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India and New Zealand have concluded negotiations on a comprehensive Free Trade Agreement (FTA), marking a significant
milestone in India’s evolving trade diplomacy. The agreement, announced by India and New Zealand, aims to double bilateral
trade to $5 billion within five years, attract $20 billion in investments over 15 years, and enhance workforce mobility through
annual employment visas. Concluded within nine months, the FTA reflects a pragmatic balance between export promotion and

protection of politically sensitive domestic sectors.

India, New Zealand conclude trade talks

New Delhi hopes to double bilateral trade to $5
billion, and bring in $20 billion in investments

The Hindu Bureaun
NEW DELHI

on Monday concluded

discussions on a free
trade agreement (FTA) that
will give India tariff-free ac-
cess to the island nation’s
markets, bring in $20 bil-
lion in investments over 15
years, and help double bi-
lateral trade to $5 billion in
the next five years.

The deal will remove or
cut tariffs on 95% of New
Zealand’s exports — from
timber to fruits - to India,
but New Delhi safeguarded
the interests of its agricul-
tural and dairy farmers,
considered politically sen-
sitive, and made no con-
cessions on import of dai-
ry, onions, sugar, spices,
edible oils, and rubber.
New Zealand will give tem-
porary employment visas
for Indian professionals in
skilled jobs with a quota of
5,000 visas annually and a

l ndia and New Zealand

stay of up to three years.

Union Minister for Com-
merce Piyush Goval said
the government has been
“sensitive in protecting in-
terests” of agricultural and
dairy farmers. “Rice,
wheat, dairy, soya and va-
rious other agricultural
products have not been
opened up with any ac-
cess,” he said.

Hailing the FTA, to be
signed in the first half of
2026, Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi said, “Con-
cluded in just nine months,
this historic milestone re-
flects a strong political will
and shared ambition to
deepen economic ties bet-
ween our two countries.”

‘FTA will boost ties”

Mr. Modi spoke to his New
Zealand counterpart Chris-
topher Luxon over the
phone before jointly an-
nouncing the conclusion of
the FTA,said an official
statement.

New Zealand will provide 5,000 employment
visas annually and a stay of up to three years

Easing access

The proposed deal will give duty-free access
to a range of domestic goods and includes an
FDI commitment of $20 billion over 15 years

New Zealand to get

= Duty-free
access to goods
such as sheep
meat, wool,
coal and over

95%
of forestry and

wood articles dairy sector

Indian professionals in skilled occupations to
get temporary employment entry visa pathway

and stay of up to 3 years

= Duty concessions on
items such as kiwi fruit,
wine, seafaod, cherries,
avocados, persimmons,
bulk infant formula, Manuka
honey, and milk albumins

® No concessions in

Monday. PTI

Ties on track: Union Minister Piyush Goyal with
New Zealand Minister Todd McClay in New Delhi on

The deal is expected to be signed in the first half
of 2026 and aims at doubling bilateral trade to

$5 billion in five years

“The FTA would signifi-
cantly deepen bilateral
economic engagement, en-
hance market access, pro-
mote investment flows,
strengthen strategic coop-
eration between the two
countries, and also open
up new opportunities for
innovators, entrepreneurs,
farmers, MSMEs, students
and youths of both coun-

tries across various sec-
tors,” the External Affairs
Ministry said.

The pact will help In-
dian exporters, reeling un-
der the impact of 50% ta-
riffs imposed by the Trump
administration on Indian
goods, diversify shipments
in the Oceania region. In-
dia has already implement-
ed a trade pact with

Australia.

Underlining this, Mr.
Goyal said the deal will give
“opportunities for all sec-
tions of our export com-
munities” and exporters
wishing to “diversify their
export basket”. Speaking at
a press conference, he said
that India has been “very
cautious of ensuring that
our micro, medium and

small enterprises, innova-
tors and start-ups get big
opportunities in New
Zealand.”

The Minister said the
agreement will provide a
fillip to labour-intensive
sectors such as apparel,
leather, textiles, rubber,
footwear and home decor.
It will encourage export of
automobiles, auto compo-
nents, machinery, elec-
tronic goods and electrical
and pharmaceuticals, he
said.

The temporary employ-
ment visas cover AYUSH
practitioners, yoga instruc-
tors, Indian chefs, and
music teachers, as well as
high-demand sectors in-
cluding IT, engineering,
healthcare, education, and
construction, strengthen-
ing workforce mobility and
services trade.

For New Zealand, Mr.
Luxon said “the gains are
wide-ranging and signifi-
cant”. “India is the world’s

The trade pact will help Indian exporters, who
are reeling under 50% tariffs imposed by U.S.

most populous country
and is the fastest-growing
big economy, and that
creates opportunities for
jobs for Kiwis, exports and
growth,” he said.

Products not covered
Under the pact, New Zea-
land will get duty-free ac-
cess to goods such as sheep
meat, wool, coal and over
95% of forestry and wood
articles. It will get duty
concessions on a number
of other items such as kiwi
fruit, wine, some seafood,
cherries, avocados, per-
simmons, bulk infant for-
mula, Manuka honey and
milk albumins.

But the deal does not
cover vegetable products
(onions, chana, peas, corn,
almonds), sugar, artificial
honey, animal, vegetable
or microbial fats and oils,
arms and ammunition,
gems and jewellery, copper
and its products, and alu-
minium and articles.

Key Features of the Agreement
Trade Liberalisation with Safeguards

India will provide tariff reductions or elimination on about 95% of New Zealand's exports, particularly in forestry
products, wool, sheep meat, coal, fruits, and wine.

Sensitive Indian sectors—especially agriculture and dairy—are explicitly excluded, including rice, wheat, dairy
products, sugar, onions, edible oils, and spices.

This approach aligns with India’s long-standing strategy of cautious trade liberalisation to protect small farmers and
rural livelihoods.

Boost to Indian Exports and MSMEs
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The FTA opens tariff-free access for Indian products such as textiles, apparel, leather, footwear, pharmaceuticals,

automobiles, machinery, and electronics.
Labour-intensive sectors are expected to gain significantly, supporting employment generation and MSME growth.

Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal highlighted that the agreement safeguards domestic interests while expanding
export opportunities.

Services Trade and Workforce Mobility

New Zealand will offer 5,000 temporary employment visas annually for Indian professionals, with stays of up to three
years.

Covered categories include IT, engineering, healthcare, education, construction, as well as AYUSH practitioners, yoga
instructors, chefs, and music teachers.

This strengthens India's comparative advantage in services and skilled manpower exports.
Strategic and Geopolitical Context

The FTA helps India diversify export markets amid global trade uncertainties, including high tariffs imposed by the
Trump administration on Indian goods.

It complements India’s existing trade agreement with Australia and reinforces its engagement with the Oceania
region.

Leaders Narendra Modi and Christopher Luxon underscored the agreement’s role in deepening strategic and
economic ties.

Significance for India
Economic Diversification: Reduces overdependence on traditional markets and mitigates external trade shocks.

Investment and Technology Flows: The projected $20 billion investment inflow can support manufacturing, infrastructure,
and innovation.

Balanced Trade Policy: Demonstrates India’s ability to pursue FTAs without compromising core domestic interests.
People-to-People Linkages: Enhanced mobility strengthens soft power and long-term bilateral relations.
Conclusion

The India-New Zealand FTA represents a calibrated shift in India’s trade strategy—combining openness with protection, and
economic ambition with political realism. By expanding market access, promoting investment, and enabling workforce mobility
while safeguarding sensitive sectors, the agreement strengthens India’s economic resilience and strategic footprint in the Indo-
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Pacific. For UPSC, it exemplifies India's contemporary approach to FTAs: selective liberalisation, diversification of trade partners,

S 1N C

and alignment of economic policy with broader geopolitical objectives.

UPSC Mains Practice Question

Ques : The India—New Zealand FTA is significant for India primarily because:
(a) It opens India's agricultural sector fully to New Zealand

(b) It helps India diversify exports amid rising protectionism

(c) It replaces India’s trade agreement with Australia

(d) It mandates free movement of labour between both countries

Ans : b)

UPSC Mains Practice Question

Ques : The India—New Zealand Free Trade Agreement reflects India’s evolving approach towards trade liberalisation. Discuss
how the agreement balances domestic sensitivities with global economic integration. (150 words)
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Regeneration—the ability to regrow lost or damaged body parts—has long fascinated biologists and policymakers interested in

future regenerative medicine. Traditionally, regeneration was understood as a localised phenomenon, driven by specialised
tissues or structures near the site of injury. However, two recent studies published in Cell and Cell Reports challenge this view.
Research on axolotls and planarian flatworms demonstrates that regeneration is not confined to the wound site alone but
involves coordinated, whole-body signalling, redefining our understanding of tissue repair and biological resilience.

Regeneration in axolotls, flatworms,
is a whole-body event, studies find
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Key Findings and Scientific Significance

1. Planarian Flatworms: Gut-Driven Whole-Body Regulation
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Planarians can regenerate an entire organism from fragments due to abundant stem cells called neoblasts.

Contrary to expectations, these stem cells do not rely on local “niche” cells for guidance.

Using advanced gene-mapping (Slide-seqV2) and microscopy, scientists at the Stowers Institute for Medical Research found
that:

The intestine acts as a central signalling hub, releasing chemical cues that regulate stem-cell division across the
body.

Disruption of intestinal genes halted regeneration and even routine cell replacement.

Implication: Regeneration in planarians depends on diffuse metabolic and chemical communication, not a fixed local control
centre.

2. Axolotls: Nervous System and Systemic ‘Repair Mode’
Axolotls are famous for regrowing limbs via a local structure called the b/astema.
A new study from the Harvard Stem Cell Institute reveals:
Injury activates stress-response nerves, triggering organism-wide cell division.

The stress hormone norepinephrine acts as a messenger, activating growth pathways (notably mTOR) throughout
the body.

This creates a temporary, systemic state of regenerative readiness, lasting about four weeks.

Importantly, regeneration remains spatially restricted to the injury site, controlled by molecular “brakes” that prevent
uncontrolled growth.

Conceptual Shift: From Local Repair to Systemic Coordination
These studies suggest that regeneration is a cooperative, whole-organism process, integrating:
Local wound-specific responses, and
Global signals from organs such as the gut or nervous system.

Different species use different architectures—metabolic cues in flatworms, neural signals in salamanders—but the
underlying principle of body-wide coordination is common.

As noted by researchers at Imperial College London and Duke University, this refines rather than contradicts earlier models
of regeneration.

Relevance for Humans and Policy
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Humans possess many of the same signalling pathways (e.g., stress hormones, mTOR), raising the possibility of latent
regenerative potential.

S LNe

However, scientists caution that parallels remain speculative; in mammals, molecular brakes may halt regeneration midway.

Policy relevance:

Advances in regenerative biology can inform future strategies in biotechnology, ageing research, trauma care, and
organ repair.

Ethical and regulatory frameworks will be crucial as research moves closer to clinical translation.
Conclusion

The new findings from axolotls and planarian flatworms fundamentally recast regeneration as a whole-body event rather than a
localised repair mechanism. Whether mediated by gut-derived metabolic signals or nervous-system-driven stress responses,
regeneration emerges as a dialogue between injured tissues and the rest of the organism.

Ques : In the context of regeneration biology, the term blastema refers to:
(a) A cluster of immune cells preventing infection at the wound site

(b) A mound of undifferentiated cells that drives regrowth after injury

(c) A specialised stem-cell niche found only in mammals

(d) A permanent organ that stores regenerative hormones

Ans : (b)
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NASA has temporarily lost contact with its Mars Atmosphere and Volatile Evolution (MAVEN) spacecraft, a key Mars orbiter that
has been operational for over a decade. Launched by NASA, MAVEN reached Mars in September 2014—just days before India’s
Mars Orbiter Mission (Mangalyaan). The loss of communication, reported in December, raises concerns not only for planetary
science but also for Mars mission support systems, as MAVEN plays a crucial role as a communication relay for surface rovers.

Background: MAVEN Mission Profile 1

Objective: To study the Martian upper atmosphere, ionosphere, and interaction with solar wind in

X . NASA loses tovch
order to understand how Mars lost most of its atmosphere and surface water over geological with MAVEN craft
which recchecd
time. Mars just before
Mangalvaan

Vasudevan Mukunth

Scientific Importance: MAVEN has helped explain the transition of Mars from a potentially habitable
planet to the cold, arid world observed today.

Operational Role: Beyond science, MAVEN serves as a relay orbiter, transmitting data between Earth
and rovers such as Curiosity and Perseverance.

Mission Design: Originally planned as a two-year mission, MAVEN has been operating in an
extended phase, contributing to long-term datasets on solar—planet interactions.

What Went Wrong?
On December 4, MAVEN transmitted its last complete set of routine health data.

After a normal communication blackout caused by Mars blocking the Earth line-of-sight, the
spacecraft failed to re-establish contact.

NASA's Deep Space Network (DSN) later recovered a brief fragment of tracking data suggesting:
Unexpected rotation (possible attitude control anomaly).

A potential change in orbit.

The exact cause—whether due to hardware failure, software glitch, or external factors—remains under investigation.

Immediate Operational Response
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Relay responsibilities have been shifted to other orbiters, including:

Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter (MRO)
Mars Odyssey
Coordination with European Mars orbiters

This ensures continuity of communication with surface missions, highlighting the redundancy and resilience built into
interplanetary exploration architectures.

India Context: MAVEN vs. Mangalyaan
ISRO’s Mangalyaan entered Mars orbit on September 24, 2014, shortly after MAVEN.

MOM was primarily a technology demonstrator, with limited scientific payload, while MAVEN was a dedicated atmospheric
science mission.

Cost comparisons (450 crore for MOM vs. $671 million for MAVEN) are often misleading, as the objectives, payload
complexity, and mission scope differed significantly.

Together, both missions underscored India’s growing space credibility and the value of complementary international
missions at Mars.

Broader Significance

Planetary Science: Loss or degradation of MAVEN would affect long-term datasets crucial for understanding atmospheric
escape and habitability of planets.

Space Infrastructure Dependence: Mars exploration relies on a network of orbiters for relay and navigation, underlining the
importance of cooperative and redundant systems.

Deep Space Mission Risks: The incident highlights the vulnerability of ageing spacecraft operating far beyond their design
life, reinforcing the need for lifecycle planning and backup missions.

International Cooperation: Coordination with European orbiters reflects the collaborative nature of modern space
exploration.

Conclusion

The temporary loss of contact with NASA's MAVEN spacecraft marks a significant moment in Mars exploration. While immediate
scientific and operational risks have been mitigated through alternative orbiters, the incident underscores the challenges of
sustaining long-duration deep space missions.
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UPSC Prelims Practice Question

Ques: Consider the following statements about the MAVEN mission:

1. MAVEN was launched to study the lower atmosphere and surface geology of Mars.
2. It helps scientists understand how Mars lost its atmosphere over time.

3. It also functions as a communication relay for Mars rovers.

Which of the statements given above are correct?

(a) 1and 2 only

(b) 2 and 3 only

(c) 1and 3 only

(d)1,2and 3

Ans : b)

UPSC Mains Practice Question

Ques: Compare and contrast India’s Mars Orbiter Mission (Mangalyaan) with NASA’s MAVEN mission. What does this
comparison reveal about differing national approaches to space exploration?
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In a significant judgment dated December 19, the Supreme Court of India has reinterpreted Corporate Social Responsibility
(CSR) under Indian company law by placing environmental and wildlife protection within its enforceable legal meaning. While
continuing its efforts to prevent deaths of the Great Indian Bustard caused by overhead power infrastructure, the Court has
elevated CSR from a discretionary corporate activity to a constitutional and statutory obligation, rooted in Article 51A(g). This
marks a doctrinal shift with far-reaching implications for conservation financing, corporate accountability, and sustainable
development.

Core Elements of the Judgment Step up

CSR as corporate obligation can support
costs of restoring grasslands

CSR as a Legal Obligation, Not Charity

Court Bench placing corporate environ-
mental responsibility inside the legal
meaning of corporate social responsibility (CSR)
reframes how the Court reads CSR in Indian com-

Consequently, expenditure on environmental conservation through CSR is  Panylawwhile continuingits attempts since 2021
to reduce deaths of great Indian bustards from

i i i H H power infrastructure. The Bench has treated the
not voluntary philanthropy but a means of discharging a constitutional  Pov g 5 an enforceable oblisation rather

obligation under the Companies Act framework. than an undertaking at companies discretion

while also reading social responsibility to include
environmental and wildlife protection through
the Companies Act itself. According to the Court,
a corporation as a legal person shares the duty
under Article 51A(g), which means spending CSR
. q 3 . . funds on environmental measures can be framed
By reading environmental protection into CSR, the judgment strengthens the . discharging one’s constitutional obligation

q o . . . rather than engaging in charity. For great Indian
legal basis for compelling corporate financing for conservation,  pystards, the Court has thus strengthened the le-

especially where corporate activity contributes to ecological harm. B oo,

dangered by corporate activity. The Court’s 2021

. . A - interim order restricted overhead transmission

For the Great Indian Bustard, this enables sustained funding for: lines across 99,000 sq. km and required a com-

mittee-led approach to feasibility and under-

. i L . grounding. In 2024, it constituted an expert com-

Undergrounding or rerouting power transmission lines mittee to balance species protection with climate

commitments and renewable energy build-out,

which the new order has operationalised. If CSR

Breeding' rearing’ and releasing chicks and project-linked financing become easier to

compel, they can support the recurring costs of

breeding and releasing chicks and of restoring
grasslands and maintaining them.

However, the verdict is also a legal interpreta-
tion; it does not specify which companies must
N o o . . . . pay how much, where, when, and with what au-
Continuity with Earlier Judicial Interventions dit trail (the penalty for non-compliance will re-

main according to existing provisions). The
Court’s shift from a large-area approach, as in its
2021 order, to revised priority areas also reduces
conflict with renewable energy deployments
while pushing some of the onus to the accurate
mapping of habitats — a problem given bustards
move around and infrastructure risks can lie out-
side formal boundaries. The judgment improves

The Court held that corporations, as legal persons, share the constitutional 71111e December 19 judgment by a Supreme
duty under Article 51A(g) to protect the environment and wildlife.

Strengthening Conservation Financing

Restoration and long-term maintenance of grassland ecosystems
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plan. Whether it is sufficient will depend less on
the doctrine it announces and more on whether
governments and utilities can deliver the under-
grounding and rerouting work at the required
pace, and whether corporate funding translates
to outcomes on the ground.
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In 2021, the Court restricted overhead transmission lines across nearly 99,000 sq. km of bustard habitat and
mandated a committee-led feasibility assessment.

In 2024, an expert committee was constituted to balance species protection with renewable energy and climate
commitments.

The present judgment operationalises this approach by refining priority areas and linking conservation needs with
potential CSR and project-linked corporate funding.

Limitations and Implementation Challenges

Lack of Operational Clarity: The verdict does not specify which companies must contribute, the quantum of CSR funding,
timelines, or detailed audit mechanisms. Enforcement remains within existing CSR compliance provisions.

Habitat Mapping Constraints: The shift from a large-area blanket approach to revised priority zones reduces conflict with
renewable energy expansion but increases dependence on accurate habitat mapping, a challenge given the migratory
and dynamic nature of bustards.

Execution Bottlenecks: The success of the judgment depends on:
Government and utility capacity to implement undergrounding and rerouting at scale
Effective coordination between regulators, conservationists, and corporations
Translation of CSR funding into measurable ecological outcomes rather than procedural compliance
Broader Significance

Environmental Jurisprudence: Expands the scope of CSR through constitutional interpretation, reinforcing the “polluter pays”
and precautionary principles.

Corporate Governance: Signals stricter expectations of corporate accountability beyond profit maximisation.

Sustainable Development: Attempts to reconcile biodiversity conservation with renewable energy and infrastructure
expansion.

Conclusion

The Supreme Court's December 19 judgment represents a doctrinal advance in Indian environmental governance by embedding
wildlife and environmental protection within the enforceable framework of CSR. It improves the legal position for mobilising
corporate resources for conservation, particularly for critically endangered species like the Great Indian Bustard, and aligns
corporate action with constitutional duties. However, its real impact will depend less on the legal principle it announces and
more on effective implementation—clear allocation of responsibility, accurate ecological mapping, timely infrastructure
modification, and outcome-oriented use of CSR funds. The verdict thus opens a stronger pathway for conservation financing,
but its success will be judged on results on the ground rather than intent in law.
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UPSC Prelims Practice Question

Ques : With reference to the recent Supreme Court judgment on Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), consider the
following statements:

1. The Supreme Court has held that CSR spending by companies is purely voluntary in nature.

2. The Court interpreted CSR to include environmental and wildlife protection under the Companies Act.
3. Corporations, as legal persons, were held to share duties under Article 51A(g) of the Constitution.
Which of the statements given above is/are correct?

A. 2 and 3 only

B. 1and 3 only

C.2only

D.1,2and 3

Ans : A)

UPSC Prelims Practice Question

Ques : Critically examine the role of Article 51A(g) in strengthening environmental governance in India. How has the judiciary
used fundamental duties to shape corporate responsibility? (250 words)
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Recurring episodes of severe air pollution in New Delhi and the wider NCR have transformed environmental degradation from a

Indian Polity & Environment / Prelims

policy concern into a constitutional question. With public health repeatedly compromised by hazardous levels of particulate
matter, judicial interpretations linking environmental protection to the right to life under Article 21 have gained renewed
relevance. The debate now centres on whether India should move beyond judicial creativity and explicitly recognise the right to
a clean and healthy environment within the constitutional framework, thereby strengthening state accountability and citizen
responsibility.

On the right to a healthy environment

Amid rising air pollution. legal interpretations linking environmental rights to the right to life and explicit constitutional provisions to enforce
protections, ising the state's ibility, is the need of the hour
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Environmental Pollution and Public Health

Particulate Matter (PM10 and PM2.5) is the most lethal pollutant, linked to respiratory, cardiovascular diseases, and
premature deaths.

Diesel Particulate Matter (DPM), a sub-category of PM2.5, is particularly harmful due to its ability to penetrate deep into the
lungs.

In response, the Commission for Air Quality Management has tightened the Graded Response Action Plan (GRAP),
mandating school closures and staggered office timings under severe pollution phases.

These measures, while necessary, are largely reactive and underline the need for a stronger rights-based environmental
governance framework.

Constitutional and Judicial Evolution
Article 21 and Environmental Rights
The Supreme Court of India has consistently interpreted the right to life to include environmental quality.

In Maneka Gandhi v. Union of India, Article 21 was given an expansive interpretation, laying the foundation for
environmental jurisprudence.

Subsequently, Subhash Kumar v. State of Bihar affirmed the right to pollution-free air and water as integral to life
with dignity.

Directive Principles and Fundamental Duties

The 42nd Constitutional Amendment inserted Article 48A (State's duty to protect the environment) and Article
51A(g) (citizens' duty).

These provisions strengthened constitutional intent but remain non-justiciable, limiting direct enforcement.
Public Interest Litigation (PIL)
Through Articles 32 and 226, the judiciary expanded access to environmental justice.
Landmark cases like M.C. Mehta v. Union of India institutionalised the right to a pollution-free environment.
Principles Governing Environmental Protection

Absolute Liability: Evolved in the Oleum Gas Leak case, imposing uncompromising responsibility on industries handling
hazardous substances.

Precautionary Principle & Polluter Pays Principle: Recognised in Vellore Citizens’ Welfare Forum v. Union of India, these
principles prioritise prevention over cure and internalise environmental costs.
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Public Trust Doctrine: In M.C. Mehta v. Kamal Nath, the Court held the State as a trustee of natural resources, bound to
protect them for public use.

Climate Change and Emerging Jurisprudence

In M.K. Ranjitsinh v. Union of India, the Supreme Court explicitly recognised the right against adverse effects of climate
change as part of Articles 21 and 14.

This marks a shift from pollution-centric cases to broader ecological and intergenerational justice concerns.
Limitations of the Current Framework

Judicially evolved rights lack direct enforceability unless linked to Part Ill.

Over-reliance on courts may lead to executive inertia.

Absence of an explicit constitutional right dilutes uniform policy implementation across states.

Conclusion

The jurisprudential expansion of environmental rights under Article 21 has played a transformative role in India’'s environmental
governance. However, recurring pollution crises and the growing threat of climate change expose the limitations of relying solely
on judicial interpretation. Explicit constitutional recognition of the right to a clean and healthy environment would convert moral
and directive obligations into enforceable duties, ensuring proactive state action and responsible citizenship. For a welfare state

committed to sustainable development, embedding environmental rights within the Constitution is no longer aspirational but
imperative.

UPSC Mains Practice Question

Ques : Critically examine how the Indian judiciary has interpreted the right to a clean and healthy environment as an integral
part of Article 21 of the Constitution. Do you think there is a need for an explicit constitutional right to a healthy environment?
Justify your answer. (250 Words)
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Right to Disconnect: Drawing the line after work

he Right to Disconnect Bill has been
T introduced as a private member’s bill, a

form of legislation that is rarely enacted. It
comes in the context of India’s recent
consolidation of labour law through the four
labour codes, which regulate working hours,
overtime, and employer control. Against this
background, the Bill marks a pivotal moment in
Indian labour law. In this age of digital
technologies, work increasingly extends beyond
the physical workspace. Therefore, it is only
prudent for the legislature to reconsider how
labour law responds to constant connectivity.
However, it does so in a framework that regulates
work primarily through time-based constructs.

Indian labour law is yet to define what

constitutes as ‘work’ in a digital economy. While
the Bill regulates after-hours communication, it
does so without clarifying the scope of ‘work’.
This omission becomes crucial when the Bill is
read alongside other codes governing working
time and employer control. Therefore, we
examine unresolved questions concerning the
definition of ‘work’, the scope of the proposed
right, and its potential constitutional character,
while drawing a comparison as well.

Some ambiguity

The Bill provides employees the right to not
respond to work-related calls or mails beyond the
prescribed working hours. However, it fails to
address whether such after-hours engagement
falls within the legal constructs of work.

This ambiguity is particularly obvious in the
interaction of the Bill with the Occupational
Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code,
2020, which continues governing working hours
and overtime in Indian labour law. However, the
Bill does not clarify whether after-hours digital
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Until the Bill
directly
addresses how
digital labour
complies with
existing labour
laws, it
continues to
rely on a
framework
designed to
regulate physical
workplaces

engagement amounts to “work” under the Code.
This inadvertently creates a conceptual gap
where communication is regulated without being
integrated in the legal framework governing
working time. As a consequence, the right to
disconnect operates more as a behavioural norm
than a labour standard.

Approach of other jurisdictions
The gaps become apparent when compared with
jurisdictions that have already imbibed the right
to disconnect in their legal regimes. In the
European Union, employer control became a key
parameter for assessing working time. Through
judicial precedents, an expansive definition was
adopted, which included on-call time, standby
periods, and other forms of availability, even
where no active work is performed but the
employer continues to exercise control. This
principle further evolved through decisions such
as SIMAP, Tyco, and Jaeger, where the European
Court of Justice equated employer’s control with
work. Similarly, France does not try to redefine
work. Instead, its labour law demarcates working
time and rest time. Periods of availability under
employer control are considered working time,
and digital communication is integrated into this
framework through collective bargaining.
Germany enforces strict working time and rest
period regulations as well. These comparisons
are not offered for replication in India, but to
engage with an unresolved legal question: when
does an employee’s time belong to the employer?
The Indian labour code contains mandatory
rules, prescribing limits on working hours, and
contractual terms negotiated through employer
policy and agreements. The Right to Disconnect
Bill does not specify whether the given rightisa
mandatory labour standard or its term can be

modified via a contract.

Another question concerns the Bill’s
constitutional character. The freedom to
disengage bears an evident relationship with
Article 21 of the Constitution. Yet the Bill neither
traces its constitutional lineage nor articulates
how these guarantees are to be realised within
the workplace. The Bill leaves unresolved
whether the right to disconnect is purely
statutory or indicative of a deeper constitutional
engagement between work and individual
autonomy.

Conclusion

The Bill recognises that digital work has blurred
the traditional boundaries between working time
and personal time, but it does not explain how
this transformation is to be accommodated
within the legal framework which governs
working hours, overtime and employer control.

A comparative study reveals that the right to
disconnect becomes effective when an
employee’s time is treated as working time. This
gap is yet to be filled. Until the Bill addresses how
digital labour complies with existing labour laws,
it will continue to rely on a framework designed
for regulating physical workplaces.

The Bill leaves open whether the right has a
constitutional character. Although there is an
evident connection between Right to Disconnect
and individual autonomy under Article 21 of the
Constitution, this is not made apparent by the
legislature. The Bill neither identifies this gap nor
acknowledges it, which leaves it open to
divergent interpretations.

For these reasons, the Bill is best seen as the
beginning of a broader conversation, one that the
Indian labour law jurisprudence will eventually
address.

GS Paper 2 {L I LUIT

LA ENTY el (Yo LT Discuss the significance of the Right to Disconnect in the digital

economy. What legal and constitutional challenges does its implementation face in India?
(150 words)
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Context:

The proposed Right to Disconnect Bill, introduced as a private member’s Bill, represents an important intervention in India’s
labour law discourse in the age of digital work. With remote work, smartphones, and instant communication blurring the
boundary between professional and personal life, the Bill seeks to give employees a legal right to disengage from work-related
communication beyond prescribed working hours. Coming after the consolidation of labour laws into four labour codes, the Bill
signals recognition of a new form of workplace stress—constant digital availability—but also exposes conceptual and legal gaps
in India’s existing labour framework.

Key Issues and Analysis
1. Undefined Concept of ‘Work’ in the Digital Economy

Indian labour law continues to regulate employment largely through time-based constructs such as working hours and
overtime.

The Bill restricts after-hours communication but does not clarify whether digital engagement outside office hours amounts
to “work”.

This creates a disconnect with the Occupational Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code, 2020, which governs working
time.

As a result, the right risks functioning more as a behavioural guideline than as an enforceable labour standard.
2. Employer Control vs Employee Autonomy

In digital work environments, employer control may persist even without active labour (e.g. expectation to respond to
emails).

The Bill does not engage with this idea of control, leaving unanswered the question: When does an employee’s time legally
belong to the employer?

3. Comparative Perspective
European Union jurisprudence treats periods of employer control—including standby and on-call time—as working time.

France integrates the right to disconnect within labour law by clearly demarcating work time and rest time, often through
collective bargaining.

Germany enforces strict limits on working hours and mandatory rest periods.
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These examples show that the right to disconnect becomes meaningful only when digital availability is legally recognised as
part of working time—an issue India has yet to address.

4. Mandatory Right or Contractual Term?
Indian labour law combines mandatory statutory protections with contractual flexibility.

The Bill does not clarify whether the right to disconnect is non-negotiable or can be diluted through employment contracts
or workplace policies.

This ambiguity may weaken enforcement, especially for workers with lower bargaining power.

5. Constitutional Dimension

The right to disconnect has a clear linkage with Article 21 of the Constitution, which protects life, personal liberty, and by
extension, dignity and mental well-being.

However, the Bill does not articulate this constitutional foundation, leaving it unclear whether the right is:

purely statutory, or

reflective of a deeper constitutional guarantee of individual autonomy at the workplace.
This omission opens the door to varied judicial interpretations.

Conclusion

The Right to Disconnect Bill is a timely and necessary acknowledgement of the challenges posed by digital labour and constant
connectivity. However, it stops short of addressing the structural transformation required in Indian labour law. By failing to

define digital engagement as “work”, clarify its relationship with existing labour codes, or articulate its constitutional grounding
under Article 21, the Bill remains conceptually incomplete.

For UPSC purposes, the Bill should be seen not as a final solution but as the starting point of a broader legal and constitutional
conversation on work, autonomy, and dignity in the digital age. Its effectiveness will ultimately depend on whether Indian labour

jurisprudence evolves to recognise employer control in digital spaces and redefines working time beyond the physical
workplace.
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