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India's Sovereign Al Imperative — Building
Indigenous LLMs Beyond the English-First
World

&/ The Hindu 19 February 2026

TH The Hindu MAINS RELEVANCE: | GS Paper 3

" INTERVIEW ANGLE

“India has launched an Al Mission with Rs 10,371 crore and is supporting indigenous LLMs like
Sarvam Al. Yet most Indians encounter Al only through foreign platforms. What does genuine
Al sovereignty mean for a country with 22 scheduled languages and 700+ dialects — and can
India achieve it within this decade?"

& WHY IN NEWS

At the India AI Impact Summit 2026 (February 16-20, New Delhi), Bengaluru-based Sarvam AI unveiled
India’s largest indigenous language models — Sarvam-30B and Sarvam-105B — while MeitY launched
VoicERA and a national AT Governance Framework. These announcements mark a turning point in

India’s ambition to build a sovereign Al ecosystem rather than remain a consumer of foreign Al infrastructure.

THE PROBLEM: INDIA IS AN Al CONSUMER

The global Al infrastructure is English-first by design. OpenAI’s GPT-4, Google’s Gemini, Meta’s Llama, and

Anthropic’s Claude are trained overwhelmingly on English and European language data. Their capabilities in

Hindi are passable; their capabilities in Bhojpuri, Santali, Gondi, Meitei, or Tulu are poor to absent.
This matters enormously for India because:

Digital exclusion: 65% of India’s internet users prefer content in regional languages (IAMAI data). A citizen
in rural Chhattisgarh seeking information about crop insurance or legal rights via an Al assistant will get poor-

quality responses in Chhattisgarhi or Gondi from any foreign model.

Data sovereignty: Al systems trained on Indian data — health records, agricultural patterns, judicial
decisions, government schemes — create strategic dependency if that data flows to foreign Al firms. India’s

personal data protection concerns (DPDP Act 2023) are directly relevant here.
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Strategic vulnerability: In a world where Al increasingly drives military intelligence, financial modelling,
and infrastructure management, dependence on foreign Al infrastructure is a strategic liability akin to

importing jet engines or software operating systems.

WHAT SOVEREIGN Al MEANS

Sovereign AI does not mean building AI systems in total isolation. It means:
Training on indigenous data — Indian language corpora, Indian legal and policy texts, Indian
agricultural and health data

Running on domestic compute — India-owned GPU clusters, not hyperscaler infrastructure in the

US or Europe

Governed by Indian principles — aligned with India’s constitutional values, languages, and

cultural norms

Open to Indians — accessible in Indian languages via voice and text, not just English

The India AI Mission’s IndiaAI Compute Capacity pillar (10,000+ GPUs) and IndiaAl Datasets

Platform (curated non-personal public data) directly address points 2 and 1 respectively.

SARVAM Al: WHAT IT REPRESENTS

Sarvam AI’s 105-billion parameter model places India among the small group of countries — alongside
the US, China, France, UAE, and Canada — with a domestically developed frontier-scale language model. The
competitive significance:

GPT-4: Estimated 1 trillion parameters

Llama 3 (Meta): 70 billion parameters

Mistral Large: ~123 billion parameters

Sarvam-105B: 105 billion parameters

Sarvam is not claiming to match GPT-4’s breadth of capability. Its differentiator is deep Indian language

competence — especially for less-resourced languages where foreign models are weakest.

The Vikram chatbot demonstrates the product path: a consumer-accessible multilingual assistant that

works in Indian languages for everyday use cases (government services, agriculture, health queries).

MEITY’S VOICERA: THE LAST-MILE SOLUTION

The most significant AI access gap in India is not between English and Hindi — it is between literate urban
Indians and functionally illiterate rural Indians. Over 25% of India’s adult population is functionally

illiterate; another 40% are barely literate.
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For these citizens, voice interfaces are the only viable AI channel. VoicERA — an open-source, end-to-
end Voice Al stack for Indian languages — is designed precisely for this use case. Its open-source nature allows

state governments and NGOs to build citizen services on top of it without licensing costs.

THE GOVERNANCE GAP: INDIA'S PRINCIPLES VS. EU'S LAW

India’s AI Governance Framework (77 principles: Trust, People First, Innovation, Fairness, Accountability,
Understandability, Safety) is admirable in intent but structurally weak as protection. The EU AI Act
(2024) — the world’s first binding Al regulation — classifies Al systems into risk categories and imposes legal

obligations. India’s framework imposes none.

The dilemma is real: binding regulation could slow a nascent ecosystem that India is trying to build. But
without accountability mechanisms, harms from AI in healthcare, policing, and social benefit distribution will

disproportionately affect the vulnerable.

India’s path likely involves sector-specific guardrails first (healthcare, judiciary, finance) before a
comprehensive Al Act — similar to how India regulated data privacy (DPDP Act 2023) before enacting broader

digital governance.

WHAT NEEDS TO HAPPEN NEXT

Scale the GPU cluster beyond 10,000 to 50,000+ GPUs for frontier model training

Build the dataset commons — digitise India’s legal, agricultural, health, and cultural archives in

Indian languages
Mandate Indian language support for Al systems used in government service delivery

Regulate Al in high-stakes sectors (judicial bail decisions, credit scoring, healthcare diagnosis)

before allowing unrestricted deployment

Invest in Al literacy (FutureSkills pillar) — India needs Al engineers, but also Al-literate

policymakers, judges, and doctors

UPSC RELEVANCE

India AI Mission (10,371 crore, March 2024); IndiaAl 7 pillars; Sarvam Al (30B, 105B); VoicERA (MeitY);
Al Governance Framework (7 principles); EU Al Act (2024); DPDP Act 2023; IndiaAI Compute Capacity
(10,000+ GPUs). Mains GS-3: India’s Al strategy; data sovereignty vs. innovation; Al governance —
principles-based vs. regulation-based; role of state in technology development; Al for agriculture,
healthcare, and education. Essay: “Artificial intelligence is the new electricity — but only if every Indian can
plug in.” Interview: Compare India’s AI governance approach with EU AI Act; discuss tradeoffs between

innovation and safety in Al regulation for developing countries.
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FACTS CORNER — KNOWLEDGEPEDIA

INDIA AI MISSION:
Approved: March 2024 | Outlay: ¥10,371 crore | Ministry: MeitY (via IndiaAI)

7 Pillars: Compute Capacity | Innovation Centre | Datasets | App Dev | FutureSKkills | Startup Financing | Safe Al

SARVAM AI:
HQ: Bengaluru | Models: Sarvam-30B + Sarvam-105B (Indian language LLMs)

Product: Vikram (multilingual chatbot)

VOICERA (MEITY):

Type: Open-source Voice Al stack | Components: ASR + NLU + TTS + Language ID

AI GOVERNANCE FRAMEWORK — 7 PRINCIPLES: TRUST | PEOPLE FIRST | INNOVATION |
FAIRNESS | ACCOUNTABILITY | UNDERSTANDABILITY | SAFETY
GLOBAL AI REGULATION COMPARISON:
EU AI Act (2024): Binding; risk-based classification; prohibited uses (social scoring, subliminal manipulation)
US (2023 EO): Guidelines + agency coordination; not binding law
China (2023): Sector-by-sector binding rules for generative Al
India (2026): Principles-based voluntary framework; formal Act ~2027-28
OTHER RELEVANT FACTS:
Digital India Programme: ¥14,903 crore (Phase 3)
DPDP Act 2023: Data Protection framework; Digital Personal Data Protection
65% of India’s internet users prefer regional language content (IAMAI)
India’s AT startup count: ~3,000+ (3rd largest globally after US and UK)

Google subsea cable (America-India Connect): $15 billion; Vizag gateway; routes to Singapore, South Africa,
Australia

Sources: The Hindu, MeitY Press Release, AffairsCloud
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