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1. Context [GS-I - Indian Culture | GS-llIl - Economy, Employment & MSMEs]
National Handloom Day (7 August) commemorates the Swadeshi Movement launched in 1905 and highlights handloom as both a source of rural
employment and an important component of India’s cultural and economic heritage.

2. Economic Significance

e Supports 35+ lakh weavers and 31+ lakh allied workers across 31 lakh households; nearly 70% of the workforce is women.
® Produces nearly 15% of India’s cloth, despite being largely manual and low-capital intensive.

® Provides major non-farm rural employment, particularly for women and traditional artisan communities.

3. Cultural & Heritage Value

® Preserves traditional knowledge, indigenous designs and regional identities accumulated over generations.

e Diverse traditions such as Tangaliya (Gujarat), Sambalpuri (Odisha) and Siddipet/Gollabhama demonstrate the sector’s cultural diversity.
e Geographical Indication (Gl) recognition and documentation can protect traditional weaves from cultural misappropriation.

4. Key Challenges

e Declining returns and fragmented markets — younger generations are leaving the profession.

e SKkill transmission gap — traditional techniques risk disappearing.

¢ Limited technology, branding, finance and market access reduce competitiveness.

e Lack of reliable data on GDP contribution, exports, employment and household income makes policy planning difficult.

5. Policy Link & Way Forward

¢ National Handloom Development Programme — skill development, design innovation, technology adoption and market access.

¢ Integrate artisans with e-commerce and export markets; strengthen Gl protection and branding.

e Shift from merely preserving handloom to making it aspirational and commercially viable through designer collaborations, limited editions and
digital storytelling.

e Establish a national handloom data platform to measure employment, income, exports and productivity and share best practices among
States.
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1. Context [GS-II - Tribal Rights & Governance | GS-lll - Environment]

Eviction notices in the Agasthyamalai Biosphere Reserve have brought into focus the conflict between forest conservation and the
legally recognised rights of forest-dwelling communities. The key question is whether affected households are eligible Forest Rights
Act rights-holders or illegal encroachers.

2. Forest Rights Act, 2006

e Recognises Individual Forest Rights (IFR) and Community Forest Rights (CFR) of eligible forest-dwelling Scheduled Tribes and Other
Traditional Forest Dwellers (OTFDs).

e OTFDs: must have primarily and genuinely resided in and depended on forest land for livelihood for at least 3 generations (75 years)
before 13 December 2005.

e Gram Sabha initiates and verifies claims; Ministry of Tribal Affairs is the nodal Ministry.

¢ Rights recognised under the Act must be distinguished from post-cut-off illegal encroachments.

3. Agasthyamalai Biosphere Reserve

e Located in the southern Western Ghats, across Kerala and Tamil Nadu; area ~3,500 sq km.

e Part of UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere (MAB) Programme since 2016.

e Major protected areas include Neyyar Wildlife Sanctuary, Peppara Wildlife Sanctuary and Shendurney Wildlife Sanctuary (Kerala) and
Kalakad-Mundanthurai Tiger Reserve (Tamil Nadu).

e Important for Western Ghats biodiversity, high endemism and tribal communities, including the Kani.

4. Conservation-Rights Balance

e Conservation: prevent illegal encroachment and protect biodiversity and wildlife habitats.

¢ Rights: ensure legitimate Forest Rights Act claims are recognised before eviction.

e The Supreme Court’s directions on time-bound eviction of illegal encroachments, rehabilitation where applicable and ecological
restoration make proper identification of genuine rights-holders especially important.



ILLUSTRATION: AJAYA MOHANTY

Learning from
self-help groups

Policymakers may look at experimenting with a lower
interest rate (thereby costs) for small retail repetitive
savings in order to encourage the poor to save

The self-help group (SHG) movement is the most sig-
nificantinnovation in the rural financial landscape in
many decades. It challenged many myths and proved
that counter-intuitive thinking could work if we are
able to embrace and formalise the attributes of infor-
mal exchanges. The policy question is whether we
nurture a system coming from the grassroots and
allow them to naturally grow or infuse
growth hormones.

The movement started with savings,
acounter-intuitive initiative in the rural
financial system. This was the first
instance where credit was not talked
aboutasacredo. Thismovement alsotar-
geted poorwomen in rural areas, circum-
venting the patriarchal belief that the
head of the household, who is usually
male, should be at the centre of poverty-
related intervention. People may explain
this by saying that women have a natural
tendency to save because they are care-
givers of the family. But we need to look
beyond. The design of the programme reveals that,
evenifwe agree with the gender argument, it was basi-
callya product-design argument.

Women saved predictable, fixed and small
amounts regularly (weekly or monthly, depending
on how the groups were formed); they pooled the
money ina meeting on a pre-specified day; the meet-
ingwas held in an open area, proximate to where the
women lived; and most of the groups did not pay
interest, but women nevertheless saved because
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they wanted to put some money away, in a place that
they trusted. If one were to see the effect of discipline
and accumulation, then SHGs give a good example
of how that was managed.

Butsavings were not the end. Those were then lent
within the group to people who needed cash, on which
the community charged interest. The interest rate on

loanswas pegged to the informal ratesto
ensure very little arbitrage. The rates
were articulated on local terms, as some
paise per rupee per month, rather than
theannual percentage rate. Basically, the
groups were talking in a language that
the women understood. This was a
closed loop “local bank”. The accumu-
lated surplus was distributed as gifts for
Diwali and Dusshera annually, making
the product design culturally relevant.
Leveraging on the accumulated savings
with bank linkage for a group loan was
the next natural step as they (the group)
were gradually formalising.

Instead of looking at what SHGs brought to the
table comprehensively, the co-option of the move-
ment by the state took it back to the old thought pro-
cess of achieving poverty alleviation and livelihood
augmentation through group fundsgiven as grants for
on-lending as subsidised credit, encouraging higher
leverage. As a result, we have a peculiar situation in
multiple groups and their community organisations
that haveidle cash, while the members cannot borrow
because of extant default.
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The SHG movement was a golden opportunity
for the banking system to embed the groups by
using their economies of aggregation on both sides
of their balance sheet but the banks had to be
dragged to the party.

Whenever onetalks of small savings of the poor, the
refrainisthatuniteconomics does not work foralarge
bank. This is where we need to learn from informal
systems, much the way microcredit learnt from infor-
mal systems. We need to understand the pain point
and address it, rather than take a paternalistic view.
The customers may not be able to read and write, but
they are not idiots. They understand the value prop-
ositions and are not bothered about the transmission
of afew basis points following a monetary policy inter-
est-rate modification. In microcredit, the focus is on
access, ease of transaction, and proximity rather than
competing on pricing. A similar approach must be
adopted in formalising the savings of the poor. In most
of the informal arrangements we find that the poor
look for safety, proximity and ease of transactions
rather than returns. In some cases, they even pay to
put their savings away. Therefore, policymakers may
look at experimenting with a lower interest (thereby
costs) for small retail repetitive savings in order to
encourage the poor to save, by solving for access.

One SHG in Ananthapur, Andhra Pradesh, inno-
vated on an insurance product, seeing it as an exten-
sion of savings. This experiment is worth noting.
Insurance products sold by microfinance companies
to the poor are loan cover masquerading as life cover.
And then there is also health insurance, with no
credible cashless settlement facility. Both should be
treated as mis-selling.

The group in Ananthapur found an insurance
agenttohelpthem (the group) get along-term endow-
ment policy, where they would get their money back
in case no adverse event happened during the dur-
ation of the policy. There was a catch: The insurance
company would not allow a monthly premium pay-
mentbecause the group was not large enough and the
sum assured was small. The group just got all the
memberstosign up foran annual premium payment.
They got an interest-free loan for each member to pay
the annual premium. Thus, it was effectively a
monthly premium for the SHG members. Half the pre-
mium was paid from the group fund — the accumu-
lated profits of the group. The genius of not only
looking at life cover, but doubling it up as savings, is
worth noting. This demonstrates that unit economics
canbe easily overcomeif we are imaginative in how we
structure the last mile.

Itistime policymakers and markets stopped taking
cover with theargument that savings products are not
for the poor. It is time we stopped paternalising finan-
cial literacy and empowerment. Design an appropriate
product and the poor will see reason. The providers are
not seeing the point, not that the poor are unable to
save. Hope there will be more conversations, and the
conversations will lead to conversion into an action-
able initiative.

The writer is professor, Centre for Public Policy, Indian
Institute of Management, Bangalore




Context [GS-Il - Social Justice & Women Empowerment | GS-Ill - Inclusive Growth & Financial Inclusion]: The Self-Help Group (SHG) movement shows
how collective savings, social trust and need-based finance can strengthen the financial resilience of poor households, offering lessons for making
formal banking more inclusive.

What is a Self-Help Group?
A Self-Help Group is a voluntary group, generally of 10-20 members, that pools regular savings, provides small internal loans and collectively accesses
formal financial services.

1. SHGs as a Financial Inclusion Model

1) Savings-led inclusion: Small, regular savings build financial discipline and reduce dependence on informal lenders.

2) Social collateral: Peer monitoring and collective responsibility reduce information asymmetry and lending risk for banks.

3) Last-mile banking: Under the Deendayal Antyodaya Yojana-National Rural Livelihoods Mission (DAY-NRLM), 90.91 lakh SHGs covering 10.05 crore rural
households had been mobilised by December 2025.

2. SHGs as Women-led Development

1) Financial autonomy: Access to savings and credit strengthens women’s control over resources and household decisions.

2) Collective empowerment: Group-based action improves bargaining power, confidence and participation in community institutions.

3) Financial protection: SHGs can provide access not only to credit but also insurance, pensions and other risk-management products.

4) Institutional credit: SHGs accessed ¥12.18 lakh crore of bank credit since 2013-14, demonstrating their growing integration with formal finance.

3. Core Lesson for Formal Banking

1) Customer-centric banking: Banks should adapt products to the poor’s small savings, irregular incomes and frequent transactions, rather than
imposing conventional products.

2) Beyond credit: Financial inclusion should combine savings + credit + insurance + pensions + livelihood support.

3) Enterprise orientation: Credit must be complemented by skills, technology, market linkages and infrastructure to convert financial access into
sustainable livelihoods.

4) Trust-based delivery: SHG networks can reduce the cost and difficulty of last-mile financial service delivery.
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Context [GS-Il - Welfare Schemes & Social Justice | GS-llIl - Public Finance]
Rapid expansion of unconditional cash transfers (UCTs) by States can provide immediate income support, but large recurring commitments
may crowd out spending on education, health and infrastructure.

1. Why UCTs Matter

* Income support: Provides immediate cash for food, health and household needs.

* Women’s empowerment: Direct transfers can increase women'’s financial autonomy.
* Social protection: Helps households cope with economic and livelihood shocks.

2. Fiscal Concern

* Recurring burden: Regular transfers create a continuing revenue expenditure commitment.

* Crowding-out risk: In Jharkhand, UCT spending is 10.03% of total State expenditure; West Bengal 7.84%; Karnataka 7.53%.
* Education trade-off: UCTs equal 79% of the education budget in Jharkhand, 74% in Karnataka and 54% in West Bengal.

* Health trade-off: UCTs equal 207% of the health budget in Jharkhand, 185% in Karnataka and 154% in West Bengal.

3. Deeper Issue

* Fiscal space: States already have large commitments towards salaries, pensions and interest payments, limiting resources for new
investment.

* Revenue vs capital: Excessive recurring expenditure can constrain infrastructure and productive investment.

* Not anti-welfare: The concern is not cash transfers themselves, but poorly targeted and fiscally unsustainable transfers.

4. Way Forward

* Targeting: Prioritise genuine vulnerability rather than blanket transfers.

* Human capital first: Protect spending on education, health, nutrition and infrastructure.

* Productive welfare: Combine cash support with skills, livelihoods and employment opportunities.

* Fiscal discipline: Undertake cost-benefit and outcome-based evaluation before expanding schemes.






Context [GS-Il - Health | Governance & Human Resources]

India lacks an accurate live national database of nurses, weakening workforce planning, professional mobility and patient safety. The Nurses
Registration and Tracking System (NRTS), launched over 7 years ago, has enrolled only 14.24 lakh of 46.02 lakh registered nursing personnel, leaving
31.78 lakh outside the national system.

1. Why a Live Nursing Registry Matters

e Workforce Mapping: Real-time data on number, location, qualification and specialisation can identify actual shortages/surpluses and improve
nurse deployment.

e Patient Safety: Centralised verification can prevent fake credentials, impersonation and practice by nurses with revoked licences.

e Emergency Response: A live database can help rapidly mobilise specialised nurses during disease outbreaks, pandemics and natural disasters.
e Professional Mobility: Unified registration can speed up inter-State transfers and credential verification for overseas employment.

2. Gaps in the Present System

e Low Coverage: Only 14.24 lakh / 46.02 lakh (~31%) nurses are on NRTS, leaving ~69% (31.78 lakh) outside the system.

e Regional Disparity: Bihar, Jharkhand and Odisha reportedly show 80-99% enrolment, while Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh are among
the lagging States.

e Fragmented Registries: Primary registration remains with State Nursing Councils, with several councils continuing parallel systems instead of fully
migrating to the central portal.

e Federal/Jurisdictional Issue: Verification for the National Unique Identity Card and nurse passbook depends on State Nursing Councils, creating
delays and coordination problems.

3. Way Forward

e One Interoperable Registry: Integrate State Nursing Council databases with NRTS and eliminate parallel records.

e Continuous Updating: Regularly update registration, renewal, qualifications, specialisation, employment and licence status.

e Data-driven Deployment: Use the registry to match nurse availability and specialisation with regional health needs.

e Centre-State Coordination: Resolve jurisdictional issues through common standards, interoperable technology and coordinated implementation.






Context [GS-Il - International Relations | GS-lll - Energy Security & Economy]
Issue: Russia’s share in India’s crude-oil imports rose to a record 48.6% by value in June 2026, even as the United States moves towards stronger
secondary sanctions on countries purchasing Russian energy.

1. Key Data

e Russian oil dependence: Russia accounted for 48.6% of India’s oil import bill in June 2026, up sharply from around 2.8% in February 2022.

e Import volume: India imported 18.2 million metric tonnes (MMT) of crude in June 2026 — 16.5% lower than May and 13% lower year-on-year.
® Russian crude: India imported 8.7 MMT from Russia, only 1% below May, but 25% higher than June 2025.

e Price advantage: Russia’s discount reportedly narrowed from $77.7/tonne in April 2026 to $10.6/tonne in June, reducing one of the earlier
economic advantages of Russian crude.

e UAE: The United Arab Emirates supplied 17.5% of India’s oil imports by volume and 18% by value in June 2026.

2. Core Issue — Energy Security vs Sanctions

e Energy security: Russia remains a major source of crude for India, allowing refiners to maintain diversified sourcing and flexible crude grades/
shipping routes.

e Strategic vulnerability: A 48.6% share creates significant exposure if geopolitical tensions disrupt Russian supplies or sanctions restrict
transactions.

e Strait of Hormuz: With supplies through the Strait of Hormuz constrained, India’s dependence on alternative suppliers such as Russia has
increased.

3. U.S. Sanctions Pressure

® Proposed U.S. legislation: The U.S. Senate passed the Lindsey O. Graham Sanctioning Russia and Iran Act of 2026, which could permit tariffs of
up to 100% on countries among the top five importers of Russian oil and gas. The Bill still requires action in the House of Representatives.

e India’s dilemma: Reducing Russian imports too rapidly could raise energy costs and supply risks, while continuing them could increase trade and
sanctions exposure with the United States.



