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GS-02 INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

India’s testin 2026 will be to remain,
inaworld of fissures, abridge

THAROORTHINK
BY SHASHI THAROOR

S THE curtain rises on 2026,

the global landscape re-

sembles less a cohesive por-

trait gallery of national for-

eign policies and more a
jagged mosaic of competing interests pro-
truding into one another, The stage re-
veals the world at an inflection point: Geo-
political urbulence, Al- and tariff-driven
economic uncertainty, and climate ur-
gency are all reshaping the global order.
Fot New Delhi, these developments are

both challenges and opportunitles to as-

sert its role and promote its interestsin a
multipolar world.

For India, this year has been an object
lesson in the statecraft required
o manage an era of turbulence, We find
ourselves in an era defined by maximal in-
terdependence and minimal trust — a
world where cherished partnerships have
turned transactional, strategic assump-
tions suddenly have asterisks attached and
economicties are a new source of leverage
and coercion. From the vantage point of
New Delhi, 2025 was the year India truly
tested the resilience of its "multi-align-
ment” strategy, proving that a nation can
indeed be a "friend to all” while remaining
beholden to none.

The defining geopolitical shock of the
year arrived not from a traditional battle-
field., but through the silent tightening of
supply chains and the collapse of markets.
‘When China throttled the export of critical
rare earth minerals in April, the ripple ef-

US market for most of India’s labour-inten-
sive Industries. This was "weaponised in-
terdependence” in its purest form, and
trust was an evident casualty.

ignalled a new

hetm.‘amwnh an impressive

variety of partners, fronithe UK toNew

Zealand (and taking in the European
between),

mm M.hlnu and deenenlngm
nerships with the "Mineral Security

{MSP) alongside the US and
Australia, New Delhi demonstrated that
strategic autonomy in2025 is synonymous
with supply-chain resilience,

On the economic front, the yearwasa
study in contrasts. While the réturm of
protectionist rhetoric and
surprises from created sig-
nificant pressure on the rupee, India’s do-
mestic fundamentals remained remark-
ably buoyant. India's relatively stable
fiscal trajectory stands out, though the
much weaker rupee could lead to infla-
tion from energy imports. The enactment
of the four long-awaited labour codes in
November, and the potentially trans-

cent amidst global turbulence, but we
don’t need tobe "tariffied” either.
India’s diplomatic calendar in 2025
further illustrated the art of the adept di-
embrace. Geopolitical instability
underscored the fragility of the interna-
tional system and highlighted the impor-
tance of multi-alignment. New Delhi has
deepened ties with the Global Southwhile
balancing relations with Washington, Mos-
cow, and Beljing. The visit of the Russian
President to New Delhi, occurring despite
intense Western scrutiny, was abold asser-
tion of sovereign autonomy, It served as a
reminderthat Indiarefusestobea "spoke”
inanyoneelse’s wheel. Simultaneously, the
[ in

India'sintenttoleadasa

signalled

"vishwa bandhu”,
By positioning itself as the voice of the
Global South at COP 30 in Brazil, India

championed equitable climate action, de-
manding that developed nations move
beyond targets toward the actual delivery
of predictable support. India’s leadership
in the International Solar Alliance gained
traction, as global demand for clean energy
surged. Yet, India continues a tightrope

formative SHANTIAct for nu- walk: Coal

clearenergy private investment  From the vantage pointof ~ even as solar and wind invests
(though with worrying liability  New Delhi, 2025 was the year ments expand, reflecting the ten-
implications for the Indian tax- India trulv tested the slonbetween growth and sustain-

payer) the following month, the
povernment underscored that

Ing external shocks. Even as the
IMF adjusted the timeline forthe

resilience of its ‘multi-
alignment’ strategy, proving
that anation canindeed be a
‘friend to all' while remaining
beholden tonone

ability. The world looks to India
not just as a participant but as a
leader in: agreen future.
However, the most profound
challenge of 2025 for many devel-
oping countries remained the
As global
glants dominate the World Wide

fects threatened the very heart of Indla's $5-trillion milestone to 2028-29, India’s  Weband theinternet splinters into sover-
“greentransition” and its burgeoningelec- position as the world's fourth-largest eign fragments, India has begun to pion-
tric vehicle industry; and when President m—m@ngpust.lupmmhym eeraunique "tech-diplomacy” footprint.
Donald Trump imposed 50 per cent tariffs — is atestament to a “golden period™ By exportingthe “IndiaStack™ and linking
v on India’s exports, the bottom fell out of the structural reform. We cannot be comp]a the UPI payment network with partners

fromthe UAE to Nepal, New Delhi is offer-
ing a democratic, transparent alternative
to the opaque digital architectures of its ri-
wvals. In this low-trust environment, India
has realised that providing public goods
to the world is the most effective way to
build the trust that traditional geopolitics
currently lacks.

Technology has been a defining force
0f 2025, as Al accelerated Its impact on la-
bour markets and energy systems. India)
with its vast IT workforce, is both vulner-
able and poised to capitalise, Automation
risks displacing millions of low-skilled
jobs, vet our IT sector and digital public in-
frastructure position usto lead in Al inno-
vation. India’s push into Al innovation
hubs and digital public infrastructure
offers a pathway to global leadership, At
home, we must invest in reskilling, edu-
cation, and inclusive digital ecosystems.
The challenge lies in ensuring inclusive
growth, preventing a widening gap be-
tweenurbantech elites and the rural poor.

Aswe look towards 2026, the phenom-
enon of interdependence without trust
continues. India has shown that the path
forward is not to retreat from the world, but
toengage withaclearvision that prioritises
national interest without abandoning glo-
bal responsibility. The task is not simple:
To inflection points with
prudence, ambition, and inclusivity, By
choosing multi-alignment over binary alle-
glances, India has ensured that in a frac-
tured world, it remains the most stable
bridge across the fissures.

The writer is Member of Parliament for
Thiruvananthapuram. Lok Sabha

and Chairman, Parliamentary Standing
Committee on External Affairs
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Tariffs are gone. Now, let’s
build on India-Australia pact

PHiLIP
GREEN

Over the years,
trade with
Australia has
helped power
some of the
Indo-Pacific’s
biggest
economies to
prosperity.
Australiacan
help India do
the same

s of today, January 1, 2026,

no Indian goods face any

tariff entering Australia.

None, Zilch, nada, zippo

across the board. No aster-
isk. No hash. No fine print.

Three years after the Australia-India
Economic Cooperation and Trade
Agreement (ECTA) came into force, Aus-
tralia has eliminated every last tariff on
Indian exports. That’s completely free ac-
cess 1o Australia’s nearly $2-trillion econ-
omy. And in return, many Australian
goods now enter India under reduced or
zero duties,

That's good for both countries. Driven
by ECTA, trade between Australia and
India has crossed 50 billion Australian
dollars, or Rs 3 lakh crore, for the first
time. Owver the past five years, our two-
way goods trade has doubled, And Aus-
tralian commodity exports to India have
grown strongly. fuelling “Make in Indla”

Meanwhile, India's exports to Austra-
lia have expanded much faster than to
the rest of the world. Consider this: Ower

the last five years, India’s global goods ex-
cent.

ports have grown 40 Not bad,
right? Yes, but mﬂgmpﬂhd.ln-

dia’s goods to Australia were up
200 per cent. 5o, India is benefiting from
trade with Australia five times fasterthan
it is from the rest of the world. Ripper.

And these aren’t just numbers. They
mean economic activity — and jobs for
Indians and Australians. One in four jobs
in Australia is linked to trade, and with
billions in Australian exports now going
to India each vear, [ estimate around
200,000 jobs in my country are tied to
trade with India.

In this country, Minister of Com-
merce and Industry Pivush Govyal ]ms_
said ECTA will create 1 million
o680 And with the growth we've seen,
I'd be surprised If we hadn't hit that
number already.

This ism'tunexpected. Our economies
are a natural fit, They click. Australia
has what India needs: The critical
minerals, rare earths and skilling expert-
ise that will Indian manufac-
tarng. And India has what Australia

needs: Quality manufactures and bonza
agriculture products that suit the tastes
of modern Australia.

You can see that complementarity
when walking the streets of Australian
cities. You will see Mahindra selling cars
in showrooms, You will see supermarkets
stocking produce from Indlan farms. And
you will see Indian-made garments for
sale at major retailers. These products
aren’t just consumed by our Indian dias-
pora, now more than 1 million strong.
They are enjoyed by Australians at large.

Thissuccess matters even maore today.
As global trade becomes unpredictable,
Australia remalns a rellable and com-
mitted partner for India. Three days ago,
Minister Goyal gaid that India's relation-
ship with Ausiralia anchors India’s econ-
omicengagement inthe Indo-Pacific. As
le put it. "India and Australia are build-
ing a future of shared prosperity and
trusted trade.” [ couldn’t agree more.

That's why Australia and India want
to go farther. We're working to upgrade
ECTA into a Comprehensive Economic
Cooperation Agreement, or CECA.
This can strengthen trade and invest-
ment ties across goods and services, and
support new critical minerals supply
chains. In November, Goyal and Austra-
lia’s Minister Farrell reaffirmed their
commitment to conclude CECA as soon
as possible,

And that's not all: Last vear .mvy Prime
Minister released A New Roadmap for
Australia’s Economic Engagement with
Indla, which details how Australia can
contribute to and benefit from India’s
economic rise.

Looking back, it's clear ECTA has
given Australia and India an excellent
start — and that we have alot more todo
together. [ can be frank with you: Over the
years, trade with Australia has helped
power some of the Indo-Pacific's biggest
economies to prosperity. Australia can
help India do the same, to the benefit of
both our great nations,

That's fair dinkum!

The writer is Australia’s
High Commissionear to india
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GS-02 - FISCAL FEDERALISM

GS-03 —ISSUES RELATED TO TAXATION

GST cut impact: Fiscal deficit widens on lagging tax collections @

Siddharth Upasani
New Delhi, December 31

THE INDIAN government's fis-
cal deficit — the excessof its ex-
penditure over revenue -
widened sharply in November
as the impact of the Goods and
Services Tax (GST) cuts took
theirtoll. Datareleased on Wed-
nesday by the Controller Gen-
eral of Accounts (CGA) showed
thefiscal deficit forthe first eight
months of 2025-26 stood at 62.3
percentofthe full-yeartarget, al-
most 10 percentage points
higher thana yearago.
Indiaistargetingafiscaldefi-
cit of Rs 1569 lakh crore, or 4.4
per cent of GDP, for the current

fiscal. In April-October2025, the
government’s fiscal deficitstood
at 52.6 per cent of the full-year
target, around 6 percentage
pointshigher than the figure for
the first seven months of 2024-
25. According to Madan Sabna-
vis, Bank of Baroda’s ChiefEcon-
omist, therise in the fiscal deficit
is asign that while expenditure
has been in line with last year,
“revenuecollection has lagged”.

While total expenditure in
November rose12 per cent year-
on-year to take the total for the
first eight months of 202526 to
Rs20.261akhcrore-or 7 percent
higher from last year - total rev-
enuewas 13 percentlowerin No-
vember and just 3 per cent

Thegovernment's total expenditurerose12%
YoYin November and 7% in April-November,
whiletotal revenuewas13% lowerin
November andjust 3% higher cumulatively

higher cumulatively. As per the
Union Budget for 2025-26, the
Centre’s spending estimate for
theyearis Rs 5065 lakh crore.
“Theissuehasbeenmoreon
the tax front where tax revenue
has been lower at 49 per cent of
budgeted amount compared
with 56 per cent last year. The
impact of GSTis hence visible
here. There would be some re-
versal especially on the direct

taxation front in December
when advance tax payments
were madeespecially by corpor-
ates. The lower GST collections
isalso getting reflected in the
monthly data released on the
tax,” Sabnavis noted.

The impact of the sweeping
GST rate cuts that came into ef-
fect on September 22 has been
visible in the monthly indirect
tax data, too. In November -

which is reflective of goods and
services sold in October - GST
collections amounted toRs 1.7
lakh crore, largely unchanged
from November 2024's Rs 1.69
lakh crore. Including compensa-
tion cess, which was earlier
countedaspartof the gross GST
mop-up, collections in Novem-
berwere down 4 per cent at Rs
175 lakh crore. GST data for De-
cember is scheduled to be re-
leased on Thursday.

The Centre’s nettaxrevente
- which is gross tax collections
after adjusting for refunds and
transferstostates-was down 14
per cent in November and 3 per
cent for April-November. The
Budget estimated a 14 per cent

growth in net tax revenue from
2024-25t0 Rs 28,37 lakh crore.
On the whole, the Centre’s total
receipts, excluding borrowing,
havebeenkept afloat by non-tax
revenue, whichisup 21 percent,
largely due to the Reserve Bank
of India transferring a record
dividend of Rs 269 lakh croreto
the central government in May
2025, For April-November, non-
taxrevenuesstand at Rs5.16lakh
crore, not far from the full-year
target of Rs 5.83 lakh crore,

On the expenditure front,
totalspendingwasup 12 percent
in November and 7 per cent in
April-November.

FULLREPORTON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM
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SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

RELEVANT FOR PRELIMS

Sex systems boost mitochondrial
evolution in many kinds of insects

Thise resanles of a new sty shios by the way 2 species prosluces s males amd females can shape the path of migochomdris cooducion, reealing an
unespectod conmeotion between reproductive blokogy and diversicy: the inapdications extend o how esperts keep irack of inseot biodiversicy
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AWARENESS IN THE FIELDS OF SPACE,

India’s space programme, a people’s space journey

string of spectacular missions, It has the

national pulse and is a source of daily

inspiration. In June 2025, when Group
Captain Shubhanshu Shukla displayed the
Tricolour aboard the International Space Station
(155) and spoke to Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
it was a moment of pride for every Indian. The
Prime Minister called it a “defining chapter” of
Amvrit Kaal (‘era of nectar’), and for many, that
moment felt like India's ascent was a part of their
own heartbeat. It was not just science, It was
identity being reshaped through vision and
purpaseful programmes.

That same spirit has been echoed earlier, on
August 23, 2023, when Chandrayaan-3 made
India the first nation to land near the lunar south
pole. “India is now on the Moon,” declared Mr.
Maodi — words which rippled through classrooms,
villages and living rooms alike. India's lunar
programme has been truly path breaking:
Chandrayaan-1 (2008) confirmed the presence of
water molecules; Chandrayaan-2 (2019) mapped
the moon with high precision and prepared the
ground for Chandrayaan-3 (2023), which
achieved the world's first soft landing near the
south pole. When the Vikram lander and Pragyan
rover explored the lunar surface for a full moon
day, this led children to draw depictions of lunar
landscapes in notebooks, it left researchers
feeling vindicated, and inspired citizens who saw
India's story in space as also their own future,

India has become a trusted global partner in
space. Over 400 foreign satellites have been
launched aboard Indian rockets. In 2014, India
became the first Asian nation and only the fourth
in the world to reach Mars orbit — and on its
maiden at h':ith the Mars Orb i

l ndia's space journey has evolved beyond a

through multi-institutional mllaboratm 5

providing unprecedented insights into the sun's
corona and its impact on space mﬂw
(2024) is studying black holes, while

(2024) has demonstrated in-orbit docking for
future space stations and lunar missions.

A new space vision

These milestones are reshaping policy, culture,
and aspiration. The road map is bold:
continuation of the Gaganyaan programme for
human spaceflight, Chandrayaan-4 and 5 for
deeper lunar exploration, a dedicated Venus
mission, a Bharatiya Antariksh Station (BAS) by
2035, and an Indian human landing on the Moon

S. Somanath

was Secretary,
Department of Space,
and Chairman of the
Indian Space
Research
Organisation (15RO
He is now
Distinguished Visiting
Prafessar, Indian
Institute of Science
{In5e), Bengalury, and
Adviser [Space
Technology),
Govemment of
Andhra Pradesh

India is not
only an active
participant in
the space age
but Is also
shaping it

by 2040, These are not distant dreams but
national goals, aligned with the spirit of Amrit
Kaal

The Prime Minister has called for building a
pool of 40 to 50 trained astronauts for future
missions, On National Space Day 2025 (August
23), he urged young citizens to see themselves as
participants in India's human space programme.
Gaganyaan, with an approved outlay of over
120,000 crore, is advancing steadily. Four Indian
Air Force test pilots are undergoing training, and
a series of uncrewed and crewed flights will
culminate in India's first indigenous human space
mission, presently targeted for 2027,

Space technology today is woven into the
fabric of governance and daily life, Satellites
deliver disaster fishermen, assess
crop yields and Inﬂuannedaims.
mma dhtmt lmnl'y buta

= accessible to every citizen.

At the same time, space exploration fuels
Science, ’l‘edmnlcgy, Engineering and
Mathematics (STEM) education, advanced
research, and workforce development.
Future-ready technologies in space operations
autonomy, robotics, in-space manufacturing,
surveillance and interplanetary travel are being
developed, ensuring that India retains leadership
in this strategic frontier.

The transformation of India’s space sector is
deliberate and ambitious. The opening of the
field to private plavers, creating a thriving
ecosystem of more than 350 startups building
satellites, launch vehicles, and ground systems.
The space budget has nearly tripled - from 25,615
crore in 2013-14 to 13,416 crore in 202526 - and
has been augmented by nearly 5,000 crore in
user funds. India’s space economy, currently

mhndnsubalhnnprqmmmmm
blhnhﬂ:‘;ui

innovations that mlurllli
Inspiring the next generation

The Prime Minister has challenged the ecosystem
to deliver five space unicorns within the next five
years and to scale up annual launches, nearly
ten-fold, to 50 a year. With private participation,
India is advancing technologies related to
semi-cryogenics, electric propulsion, quantum
communication and in-orbit servicing.

Youth are at the heart of this vision. The

International Olympiad on Astronomy and
Astrophysics hosted in India (August 2025) drew
nearly 300 participants from over 60 countries,
with Indian students winning medals. Initiatives
such as the ISRO Robotics Challenge and Indian
Space Hackathon/Bharativa Antariksh Hackathon
are bringing school and college students into
direct contact with rovers, satellites and rockets,
building confidence that the laboratories and
launchpads of tomorrow are theirs to claim.

At the policy level, the National Meet 2.0 held
just before National Space Day produced
5,000-plus pages of documentation across 300
user interactions. This 15-vear road map aligns
every mission with the vision of Viksit Bharat
2047,

Global collaborations and leadership

Space has been consistently projected as a global
commons, where India’s leadership IIan.slates
into shared p .The§ i
provided neighbours with -:ammunhcatlon
capacity, while during India's G-20 Presidency in
2023, India announced a

climate and environmental monitoring with data
shared with all nations. Collaborative missions
such as NASA-ISRO Synthetic Aperture Radar
(NISAR) with the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA), Thermal infraRed
Imaging Satellite for High-resolution Narural
resource Assessment (TRISHNA) with CNES
(French space agency), Lunar Polar Exploration
(LUPEX) with Japan

demonstrate India’s rise as a global partner,
guided by the ethos of] Kutumbakam
world is one family’).

India’s space journey is more than rockets and
satellites. It is about a nation discovering new
ways to see itself. The salute of Shubhanshu
Shukla aboard the 158, the landing of
Chandrayaan-3, 350 startups from small towns
designing space systems, young students
competing in Olympiads, and satellites quietly
serving national security and citizen services are
all part of the same story.

In this Amvrit Kaal, India is not simply
participating in the space age. It is shaping it.
With ambition, confidence, and purpose, Bharat
lnoks to the stars knowing that the horizon
belongs to it too.

The views expressad are personal
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