India-GCC Relations

Socio-Economic Weight: The GCC is India's largest trading partner (~$160 billion) and hosts a 10 million-strong diaspora,
sending vital remittances.

CEPA: India has signed Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreements with the UAE and Oman, serving as blueprints
for future trade with the entire bloc.

Il. Strategic Autonomy

The reset demonstrates that India no longer requires "third-party citations" (Western or UN approvals) to validate its foreign
policy. This is a hallmark of a "Leading Power" rather than a "Balancing Power."

IIl. The Iran Factor

Despite the tilt toward the GCC and Israel, Iran remains a "strategic ally" due to its border with Afghanistan/Pakistan and its
role in the International North-South Transport Corridor (INSTC).

Conclusion

India's West Asia reset is a long-overdue transition to Realpolitik. By recognizing that the U.S. security umbrella is leaking, India
is stepping in not as a "Praetorian Guard," but as a credible partner for stability. However, as the author warns, the "Palestine
Cause" and the "Iran Factor" cannot be ignored forever. The path forward requires a "nuanced reset" that balances India's new-
found assertiveness with its traditional role as a provider of humanitarian relief and a champion of inclusivity.
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