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Talks on Chabahar port
operations will continue
with US. and Iran: MEA

Kallol Bhattacherjee
NEW DELHI

India remains engaged
with both the United States
and Iran about ways to
continue operations at the
port of Chabahar in south-
eastern Iran, officials said
on Friday.

India’s relationship with
Iran has come under re-
newed stress since U.S.
President Donald Trump
announced a new round of
tariffs on January 12, saying
that any country that
wants to trade with the
U.S. while maintaining
trading ties with Iran
would be subjected to an
extra 25% tariff.

The announcement
brought into focus India’s
investments into the port
of Chabahar, for which
New Delhi had received an
exemption from  the
Trump administration last
year. Recent media reports
had suggested that India
would be wrapping up its
work in Chabhar.

Ministry of External Af-
fairs spokesperson Rand-
hir Jaiswal said on Friday,
“On October 28, 2025, the
U.S. Department of Treasu-
ry had issued a letter out-
lining the guidance on the
conditional sanctions waiv-

India has a sanctions waiver from the U.S. that is valid till April 26,
2026, providing additional time for negotiations. FILE PHOTO

er valid till April 26, 2026.
We remain engaged with
the U.S. side in working out
this arrangement.”

Describing the India-
Iran relationship as “long
standing”, Mr. Jaiswal said
that the ties would be ta-
ken forward.

Officials explained that
the recent media reports
highlighting Indian plans
to wrap up operations at
Chabahar did not account
for the fact that India and
Iran maintain dialogues on
several difficult issues,
with the relationship evolv-
ing over decades as Tehran
dealt with various types of
western sanctions.

They pointed out that
the waiver will be in place
till April 26, 2026, which
provides some additional
time for negotiation with

the U.S., especially as Ex-
ternal Affairs Minister S.
Jaishankar is expected to
meet US. Secretary of
State Marco Rubio next
month.

Negotiations with U.S.
“Our negotiations with the
Americans are continuing
and we will take up the
case of Chabahar where we
like to be present,” an offi-
cial said, without ruling
out India renewing its
work in Chabahar.

Chabahar would have
featured in talks with Ira-
nian Foreign Minister
Seyed Abbas Araghchi who
was expected to visit India
this month, though this
was not announced offi-
cially, against the backdrop
of internal turbulence in
Iran.
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Expert panel sets norms for
religious sites in sanctuaries

The guidelines, which are still being deliberated upon by State governments, say that as a general

principle, any construction on forest land after 1980 ought to be treated as encroachment

Jacob Koshy
NEW DELHI

n apex expert body
A of the Environment

Ministry, which de-
cides on permitting infras-
tructure development
within wildlife habitat, has
brought out guidelines that
specify conditions under
which land inside wildlife
parks or sanctuaries may
be diverted for religious
structures.

This follows a first-of-its-
kind instance, when a pro-
posal for land diversion
within the Balaram Ambaji
Wildlife Sanctuary, Guja-
rat, came up in early 2024.
The sanctuary is host to,
according to the State Go-
vernment, “...two histori-
cal temples—Balaram and
Ambaji—situated at the op-
posite corners of the
sanctuary.”

Case in point

In July 2024, the body-
Standing Committee of the
National Board for Wildlife
(SCNBWL) — had cleared a
proposal by Pramukhshri
Mukundpuriji Maharaj Se-
va Trust, Palanpur, Gujarat
to “use” 0.35 hectares of
forest land in the Balaram

Rights in limbo: Forest officials say several sanctuaries across the
country are yet to settle rights and claims. FILE PHOTO

Ambaji Wildlife Sanctuary
after Chief Wildlife Warden
and the State Government
approved the proposal, cit-
ing the existence of the “es-
tablishment” before the
settlement of forest rights
in the region.

However, in October
2024, the SCNBWL decided
to revoke a clearance after
one of its members, HS
Singh, said that the right of
the Trust on the land had
not been recognised or re-
corded in the forest settle-
ment report or any other
government records. Mr.
Singh warned that this be-
ing the first instance of

sanctuary land being consi-
dered for allotment to a re-
ligious institution, it could
set a precedent for similar
demands for protected
area land.

He requested the Com-
mittee to reconsider its
recommendation.

During deliberations,
the Inspector General of
Forests noted there were
several such sanctuaries
across the country where
rights and claims had not
been settled. Following
this, the Chairman of the
Committee (Environment
Minister Bhupendra Ya-
dav) said there were sacred
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caves and religious places
inside forests and wildlife
areas mentioned in reli-
gious texts. The followers,
he said, had decided to de-
velop these areas as a mat-
ter of faith and, therefore,
an SOP be formulated for
submission of applications
to the Committee involving
religious institutions. He
suggested a panel compri-
sing Dr. H. S. Singh and Dr.
R. Sukumar may be formed
for that purpose.

Rules for construction
These guidelines—though
still being deliberated upon
by State Governments—say
that as a general principle,
any construction or expan-
sion on forest land after
1980 ought to be treated as
“encroachment.” A sum-
mary of the guidelines was
presented before the
SCNBWL in its December
2025 meeting, the meeting
records note.

However, in exceptional
cases where the State has
issued a reasoned and doc-
umented order justifying
proposed regularisation,
such cases could be re-
ferred to the Ministry for
further consideration on a
case-by-case basis.
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On mute

India’s interests can be secured only by
assertion of its strategic autonomy

T he new year has brought little change in

the geopolitical turmoil unleashed by the

Trump administration, beginning with
the U.S’s unlawful action in Venezuela, followed
by its threats to carry out similar regime-chang-
ing operations in South America and stated plans
to annex Greenland. The U.S. Congress is now ex-
pected to discuss a new law that mandates up to
500% in tariffs on countries purchasing oil or
uranium from Russia. The U.S. also stepped up its
rhetoric against Iran for crackdowns against prot-
esters, imposing more sanctions and threatening
to attack it. In a social media post, Mr. Trump said
that he would levy an additional 25% tariff on
trade with any country doing business with Iran
and the U.S. is pushing India to wind up opera-
tions at Chabahar port, where India has invested
billions of dollars. In the face of such aggressive
and unilateral actions, New Delhi’s responses
have been muted, when not weak. The Ministry
of External Affairs (MEA) has expressed “deep
concern” over events in Venezuela, but did not
mention the U.S.’s egregious action of kidnapping
the Venezuelan President and his wife, nor did it
refer to the violation of basic tenets of interna-
tional law. No statement has been made on the
threats against the other countries (Cuba and Co-
lombia), presumably as they are not in India’s im-
mediate vicinity. On Iran, however, which is a
close neighbour and has a historical relationship
with India, the government’s reaction has been
the most puzzling. It has not commented on the
street protests or the U.S/s threats of strikes and
tariffs. The MEA has, however, issued travel advi-
sories for Iran and Israel and is preparing evacua-
tion plans for Indian students in Iran. Govern-
ment officials also say India will reduce its trade
with Iran further from current low levels.

The government’s motivations in not naming
the U.S. for its obvious overreach can be ex-
plained. After a tense year in ties and a failure to
conclude the India-U.S. Bilateral Trade Agree-
ment, there is some hope of some movement on
relations soon. U.S. Ambassador to India Sergio
Gor has painted an optimistic future for ties, be-
ginning with the trade agreement and the inclu-
sion of India in the U.S.s high-technology part-
nership ‘Pax Silica’ next month. Officials may
argue that little can be gained by speaking up
now and risking another downturn in ties. Ho-
wever, each new threat by the U.S. is hurting or-
dinary Indians and the Indian economy. Above
all, India stands to lose economically, reputation-
ally and in terms of its other relationships as well,
in a year where it hopes to host the BRICS+ Sum-
mit. The Modi government’s experience from
2019, when it gave up buying Iranian and Vene-
zuelan oil under U.S. pressure should be a signal
lesson — appeasement of a global power, howev-
er strong, cannot ensure India’s interests, only an
assertion of its strategic autonomy can do that.
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Budget 2026-27 must keep the growth momentum

belied fears that America’s 50% tariffs would

hurt its economy. The resilience of the Indian
economy had a lot to do with the government’s
reformist measures. As Prime Minister Narendra
Modi said recently, “2025 will be remembered as
a year when India treated reforms as a
continuous national mission.” Budget 2026-27 can
give a fillip to the mission.

India needs to strengthen the domestic levers
of growth. This can be done by prioritising
growth-enhancing productive capital expenditure
and social sector spending, while maintaining the
current fiscal consolidation glide path and
keeping debt risks contained.

l ndia faced global headwinds in 2025 but

Continue the focus on defence
First, the government should continue the focus
on defence, with higher expenditure on the
capex. The share of capital outlay in defence
should be enhanced to 30% from the budgetary
estimate for 2025-26 of 26.4%. The budgetary
allocation for the Defence Research and
Development Organisation should also be
increased by at least 10,000 crore. Defence
industrial corridors in Uttar Pradesh and Tamil
Nadu have made strides in promoting defence
indigenisation and raising defence production.
The government should consider establishing an
eastern India defence industrial corridor.

Second, private enterprises have played a key
role in augmenting defence exports in recent
times, contributing nearly 65% of total defence
exports in 2024-25. There can be a further boost
by setting up a defence export promotion council
for enhanced coordination with armed services,
their foreign directorates, defence public sector
undertakings, private manufacturers, the
Ministry of External Affairs, Indian embassies, the
Ministry of Defence, and communicate with
foreign governments and buyers. This will also
help achieve the target of defence exports set at
¥50,000 crore by 2028-29.

Third, a transition toward clean energy,
advanced manufacturing, electric mobility,
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The steps to
take must
include
strengthening
the domestic
levers of
growth, policy
certainty and
sorting out
structural
bottlenecks

semiconductors and strategic technologies is
driving a demand for critical minerals. The
National Critical Mineral Mission (NCMM),
approved in early 2025 provides a strong strategic
foundation to secure these materials. This can be
supplemented by a dedicated critical minerals
tailings recovery programme under the NCMM,
with the purpose of treating tailings recovery. The
government should also consider offering
dedicated financing for this.

Fourth, exports need a significant policy thrust
in the current global environment. The present
budgetary allocation for the Remission of Duties
and Taxes on Exported Products Scheme, at
around 18,233 crore needs to be raised
significantly to make the exports more
competitive.

Fifth, India has emerged as the world’s leading
hub for Global Capability Centres, but its transfer
pricing (TP) framework has yet to evolve. The
government may consider issuing clear guidance
on acceptable TP models for different categories.

Sixth, to accelerate drone adoption, global
competitiveness, and exports, the government
should consider catalysing scale through targeted
financial support, including enhancing the
production linked incentive outlay from %120
crore to ¥1,000 crore and setting up a 31,000
crore drone research and development fund.

Finance credit and tax disputes

Seventh, deepening the corporate bond markets
is critical for diversification of finance credit
beyond the banking system. The government
could consider lowering the qualifying borrowing
threshold and include listed and unlisted
corporates to widen the issuer base and stimulate
bond supply, encourage large corporations to
diversify borrowings through market issuances,
increase investment caps for insurance
companies beyond the current 25% limit and
revise the ‘Approved Investment’ threshold from
AA to AA-, enabling prudent allocation into
high-quality but lower-rated issuers. It could also
permit provident funds to invest in

AT AT TR 111: HRAH SrdeaaaT

non-convertible debentures issued by
infrastructure investment trusts and real estate
investment trusts, enabling long-term capital to
support infrastructure aggregation vehicles.

Eighth, measures to address disputes
pendency need to be prioritised. The first
appellate level in direct tax disputes, the office of
the Commissioner of Income Tax (Appeals) or
CIT(A), is facing severe pendency. There is a need
to prioritise high-pitched assessments, cases with
complete submissions, cases covered by
jurisdictional High Court or Supreme Court
rulings, appeals older than five years, and matters
that are chronologically the oldest. The need is a
dual-track disposal system: a fast-track for simple
or low-value matters and a detailed track for
complex or high-value matters. Also, around 40%
vacancies at the CIT(A) level need to be filled.

Ninth, newly incorporated companies (even
for new companies formed by established
Authorised Economic Operator or
AEO-accredited groups) are ineligible for
certification by the AEO. Removing this
restriction for AEQ-accredited groups will help
enhance trade efficiency and facilitate greater
trade.

Tenth, the reforms related to customs tariffs
introduced in the last Budget must continue.
Further reduction in the customs tariffs slabs can
help streamline the duty structure, address the
issue of inverted duties and benefit trade. Import
duties should be calibrated across the value chain
to support domestic manufacturing
competitiveness and address the inverted duties.

Ensure competitiveness

Budget 2026-27 must focus on sustaining India’s
growth momentum by deepening
competitiveness across sectors and strengthening
the domestic engines of expansion. By combining
fiscal prudence with unlocking growth potential
across industries, ensuring policy certainty and
addressing structural bottlenecks, the Budget can
crowd in private investment and enhance India’s
global competitiveness.

UPSC &1 3119 WY: df¥e enfde sifvifiadr @t srafy o, wvq faery s+ &

1T YGHT HedYul g1 STl g1 It ®9 % g gole 2026-27 AprRIgE!
USINTd g & T IASTH NI GHHT DI Hd Heierd H gobdl 8 (250 Teq)

¥R T 33T Jaif 3ifp ST TS $8] & HeTHexe Sifd fas o1 o af¥yes sifferaanstt & o
YR P! f[dT T BT 91T @ & fo1T Heilg Fole 2026-27 T UHE U] & X@ifdhd Hdl g | T8 db
31 8 [ S smifent SR S TReUIaTe) gaTal o dracle, HRd &1 SricTaRT ¥ YUR-37E UH & HRUI
TATETa feam g, SR S §ofe &1 34 a1l &1 JAfdrd & d1feu|
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