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Page 01 : GS 3 – Environment /Prelims 

The Supreme Court, in a recent 2–1 majority judgment, has recalled its earlier May 2024 verdict that had declared ex post 

facto (retrospective) environmental clearances (ECs) as illegal. 

The new judgment allows retrospective ECs in “exceptional circumstances,” arguing that stopping major public infrastructure 

projects would have a devastating impact on economy and development. 

Justice Ujjal Bhuyan issued a strong dissent, calling the move a retreat from environmental jurisprudence and a “benefit to 

violators.” 

 

Static Context  

(A) What is Environmental Clearance (EC)? 

 A statutory approval under the Environment Impact Assessment (EIA) Notification, 2006. 

 Required before construction/operation of major projects. 

 Ensures: 

o Environmental impact assessment 

o Mitigation measures 

o Public consultation 

(B) What is Ex-post Facto Clearance? 

Approval granted after a project has already begun construction or operation. 

Traditionally considered against: 
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 Precautionary principle 

 Environmental rule of law 

 

Current Context  

May 2024 Judgment (Two-judge bench: Justice A.S. Oka) 

Held that: 

 Starting construction without EC is a gross illegality 

 Retrospective ECs are clearly illegal 

 2017 and 2021 government notifications enabling retrospective ECs were struck down 

New November 2024 Judgment (Three-judge bench) 

Majority: CJI B.R. Gavai & Justice K. Vinod Chandran 

 Recalled the May 2024 judgment 

 Allowed retrospective ECs for exceptional situations 

 Stated that stopping major central and state projects would harm public interest 

 Around 24 central projects (₹8,293 crore) and 29 state projects (₹11,168 crore) were at stake 

Justice Bhuyan’s Dissent 

 Strongly opposed retrospective ECs 

 Warned that SC is “backtracking” and weakening environmental jurisprudence 

 Said environment and development are being wrongly portrayed as opposing forces 

 Called retrospective ECs an “anathema” 

 

(A) Environment vs Development Debate 

 Majority: Developmental projects cannot be halted entirely 

 Dissent: Long-term environmental harm outweighs short-term economic gains 

(B) Precautionary Principle 

 Core of Indian and international environmental law 

 Retrospective EC contradicts this principle 

(C) Polluter Pays Principle 

 Retrospective ECs may allow violators to regularise illegal construction by paying penalties 
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 Weakens deterrence 

(D) Integrity of EIA Process 

 Ex-post facto approval enables: 

o Bypassing environmental due process 

o Legalising illegalities 

o Weakening community participation 

(E) Sustainable Development 

 Both sides agree on sustainable development 

 But differ on: 

o "Development first" vs 

o "Environment-centric compliance" 

 

Key Facts 

1. Environmental Clearance: EIA Notification, 2006 

2. Ex-post facto EC: Previously held illegal by SC in May 2024 

3. Constitutionally relevant doctrines: 

o Precautionary principle 

o Polluter pays principle 

o Sustainable development 

4. Authorities involved: 

o MoEFCC 

o State Environment Impact Assessment Authority (SEIAA) 

5. 2017 & 2021 Government Notifications: Enabled retrospective ECs 

Potential MCQs 

1. Ex-post facto EC relates to? 

→ EIA Notification 2006 

2. “Precautionary principle” is associated with? 

→ Environmental protection and sustainability 

3. Retrospective ECs were earlier declared illegal by? 

→ May 2024 verdict of Supreme Court 

 

Conclusion 

The Supreme Court’s recall of its earlier judgment marks a significant shift in India’s environmental jurisprudence. While the 

majority prioritises economic development and public interest, the dissent highlights the erosion of environmental rule of 
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law. 

The debate illustrates the need for a regulatory framework that ensures strict environmental compliance while facilitating 

sustainable and inclusive development. 

 

UPSC Prelims Practice Question 

Ques:  Consider the following statements regarding Ex-post facto Environmental Clearance (EC): 

1. It is granted before the start of construction or project operations. 

2. The Supreme Court (May 2024) held that ex-post facto ECs are illegal and violate the precautionary principle. 

3. Environmental clearance is governed under the Environment Impact Assessment (EIA) Notification, 2006. 

Which of the statements given above is/are correct? 

(a) 1 and 2 only 

(b) 2 and 3 only 

(c) 1 and 3 only 

(d) 1, 2 and 3 

 

Ans: (b) 

 

UPSC Mains Practice Question 

Ques: “The debate over retrospective environmental clearances in India reflects a deeper conflict between 

environmental jurisprudence and development imperatives.” Discuss in the light of the Supreme Court’s recent 

judgments. (150 Words) 
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Page 06 : GS 2 : Environment & Ecology / Prelims 

The Ministry of Electronics and IT has revised the draft Digital Personal Data Protection (DPDP) Rules, 2025 by creating a 

separate category for persons with disabilities in the consent mechanism. 

This change comes after concerns were raised that persons with disabilities (PwDs) were earlier clubbed with children, 

requiring guardian consent, which activists termed problematic and discriminatory. 

While disability groups welcomed the separation, they flagged persisting issues such as unclear guardianship laws, lack of 

implementation illustrations, and language inconsistencies with the DPDP Act. 

 

Static Context  

(A) Digital Personal Data Protection Act, 2023 
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 Governs processing of digital personal data 

 Key principles: Consent, purpose limitation, data minimisation 

 Special protections for children and certain categories of vulnerable persons 

(B) Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016 (RPwD Act) 

 Defines 21 categories of disabilities 

 Ensures equality, dignity, and non-discrimination 

 Introduces “limited guardianship” based on supportive decision-making 

(C) National Trust Act, 1999 

 Applicable for persons with 

o Autism 

o Cerebral palsy 

o Mental retardation 

o Multiple disabilities 

 Deals with legal guardianship 

(D) UN Convention on Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) 

 India is a signatory 

 Emphasises autonomy, consent, independence 

 

Current Context  

Earlier Issue 

 Draft DPDP Rules treated PwDs the same as children → needed parental/guardian consent 

 Seen as discriminatory and against the principles of independence & autonomy 

New Revised Rules  

1. Separate section for PwDs 
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2. Restrictions on behavioral tracking, targeted advertising will not automatically apply to PwDs (these applied only to 

children) 

3. Clarification that PwDs may consent independently depending on their capacity 

 

4. Remaining Concerns  

(A) No Illustrations or Practical Scenarios 

Rules lack clarity on: 

 When a PwD can give consent independently 

 When guardian consent is needed 

 How online services should verify consent 

(B) Language inconsistency 

The DPDP Act still clubs: 

 PwDs 

 Children 

in certain sections, which contradicts the new rules. 

(C) Guardianship remains unclear 

 NT Act (1999) uses “decision-making capacity” 

 RPwD Act (2016) uses “limited guardianship” 

 DPDP Rules do not clarify which law applies 

 UNCRPD discourages absolute guardianship 

(D) No clear process for “consent managers” in case of PwDs 

Especially for: 

 Online banking 

 Social media 

 Government digital services 
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(1) Autonomy vs Protection 

 Overregulation infringes autonomy 

 Under-regulation risks exploitation 

(2) Lack of Harmonisation Across Laws 

Conflict between: 

 DPDP Act 

 RPwD Act 

 National Trust Act 

Creates operational confusion. 

(3) Accessibility of Digital Services 

PwDs often face: 

 Poor interface design 

 Unclear consent forms 

 Lack of accessible modes (audio, braille, simple texts) 

(4) Implementation Challenges 

 Who determines a PwD’s capacity? 

 How will platforms verify guardianship? 

 What protections exist against misuse of guardian powers? 

 

Possible MCQs may be asked on: 

 DPDP Act, 2023 purpose & scope 

 Special provisions for children 

 RPwD Act definition & rights 

 National Trust Act, 1999 → Guardianship 
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 UNCRPD principles (autonomy, non-discrimination, inclusion) 

 

Conclusion 

The creation of a separate category for persons with disabilities in the DPDP Rules is a positive step toward greater autonomy 

and digital inclusion. However, substantial challenges remain regarding interpretation, guardianship clarity, and 

implementation mechanisms. 

For genuine protection and empowerment of disabled individuals, India needs a harmonised legal framework, clearer 

procedural guidelines, and inclusive digital infrastructure aligned with the UN Convention on Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities. 

UPSC Prelims Practice Question   

Ques : With reference to the Digital Personal Data Protection (DPDP) Rules, 2025, consider the following statements: 

1. In the revised draft rules, persons with disabilities (PwDs) are no longer clubbed with children for obtaining consent. 

2. The DPDP Act, 2023 places identical restrictions on behavioural tracking for both children and persons with disabilities. 

3. The rules derive legal backing from the DPDP Act, 2023. 

Which of the above statements is/are correct? 

(a) 1 and 3 only 

(b) 2 and 3 only 

(c) 1 and 2 only 

(d) 1, 2 and 3 

Ans: (a) 

 

 

UPSC Mains Practice Question   

Ques :  “The separation of persons with disabilities from children in the DPDP Rules is a welcome reform, but the absence of 

clarity on guardianship continues to pose major implementation challenges.” Discuss. (250 words)  
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Page : 06 : GS 3 : Environment & Sustainable Development / Prelims 

 

The QS World University Rankings for Sustainability 2026 were released by Quacquarelli Symonds (QS), showing that 103 Indian 

universities featured in the list—the fourth-highest globally, behind the U.S., China and the U.K. 

The rankings assess institutions on their environmental and social sustainability performance, reflecting global focus on 

climate action, ethical governance, employability, and social impact. 

Top Indian performers include IIT Delhi, IIT Kharagpur, and Delhi University, though many Indian institutions saw declines in 

their indicator-level ranks. 
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Static Context  

A. What are QS Sustainability Rankings? 

Initiated in 2023, the QS Sustainability Rankings evaluate universities across: 

1. Environmental Impact 

o Sustainability research 

o Environmental education 

o Climate action 

o Resource efficiency 

2. Social Impact 

o Employability & outcomes 

o Knowledge exchange 

o Social justice 

o Health & well-being 

3. Governance Indicators 

o Ethical policies 

o Institutional transparency 

B. Why is this important for India? 

 Supports NEP 2020 goals of internationalization 

 Boosts global recognition of Indian HEIs 

 Encourages sustainability-oriented reforms across campuses 

C. Related Static Topics 

 SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 13 (Climate Action) 

 India’s progress in global education rankings 

 Governance & autonomy of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) 

 Environmental sustainability in campuses 

 

Current Context  

A. India’s overall performance 

 103 Indian universities ranked 

 India stands 4th globally in number of institutions 

 12 Indian institutes in top 500 

B. Top-performing Indian institutions 

 IIT Delhi → 93rd in Employability & Outcomes 

 IIT Kharagpur → 96th in Employability & Outcomes 

 Delhi University → 94th in Knowledge Exchange 

C. Global Trends 

 Top universities: Lund University (Sweden) 

 Dominated by institutions of U.K., Canada, Sweden, U.S. 

D. Mixed results for India 

 Among 103 Indian institutes: 
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o 30 declined in rank 

o 32 improved 

o 15 unchanged 

E. Declines among top 15 Indian performers 

Includes: 

 IISc 

 IIT Madras 

 IIT Kanpur 

 IIT Kharagpur 

 Jadavpur University 

 

Issues + Analysis  

(A) Strengths 

1. Large participation shows improvement in India’s global academic presence 

2. Reflects alignment with sustainability goals 

3. Indicates growing emphasis on research output and knowledge exchange 

4. Boosts global perception of Indian degrees 

(B) Concerns 

1. Quality vs Quantity 

o Despite 103 institutions ranked, only a few reach top global tiers 

2. Decline in performance 

o 30 institutions dropped, showing stagnation 

3. Low scores in Environmental Impact indicators 

o Indian HEIs still lag in climate research intensity 

4. Funding & Infrastructure Gaps 

o Research funding remains 0.7% of GDP (low) 

5. Limited international collaboration 

o Affects global perception and sustainability outcomes 

(C) Way Forward 

 Greater investment in R&D 

 Sustainable campuses (solar, waste mgmt., water conservation) 

 Improving global collaborations 

 Focus on employability + industry linkages 

 Strengthening governance and transparency 

 

Conclusion 

India’s strong presence with over 100 institutions in the QS Sustainability Rankings is an important milestone for the higher 

education ecosystem. 

However, improvement in ranks and sustainability scores requires deeper structural reforms—better funding, stronger research 

culture, environmental responsibility, and global collaborations. 
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With strategic focus, India can transition from quantity-driven participation to quality-driven global leadership in 

sustainability-focused higher education. 

 

 

 

UPSC Prelims Practice Question   

Ques: Consider the following indicators used in the QS Sustainability Rankings: 

1. Employability & Outcomes 

2. Knowledge Exchange 

3. Climate Action 

4. Institutional Transparency 

How many of the above are included in the QS Sustainability Rankings? 

A. Only two 

B. Only three 

C. Only four 

D. None of the above 

 

Ans: C. 

 

UPSC Mains Practice Question    

Ques : “India’s large presence in the QS Sustainability Rankings 2026 reflects progress, but declining quality among top 

institutions highlights structural weaknesses.” Discuss. (150 words) 
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In News : GS 3 : Science & Technology  

Modern medicine increasingly explores non-pharmacological interventions to reduce drug dependency and improve patient 

outcomes. 

A recent Delhi-based randomised controlled trial at Lok Nayak Hospital and Maulana Azad Medical College found that 

listening to Hindustani ragas (Yaman & Kirvani) during surgery reduced the need for anaesthesia by 15%, lowered cortisol 

levels, and stabilised vital signs. 

This offers a strong intersection of science & technology, public health, and behavioural medicine. 
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Current Affairs Highlights 

1. 15% reduction in propofol requirement during surgery. 

2. Lower stress hormones (cortisol) and steadier heart rate & blood pressure. 

3. Reduced need for opioid painkiller fentanyl, which is significant amid the global opioid crisis. 

4. Use of Raga Yaman and Raga Kirvani—chosen for their calming physiological effects. 

5. Trial published in Music and Medicine (Oct 2025). 

6. Shows feasibility of low-cost, safe, complementary therapy in resource-stressed Indian hospitals. 
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Static Context  

 Music therapy = A clinical & evidence-based use of music interventions to accomplish individualized therapeutic goals. 

 Works through: 

 Auditory cortex activity even under anaesthesia 

 Reduction in sympathetic (fight-or-flight) response 

 Release of endorphins and oxytocin 

 Non-pharmacological pain management: 

Meditation, breathing techniques, cognitive therapy, physiotherapy, music. 

 Opioids like fentanyl have high dependence potential; India too faces rising misuse concerns. 

 

1. Significance for Healthcare System 

 Cost reduction: Less anaesthesia + fewer opioids = lower treatment cost. 

 Faster recovery → reduces hospital stay and frees beds in overburdened public hospitals. 

 Enhances patient experience and reduces perioperative anxiety. 

 Can integrate into Ayushman Bharat, National Health Mission, and patient-centric care frameworks. 

2. Technological & Ethical Aspects 

 Incorporating audio devices, patient monitoring, and ensuring communication with medical staff. 

 Ethical requirement: the patient must hear essential instructions despite music. 

3. Public Health Importance 

 Helps reduce dependency on drugs with side effects. 

 Aligns with global shift towards integrative medicine. 

 Provides evidence for integrating behavioural medicine in routine care. 

4. Implications for India 

 Low-cost model suitable for resource-constrained public hospitals. 

 Encourages research in neuro-musicology, medical humanities, and Indian classical music in therapy. 

 Supports India’s goal of reducing opioid misuse and improving holistic healthcare. 

 

Conclusion 

The Delhi trial shows that music therapy can serve as an effective, safe, and economical complement to anaesthesia, 

lowering stress and drug use during surgery. 

With rising healthcare demands and limited resources, integrating such non-pharmacological, evidence-based interventions can 

enhance India’s medical system, improve patient well-being, and reduce the burden of drug-based procedures. 
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Music—rooted deeply in India’s cultural heritage—appears ready to become a mainstream healthcare tool. 

 

UPSC Mains Practice Question   

Ques: Discuss the significance of non-pharmacological interventions such as music therapy in public healthcare, in light 

of the recent Delhi study showing reduced anaesthesia requirement. (250 Words) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In news  : Prelims 
The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments were landmark steps to strengthen grassroots democracy by empowering 

panchayats and municipalities. However, in practice, local bodies remain financially weak and excessively dependent on higher 

governments. 

With the 16th Finance Commission (FC) submitting its report (Nov 17, 2025), there is renewed expectation that it will finally 

provide a stable, predictable, and performance-sensitive fiscal framework to empower local governments. 
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Static Context  

1. 73rd & 74th Constitutional Amendments 

 Gave constitutional status to Panchayats (Part IX) and Municipalities (Part IX-A). 

 Added 11th Schedule (29 subjects) and 12th Schedule (18 subjects) — but these are illustrative, not binding. 

 States decide: 

o Functional responsibilities 

o Taxation powers 

o Staffing & administrative control 

 Mandated State Finance Commissions (SFCs) every 5 years. 
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 Mandated the Union Finance Commission (UFC) to recommend measures to augment state finances for local bodies 

(Art 280(3)(bb) & (c)). 

 

2. State Finance Commissions (SFCs) 

SFCs may recommend: 

 Share of state revenues for local bodies 

 Assignment of taxes 

 Grants (conditional/unconditional) 

 Devolution formula 

 Administrative reforms 

Problem: 

Despite 100+ SFC reports, most States ignore their recommendations. 

 

3. Union Finance Commissions (UFCs) and Local Bodies 

 UFCs have implemented grants for local bodies since 1995. 

 13th FC—only one to recommend percentage share of divisible pool for local bodies. 

 14th & 15th FCs—returned to lump-sum grants, not linked to buoyancy or inflation. 

 Basic vs Performance Grants: 

o 13th FC: 6 conditions → largely unfulfilled 

o 14th FC: new conditions (ignored previous reform agenda) 

o 15th FC: again fresh conditions, causing policy instability 

 

Current Affairs Analysis 

1. What the 16th FC is expected to deliver 

 A vertical share of taxes to States (core FC mandate). 
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 A horizontal distribution formula among States. 

 But crucially: 

Clear measures to strengthen panchayat and municipal finances under Article 280(3). 

Because the fiscal gap between local revenues and their expenditure responsibilities is huge across India. 

 

2. Why are local bodies so weak? 

 States assign functions to local bodies without assigning revenue handles. 

 No fixed list of revenue powers for local governments. 

 Local bodies must implement Union/State schemes without matching funds or staff. 

 This creates: 

o High burden 

o Low autonomy 

o Poor service delivery 

 

3. Failure of past UFCs  

a. Failure to assess actual resource needs 

Most UFCs used ad hoc, lump-sum grants instead of quantifying local government needs. 

b. Constant changes in performance grant conditions 

Every FC discarded the previous one’s reform agenda — 

 13th FC: 6 performance conditions 

 14th FC: new set of reforms 

 15th FC: completely different conditions 

This led to: 

 Policy discontinuity 

 Zero long-term reform 

 States unable to meet shifting conditions 
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c. No linkage with tax buoyancy 

Only the 13th FC tied local body grants to the divisible pool — neutral to inflation & benefited from higher tax growth. 

But later FCs reverted to static lump-sum grants → erosion of real value. 

 

4. What the 16th FC should ideally do (as per experts) 

 Estimate real expenditure needs of: 

o 2.7 lakh panchayats 

o 5,000 municipalities 

 Provide: 

o Stable formula 

o Inflation-neutral transfers 

o Predictable performance-linked grants 

 Encourage States to: 

o Strengthen SFCs 

o Assign tax powers 

o Rationalize local property tax & user charges 

 

Conclusion 

Strengthening local bodies is vital for effective public service delivery and deepening grassroots democracy. Past Finance 

Commissions have failed to provide consistent, adequate, and performance-linked support due to ad hoc grants and shifting 

conditions. 

The 16th Finance Commission now has the opportunity to correct these long-standing weaknesses by assessing real local 

needs and establishing a stable fiscal framework. A robust design can transform panchayats and municipalities into true 

institutions of economic development and social justice, fulfilling the intentions of the 73rd and 74th Amendments. 

UPSC Prelims Practice Question   

Ques: Which of the following statements is/are correct regarding the 13th Finance Commission (FC)? 
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1. It recommended grants to local bodies as a percentage of the divisible pool of Union taxes. 

2. It introduced performance-based grants with six reform conditions. 

3. It discontinued the practice of linking local grants to inflation. 

Select the correct answer: 

(a) 1 and 2 only 

(b) 2 and 3 only 

(c) 1 and 3 only 

(d) 1, 2 and 3 

Ans: (a) 
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Context :  

The World Happiness Report 2025, released by the Wellbeing Research Centre, Oxford, once again ranks 

Finland as the happiest country for the 8th consecutive year, while India stands at 118. This paradox — a wealthy, 

fast-growing India ranking below crisis-ridden Pakistan — raises deeper questions about whether “happiness” is an 

economic measure, a sociological one, or simply a perception-based construct 

 

Static Context  

GS. Paper 2 Governance   

UPSC Mains Practice Question :  “India’s lower ranking in the World Happiness Report reflects 

perception issues rather than actual societal wellbeing.” Discuss in the light of rising aspirations, 

institutional trust, and social capital. (250 words)  
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What is the World Happiness Report? 

 Published annually since 2012. 

 Based on Gallup World Poll using the Cantril Ladder (0–10 scale). 

 Key indicators: 

1. GDP per capita 

2. Social support 

3. Healthy life expectancy 

4. Freedom to make choices 

5. Generosity 

6. Perception of corruption 

WEIRD Bias (Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich, Democratic) 

 The index assumes that Western-style institutional trust = universal happiness standard. 

 Collective trust societies like India often get undervalued. 

Why Nordic Countries Always Top? 

 High institutional trust 

 Social welfare 

 Low corruption 

 Strong community networks 

 Predictable governance 

 

Current Context  

India’s Paradox: Fast Growth, Low “Happiness” Rank 

 India: $3.7 trillion economy, booming digital sector, rapid infrastructure growth. 

 Yet, score = 4.389/10, rank = 118. 

 Pakistan: economic crisis + IMF bailouts → yet ranked higher at 109. 

Why? Because happiness scores measure perception, not actual well-being. 

 

Key Reasons for India’s Lower Rank 

1. Aspirations Rising Faster than Satisfaction 

 Democracies generate higher expectations → more criticism → lower reported satisfaction. 

 People expect better governance, cleaner cities, fairness — so dissatisfaction ≠ unhappiness; it reflects 

ambition. 
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2. Social Trust Deficit 

 Nordic example: If you drop your wallet, people believe it will be returned. 

 India: Uneven governance reduces institutional trust. 

3. Digital Isolation 

 Global rise: 19% young adults say they have “no one to rely on”. 

 India also faces shrinking real-life social networks. 

4. Perception-Based Indices Penalise Democracies 

 As EAC-PM study shows, indices rely on small Western expert pools. 

 Countries with restricted media appear “stable” because fewer complaints are reported. 

 Democracies voice problems → rank lower. 

 

Strengths Ignored by Global Metrics 

 India has strong familial and community bonds, especially visible during COVID-19 migration. 

 These informal trust networks aren’t captured by Western-style surveys. 

 

Positive Shifts in India 

 Mental health initiatives: 

o Tele-MANAS 

o Workplace wellbeing, inclusion 

o Community mental health push 

 The idea of “Gross National Happiness” gaining policy traction. 

 

 

What India Needs To Do  

1. Rebuild Social Capital 

 Community spaces, shared events, inter-generational ties. 

 The report shows household size & community kindness correlate strongly with happiness. 

2. Strengthen Institutional Trust 

 Simplify citizen-state interactions. 

 Transparent public services → trust → happiness. 

3. Treat Mental Health as Economic Policy 

 WHO: $1 on mental health = $4 productivity gain. 
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 Create emotional resilience frameworks. 

 

Conclusion 

India’s low rank does not indicate national unhappiness; it reflects a society with rising aspirations and self-critical 

awareness. Unlike conformist societies that score higher due to low expectations, India’s “dissatisfaction” may reflect 

its ambition for better lives, cleaner governance, and fuller rights. 

If rank 118 means Indians want more — more fairness, more trust, more wellbeing — then India is not unhappy; it is 

unfinished, still pursuing a deeper, more genuine idea of happiness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


