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Prelims Exam Topics 

 

SEAFARER-FIRST INITIATIVE 

Context 

The Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways (MoPSW) recently launched the 'Seafarer-First' 

initiative following attacks on merchant vessels carrying Indian crew members in the Strait of Hormuz. 

About Seafarer-First Initiative 

● Nature: The Seafarer-First initiative is a whole-of-government emergency response 

mechanism to protect and assist Indian seafarers operating in conflict-prone maritime regions. 

● Nodal Ministry: It is implemented by the Ministry of Ports, Shipping and Waterways 

(MoPSW) through the Directorate General of Shipping (DGS). 

● Objective: To ensure the safety, welfare, legal protection, and emergency support of Indian 

seafarers, while preventing deployment in high-risk areas without informed consent. 

● Monitoring & Support: Maintains a real-time tracking system for Indian seafarers irrespective 

of the vessel's flag, with dedicated liaison officers coordinating assistance for affected crew and 

their families. 

● Emergency Response: Provides 24×7 support through toll-free numbers, international helplines, 

WhatsApp, and email, covering medical assistance, repatriation, legal claims, and welfare support. 

● Safety Measures: Requires pre-voyage threat assessments for ships entering conflict zones and 

directs shipowners and Recruitment and Placement Service Licence (RPSL) agencies not to 

compel Indian seafarers to sail through high-risk waters against their will. 

 

DR. M.S. SWAMINATHAN AWARD FOR ENVIRONMENT PROTECTION 

Context 

Two grassroots environmental champions, P. Pechiyammal and Govindhammal, were recently honoured 

with the Dr. M.S. Swaminathan Award for Environment Protection 2026 in Chennai. 

About Dr. M.S. Swaminathan Award for Environment Protection 

● Nature: It is a national award that recognises individuals and organisations for outstanding 

contributions to environmental conservation, sustainable agriculture, biodiversity protection, 

and marine ecosystem restoration. 
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● Instituted By: The award is instituted by the M.S. Swaminathan Research Foundation 

(MSSRF) in collaboration with CavinKare Pvt. Ltd. and the Rotary Club of Madras East (RI 

District 3234). 

● Objective: To honour and encourage grassroots conservation leaders promoting sustainable 

natural resource management and climate-resilient development. 

● Eligibility: Open to individuals, community groups, farmers, fisherfolk, and organisations 

demonstrating measurable contributions to environmental protection and sustainable livelihoods. 

2026 Awardees 

● P. Pechiyammal (Ramanathapuram, Tamil Nadu): Honoured for leading community-based 

marine conservation, including the removal of ghost fishing nets to protect coral reefs and 

marine wildlife. 

● Govindhammal (Villupuram, Tamil Nadu): Recognised for promoting organic farming, soil 

conservation, climate-resilient agriculture, and strengthening Farmer Producer Companies 

(FPCs). 

 

DANUBE RIVER 

Context 

Water levels in the Danube River recently fell to record lows across several European countries due to 

prolonged heatwaves and drought. 

About Danube River 

● Nature: The Danube is Europe's second-longest river (after the Volga) and one of the world's 

most international rivers, flowing through Central and Southeastern Europe. 

● Origin & Mouth: It originates in the Black Forest Mountains of Germany at the confluence of 

the Breg and Brigach streams, and empties into the Black Sea through the Danube Delta. 

● Course: The river flows through or forms the borders of 10 countries—Germany, Austria, 

Slovakia, Hungary, Croatia, Serbia, Bulgaria, Romania, Moldova, and Ukraine. 

● Tributaries & Cities: Major tributaries include the Inn, Drava, Sava, Tisza, Prut, and Siret; it 

flows through four European capitals—Vienna, Bratislava, Budapest, and Belgrade. 

● Delta & Infrastructure: It forms the Danube Delta, a UNESCO World Heritage Site shared by 

Romania and Ukraine, and hosts major engineering structures such as the Iron Gate I & II dams 

and the Gabcíkovo Dam. 
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BLOOD FALLS 

Context 

A recent study has found that the saline water emerging from Blood Falls in Antarctica contains a unique 

community of marine microorganisms, indicating that the subglacial brine originated from ancient 

seawater. 

About Blood Falls 

● Nature: Blood Falls is a bright red outflow of saline water emerging from the Taylor Glacier in 

East Antarctica. 

● Location: It is situated at the terminus of the Taylor Glacier in the McMurdo Dry Valleys, one 

of the coldest and driest regions on Earth. 

● Origin of Colour: The red colour results from iron-rich saline water rising through cracks in the 

glacier; on exposure to air, the dissolved iron oxidises to form iron oxide (rust). 

● Subglacial Brine: The water originates from a subglacial reservoir containing highly saline, iron-

rich brine trapped beneath the glacier. 

● Liquid in Extreme Cold: The high salt concentration lowers the freezing point of the water, 

allowing it to remain liquid despite sub-zero Antarctic temperatures. 

● Recent Findings: The presence of marine-specific microorganisms suggests the brine is derived 

from ancient seawater that became trapped beneath the advancing glacier after sea levels receded. 

 

HYDERACENE 

Context 

The University of Hyderabad (UoH) has recently secured an Indian patent for HYDERACENE, an 

indigenous material developed for solid rocket propellants and advanced defence applications. 

About HYDERACENE 

● Nature: HYDERACENE is a polymer-based binder-cum-catalyst designed for use in solid 

rocket propellants for defence and space applications. 

● Dual Function: Unlike conventional propellants that use separate binder and catalyst 

components, HYDERACENE performs both functions, improving structural stability and 

combustion efficiency. 
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● Performance: It prevents catalyst separation over time, enabling more stable storage, controlled 

burn rates, and improved propulsion performance in solid rocket motors. 

● Indigenous Alternative: Developed as an Indian substitute for the imported BUTACENE, 

reducing dependence on foreign aerospace and defence materials. 
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Mains Exam Topics 

 

FISCAL FEDERALISM 

Context 

The 16th Finance Commission (2026–31) has retained the States' share in the divisible tax pool at 41% 

while restructuring grants and placing greater emphasis on fiscal discipline and performance-based 

transfers. This has reignited the debate over whether India's fiscal federalism is shifting from its 

constitutional objective of fiscal equalisation towards efficiency-oriented resource allocation. 

How is the rise of institutions outside the Finance Commission redefining its role in India's fiscal 

federalism? 

• Shrinking Divisible Pool: Cesses and surcharges are constitutionally excluded from the divisible 

pool, so their growing share in gross tax revenue reduces the resources available for Finance 

Commission (FC)-recommended tax devolution. This enables the Centre to retain greater fiscal 

space outside the FC's redistributive framework. 

o E.g., Rising collections from health and infrastructure cesses have reduced the proportion 

of central taxes shared with states. 

• Tax Base Decoupling: The GST Council now determines indirect tax rates, exemptions and 

revenue design, separating tax policy from the Finance Commission's devolution function. 

Consequently, the FC increasingly recommends how revenues are shared rather than influencing 

the fiscal base from which they are generated. 

o E.g., GST Council decisions on rate rationalisation directly affect the revenue available for 

tax devolution, independent of the FC's recommendations. 

• Rise of Alternative Fiscal Transfer Channels: With tax policy and an increasing share of fiscal 

resources operating outside the FC's framework, the Centre has increasingly relied on Centrally 

Sponsored Schemes (CSS) to transfer resources to states. This reduces the Finance Commission's 

relative influence over the overall architecture of intergovernmental fiscal transfers. 

o E.g., Ayushman Bharat–PMJAY channels substantial Union funds through a sector-

specific programme rather than the FC's formula-based devolution. 

• Negotiated Transfers Replacing Rule-based Devolution: Unlike the FC's formula-driven, 

unconditional transfers, many Centrally Sponsored Schemes are tied to state co-financing, sectoral 
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priorities and performance benchmarks. This transforms fiscal federalism from rule-based 

devolution towards negotiated and conditional transfers. 

o E.g., Jal Jeevan Mission releases central funds based on state matching contributions and 

achievement of implementation milestones. 

• From Fiscal Architect to Constitutional Equaliser: As tax policy, discretionary transfers and 

conditional schemes are increasingly shaped outside the Finance Commission, its role is 

progressively narrowing to recommending tax devolution from the divisible pool and grants-in-aid. 

While it continues to address vertical and horizontal fiscal imbalances, it is no longer the principal 

architect of India's intergovernmental fiscal transfers. 

o E.g., The Fifteenth Finance Commission expanded local body, health and sector-specific 

grants to supplement a devolution framework over which it has diminishing influence. 

How far has India's fiscal federalism moved beyond rule-based constitutional arrangements? 

• Eroding Divisible Pool: Article 270 provides for formula-based sharing of central taxes through 

the Finance Commission (FC). However, the increasing reliance on cesses and surcharges, which 

lie outside the divisible pool, has reduced the resources distributed through this constitutional 

mechanism, weakening the effectiveness of rule-based tax devolution. 

o E.g., Rising collections from health and infrastructure cesses have reduced the effective 

tax base available for FC-recommended devolution. 

• Negotiated Tax Design: While tax devolution remains constitutionally determined, the tax base 

itself is increasingly shaped through intergovernmental bargaining in the GST Council. 

Consequently, fiscal outcomes depend not only on constitutional rules but also on negotiated tax 

policy. 

o E.g., The continuation of the GST Compensation Cess after 2020 required political 

negotiations rather than automatic constitutional resolution. 

• Conditional Transfers: As a growing share of Union support flows outside tax devolution, the 

Centre increasingly channels resources through Centrally Sponsored Schemes (CSS) linked to 

sectoral priorities, state co-financing and performance benchmarks. This shifts transfers from 

unconditional constitutional entitlement towards conditional programme funding. 

o E.g., Jal Jeevan Mission releases funds based on state matching contributions and 

achievement of implementation milestones. 

• Conditioned Borrowing: The Union increasingly shapes states' fiscal space through borrowing 

approvals under Article 293, reinforced by FRBM-linked fiscal conditions. As a result, states' 
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borrowing autonomy increasingly depends on compliance with Union-prescribed reforms 

alongside statutory fiscal rules. 

o E.g., During the COVID-19 pandemic, the additional 2% of GSDP borrowing limit was 

linked to reforms such as One Nation One Ration Card and ease of doing business. 

• Bargaining Federalism: Taken together, a shrinking rule-based devolution pool, negotiated tax 

design, conditional transfers and conditioned borrowing have expanded the role of 

intergovernmental bargaining in India's fiscal federalism. While constitutional arrangements 

remain its foundation, an increasing share of fiscal outcomes is now shaped by negotiated 

institutional processes rather than automatic constitutional entitlement. 

o E.g., Special financial packages and borrowing relaxations have, at times, been extended 

through political negotiations outside the Finance Commission's formula-based 

framework. 

 

Way Forward 

• Expand the Rule-based Fiscal Space: Rationalise cesses and surcharges or include a greater share 

within the divisible pool to strengthen constitutional tax devolution and reduce discretionary fiscal 

transfers. 

• Institutionalise Fiscal Coordination: Establish a formal coordination mechanism among the 

Finance Commission, GST Council, NITI Aayog and Union Finance Ministry to align tax 

policy, devolution and expenditure priorities within a coherent fiscal framework. 

• Rebalance Conditional Transfers: Limit Centrally Sponsored Schemes to genuine national 

priorities while increasing untied Finance Commission transfers, preserving states' fiscal autonomy 

and cooperative federalism. 

• Rule-based Borrowing Framework: Operationalise transparent, objective criteria under Article 

293 and FRBM provisions to reduce ad hoc borrowing approvals and enhance fiscal predictability 

for states. 

• Strengthen the Finance Commission's Mandate: Expand the FC's terms of reference to assess 

the cumulative impact of GST, cesses, CSS and borrowing constraints, enabling it to serve as the 

principal constitutional institution for integrated fiscal federalism. 

 

 

 


