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What has the IMD announced
ahead of this year’s monsoon?

Why are the 15 States in the monsoon core zone the first to receive block-level forecasts?

Jacob Koshy

‘The story so far:
he India Meteorological
Department on Tuesday
unveiled a new forecast system
that, for the first time, will
generate block-level forecasts of the
monsoon's arrival. The system covers 15
States and one Union Territory, taking in
3,196 blocks - roughly half of India’s
7,200-0dd blocks. Until now, monsoon
onset estimates have been available at
best at the State or district scale.

Why does this granularity matter?
The conventional district-scale forecast
obscures a basic feature of the Indian
monseon: its patchiness. The arrival dates
Familiar to most people - around June 10
for Mumbai, June 29 for Delhi - describe
the monsoon reaching a city or a district
boundary. But within the same district,
several blocks and villages can remain
rainless even after the monsoon has
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officially “arrived.” For a farmer deciding
when to sow, knowing that the monsoon
has reached the district headquarters is of
limited use if her own block is stll dry.
Hyper-local forecasts have been a
long-standing aim of the IMD precisely 1o
close this gap and help farmers time their
sowing.

How does the new system work?

AL its core are two forecasting models
whose outputs are “blended” to sharpen
accuracy. From the date of the monsoon's
onset over Kerala, the system draws on
Al-based analysis, the IMD's trove of
nearly a century of meteorological data,
and global weather models to project the
maonsoon’s itinerary at a much finer scale
than before.

The blending framework was
developed by the Indian Institute of
Tropical Meteorology, a Pune-based
research institute under the Ministry of
Earth Sciences. It issues probabilistic
forecasts for the next four weeks.

Why these particular 15 States?

‘The States covered are part of what
meteorologists call the monsoon core
zone. As M. Ravichandran, Secretary in
the Ministry of Earth Sciences, putitata
press briefing, these are “the regions that
are largely rainfed and are most sensitive
to southwest monsoon dynamies.” They
are also the regions where forecast errors
translate most directly into crop losses.
‘The ambition is eventually to extend
block-level forecasts across all of India,
biat Mr. Ravichandran said this would
require a denser network of ohservational
data than is currently available in many
States.

How well will it work in its first
season?

The system has cleared two trial runs, but
this year will be a stiff test. The IMD and
global models are expecting “below
normal” rainfall from July onwards, in the
light of a developing EI Nifio - a pattern in
the Pacific Ocean that has frequently

coincided with weak monsoon rains in
India. Forecasting a weak, erratic
monsoon at block resolution can be
harder than forecasting a robust one.

‘What is the separate announcement
about Uttar Pradesh?

The IMD also launched a 10-day monsoon
forecast model specifically for Uttar
Pradesh at a resolution of 1 km - meaning
the model resolves weather features
down to that scale. This was possible
because of Uttar Pradesh's unusually
extensive network of automatic weather
stations, whose observations allowed a
weather model called Mithuna, which
natively runs ar 12.5 km, to be
“downscaled” to 1km. Mr. Ravichandran
said other States were being encouraged
to share their station data with the IMD so
that similarly high-resolution forecasts
could be produced for them.

‘What is the broader picture?

Two trends are converging. One is a push,
driven by the agriculture ministry, to
make forecasts agriculturally actionable
rather than merely meteorologically
accurate. The other is the IMD's
increasing willingness to combine
traditional physics-based models with Al
and to lean on State-level observational
networks where they exist. Block-level
forecasting is the first concrete product of
that combination - and the 2026
monsoon, El Nifio and all, will be its
proving ground.
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The IMD has launched a new
block-level monsoon forecast
system using Al-based analysis,
metecrolegical data and global
weather models to provide
hyper-local forecasts for
farmers in the monsoon core
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The 2026 monsaaen will test the
new blended forecasting
framewark as India faces the
passibility of below-normal
and erratic rainfall linked to a
developing EL Nifio.
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Why did NTAS ‘Zero Error’ policy fail?

Why has NEET landed in controversy again? How has NEET faced repeated paper leak allegations? Why are paper leak concerns persisting despite NTAS

safeguards? What reforms were proposed after the 2024 row? Can NEET shift to a computer-based format?

EXPLAINER

Maitri Porecha

Sri i Madurai K.

‘The story so far:
ine days after nearly 22 lakh
medical aspirants wrote the
National Eligibility cum
Entrance Test (NEET), which
paves the way for admission to medical
colleges, they were in for a rude shock.
On May 12, the National Testing Agency
(NTA) stated that the exam had been
‘compromised,’ and that there would be a
re-test.

The decision has created a furore
among students across the country, with
the Federation of All India Medical
Association (FAIMA) moving the Supreme
Court with a plea to either replace NTA or
conduct major restructuring reforms.

What controversies has NEET faced
over the years?

‘The decision to conduct re-examination
for nearly 22 lakh students is
unprecedented in NEET's history, but
concerns over paper leaks are not new. In
2024, the declaration of the NEET-UG
results coincided with the announcement
of national election results. For the first
time, 67 out of the top 100 scorers
received full marks. In comparison, only
two students achieved full marks in 2023,
while none did so in 2022. A high
concentration of students achieving full
marks led to massive rank inflation, with
multiple aspirants who had scored high
marks competing for a single seat in

Nearly 22 lakh medical aspirants wrote the National Eligibility cum Entrance Test. ks, GRi

‘Why has NTA’s ‘Zero Error’ promise
fallen short?

With repeated cases of paper leaks
surfacing year after year, the NTA appears
not to have learnt from its chequered
past. The overhaul of NTA merely
remained lip service. After the 2024
debacle, 1AS officer Subodh Kumar Singh,
then Director General of the NTA, was
removed from the post and transferred to
the Ministry of Steel as Additional
Secretary. He is currently serving as
Principal Secretary to the Chief Minister
of Chhattisgarh.

Following his transfer, the NTA
remained without a full-time chief for
over a year, with retired 1985-batch IAS
officer Pradeep Singh Kharola holding
‘additional interim charge’. In March this
year, former IndiaAl Mission CEO

reputed medical colleges.
In 2024, 13 lakh students qualified and
were ¢ ing for approxi ly 1.1 lakh

MBBS seats across government and
private medical colleges. Allegations of a
paper leak later surfaced, with
investigations revealing that 155 students
had allegedly benefited from leaked
question papers. Students had then
demanded a re-examination, but their
request fell on deaf ears.

bhishek Singh took charge of NTA and
declared that there would be a ‘Zero
Error, Zero Tolerance' policy.

After the NEET-UG 2026 examination
was conducted on May 3, the NTA
underscored on social media the “smooth
manner" in which the exam had been
held across 5,432 centres, with 22.79 lakh
candidates appearing. It stated that more

than two lakh personnel were involved in
conducting the examination.

The agency also claimed that there was
end-to-end secure handling of
confidential materials under sealed
protocols, GPS-enabled vehicles with
police escorts for the movement of
examination material, CCTV surveillance
at all examination centres (up to
1,50,000), with feeds linked to centralised
control rooms, mandatory frisking
through high-sensitivity metal detectors
before entry, with strengthened
manpower and equipment at every
centre, Aadhaar-based biometric
authentication to prevent impersonation
and real-time monitoring through
centralised control systems.

Mr. Abhishek Singh told The Hindu that
the NTA had blocked 120 Telegram

oversight by the NTA.

What did the Radhakrishnan panel
recommend?

Following the NEET-UG 2024 controversy,
the Ministry of Education formed a
high-level committee headed by former
ISRO chairman K. Radhakrishnan.
However, the committee's

rec dations were not followed in
letter and spirit by either the NTA or the
Ministry.

The report, submitted in October 2024,
highlighted the pen-and-paper testing
(PPT) model as “a major security risk.’ It
recommended a transition to
Computer-Based Testing (CBT) format,
similar to the Joint Entrance Examination
(JEE) Main, which is also conducted by
NTA.

The committee also recommended
Computer-assisted Secure PPT, where
encrypted papers are delivered digitally
to exam centres and printed locally just
before the test. NTA has made no claim of
implementing it. Instead, it relied on GPS
vehicles and police escorts.

Mr. Abhishek Singh said that the NTA
has the capacity to conduct CBT tests for
only about 1.5 lakh students in a day. He
added that shifting NEET to CBT mode is
a ‘high-level ministry call’ involving both
the Ministries of Health and Education.

In 2024, the NTA floated a tender to
increase its capacity of computer labs, but
the process could not be finalised. In
2026, the NTA has around 552 CBT
centres, which are primarily used for JEE
and CUET examinations. Since the
Radhakrishnan Committee report came
out in 2024, the NTA has not been able to
augment its infrastructure to add more
centres.

channels for circulating fake q
papers and rumours, aimed at defrauding
candidates.

Despite these measures, investigations
by the Rajasthan Police revealed that a
“guess paper” containing 120 out of 410
questions from the final examination had
allegedly been circulating for nearly a
month before the exam, a massive

ple proposals to
NEET-UG exams online were sent to the
Ministry of Education, but in vain,
officials at the NTA told The Hindu. “Talks
for administering the NEET-UG in CBT
mode have been ongoing for at least five
years now. The recent paper leak fiasco
should serve as an eye-opener to change
the format of the exams,” an official said.
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The NTA announced a re-test
for nearly 22 lakh NEET
aspirants after the exam was
found to be "compromised”,
triggering outrage and fresh
concerns over paper leaks.
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Despite "Zero Error, Zero
Tolerance” claims and multiple
security measures, a "guess
paper” containing 120 of 410
questions allegedly circulated
before the exam, renewing
calls for reforms and a shift to
computer-based testing.



2)2s

Learn Beyond

KPR IAS Academy

Institute for IAS, IPS, IFS and TNPSC Exams

GS Paper II - Polity

No. 5, AKS Nagar, Near Gandhi Park, Coimbatore - 641 001

CBI Director Praveen
Sood gets another
one-year extension

Tenure to extend for a vear bevond May 24: Centre’s decision comes after

panel meeting on Tuesday; Rahul accuses gove. of ‘institutional capture

The Hindu Bureau
MNEW DELHI

he Central Bureaw
T of Investigation
(CBI) Director, Pra-

veen Sood, has been given
another one-year exten-
sion, as approved on Wed-
nesday by the Appoint-
ments Committee of the
Cabinet (ACC) based on the
recommendations of the
Selection Committee,

The ACC order stated
that Mr. Sood's tenure has
been extended for a vear
bevond May 24, 2026, The
1986-batch Indian Police
Service (IP5) officer was
earlier granted one-year
extension in May 2025 af-
ter completion of his two-
vear term as CBI chief.

On Tuesday, a high-po-
werad committee chaired
by Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi met to decide on
the appointment of the
next CBEI Directar. During
the meeting, Leader of Op-
position in Lok Sabha Ra-
hul Gandhi submitted a
dissent note, accusing the
government of  “institu-

Praveen Sood was earlier granted one-year axtension in May 2025
after complation of his two-year term as CBI chief. pPm

tional caprure” of the agen-
cy to target political oppo-
nents, journalists, and
critics.

Mr. Gandhi shared his
dissent note on his X han-
dle. “Your government has
repeatedly misused the
CEI, intended to be India's
premier investigative agen-
cy, to target political oppo-
nents, journalists, and crit-
ics. It is to prevent such
institutional capture that
the Leader of Opposition is
included in the Selection
Committee.  Regrettably,
vou have continued to de-
ny me any meaningful role
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in the process,” he said.

He said despite repeated
written requests, he was
not provided with the self-
appraisal or 360-degree re-
ports of eligible
candidates.

“Instead, | was expected
o examine the appraisal
records of 6% candidates
for the first time during the
Committee meeting. The
JG0-degree reports were
denied o me outright. A
detailed review of these re-
cords is crucial to assess
each candidate's history
and performance,” said
Mr. Gandhi.
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Government doubles duty
on imports of gold, silver

T.C.A. Sharad Ra
NEW DELHI

AVl

The Centre has doubled
the effective tax paid on
the import of gold and sil-
ver to a total of 18.4% from
the previous 9.2%. The
changes, which came into
effect on Wednesday, were
made through two sepa-
rate notifications  issued
late on Tuesday night.

According to sources in
the government, the deci-
sion was taken against the
backdrop of the impact of
the West Asia crisis on In-
dia’s current account defi-
cit (CALY. The CAD is the
margin by which a coun-
try's  total imports of
goods, services, and transf-
ers exceeds its exports.

Howewver, industry
playvers and experts, said
this “retrograde”™ and
“blunt” decision is not like-
Iy to impact Indians’ de-
mand for gold.

It will not only encour-
age a shift to smuggling,
since the Indian appetite
for gold is largely cultural,
but will also have other ne-
gative effects on employ-
ment, they said.

The Ministry of Finance
has not vet released an offi-
cial statement on the duty
hikes or its justifications.

Previously, the basic
customs duty on gold and
silver stood at 5%, with a
1% Agriculture Infrastruc-
ture  and Development
Cess (AIDC), and a 3% Inte-
grated Goods and Services

Bullion burden

The decision comes soon after Prime Minister Modi's austerity
appeal to the public to reduce gold purchases

Tax | Earlier | Now
Basic customs duty | 5%
Agriculture

Infrastructure and 1%
Development Cess

10%

sw W

==
3

Integrated Goods %
and Services Tax®

Total

Tax (IGST) rate on the total
assessable value of the im-
ports, which includes the
cost, insurance, and freight
price, and the applicable
basic customs duties, tak-
ing the effective import tax
to about 9.2%. Now, the
customs duty has been
hiked to 10%, and the AIDC
has become 5%, taking the
effective tax rate, including
the IGST, to abourt 18.4%.,

The decision comes
soon after Prime Minister
MNarendra Modi's exhorta-
tions to the public to re-
duce gold purchases for at
least a yvear, among other
actions, to help protect In-
dia’s foreign exchange re-
serves and the rupee ex-
change rate.

‘Prudent management’

“The current geopolitical
situation has created signif-
icant wvolatility in global
crude il markets and in-
ternational shipping
routes,” a4 government
source explained. “As a
large importer of crude oil,

~8.2% ~18.4%

Mate: IGST is appliceble o ifhe

3% assessoble vrlue of the gold,

which includes the Cast, dnsur-
ance, and Fredght {CiF) valwe
and the basic customs duty

India remains vulnerable
to elevated energy prices
and  supply-side disrup-
tions, which can increase
the import bill, exert pres-
sure on inflation, and the

"“In such circumstances,
prudent management of
the country's external sec-
tor becomes essential,”
they added.

They further said thar
the government was priori-
tising India’s foreign ex-
change resources towards
essential imports such as
crude oil, fertilizers, indus-
trial raw materials, defence
reguirements, critical tech-
nologies, and  capital
goods. “In contrast, pre-
cious metals, while cultu-
rally and financially signifi-
cant, are predominantly
consumption and invest-
ment driven in nature,”
they said. “Such imports
invalve substantial outflow
of foreign exchange.”

CONTINUED ON
* PAGE 10
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MSP for kharif crops
hiked; farm groups
flag trade deal impact

The Hindu Burean
NEW DELHI

The Cabinet Committee
on Economic Affairs on
Wednesday announced
the minimum support
price (MSP) for kharif
crops for the 2026-27 sea-
son, with the MSP for pad-
dy increased by 72 per
guintal to 2,441 for the
COMIMON variety.

Union Minister Ashwini
Vaishnaw said the revised

MSPs would ensure re-
turns of about 50% over
the cost of production of
each crop.

For A-grade paddy va-
rieties, the revised MSP is
12,461 per quintal.

Farmer organisations
criticised the new rates,
saying they do not factor
in the possible “disastrous
impact” of the India-U.5.
trade deal and other free
trade agreements on the
agriculture sector.
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Revvingup
immune cells
might help
fight HIV: study
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