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Energy Shock and Inflation: The RBI's Policy
Dilemma in a West Asia Crisis

#: The Indian Express 16 April 2026

IE  The Indian Express 3 tags v

; INTERVIEW ANGLE

‘ "India's WPI inflation surged to a three-year high of 3.88% in March 2026, driven by global
crude oil price escalation amid West Asia tensions. This supply-side inflation creates a
dilemma for the RBI — rate hikes can control demand-pull inflation but are ineffective
against cost-push oil shocks, while rate cuts to support growth risk amplifying price pressures.
What is the appropriate monetary policy response?"

Source: Original editorial »  The Indian Express

EDITORIAL SUMMARY

Indian Express examines India’s WPI inflation surge to 3.88% (March 2026), driven by West Asia crude price
escalation. Supply-side, cost-push inflation cannot be tamed by interest rate hikes. The RBI should hold rates;
the Centre should prepare conditional fuel excise reduction; and SPR activation is the appropriate immediate

market response.

WPI VS CPI — THE TRANSMISSION CHAIN

INDICATOR MARCH 2026 DRIVER

WPI 3.88% (3-year high) Fuel & power (+9.2%), manufactured goods (+2.1%)
CPI ~5.8% Food (~6.1%), fuel (+8.5%), core (~4.2%)

RBI Target 4% £ 2% Upper tolerance: 6%

The WPI-to-CPI transmission lag is 8—12 weeks. If crude stays elevated, CPI will test the 6% upper band by

June—July 2026.
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THE MONETARY POLICY FRAMEWORK

India’s MPC (Monetary Policy Committee) is mandated to maintain CPI inflation at 4% (with 2% tolerance
band: 2%-6%). Breaching 6% for three consecutive quarters requires the RBI Governor to write a formal

explanation to the Union Government — a significant credibility event.

(APRIL 2026) 6.5%

CPI (March 2026) ~5.8%
Real Policy Rate ~+0.7%
Next MPC meeting June 2026

UPSC RELEVANCE

PAPER ANGLE

GS3 — WPI vs CPI; monetary policy tools; repo rate; cost-push vs demand-pull inflation

Economy

GS3 — Current Account Deficit; rupee depreciation; oil import bill

Economy

GS2 — IR West Asia conflict; energy prices; India-Gulf dependence

GS3 — SPR; excise duty; fiscal-monetary coordination

Economy

Mains WPI, CPI, repo rate, MPC, cost-push inflation, demand-pull inflation, CAD, Strait of Hormuz,
Keywords Strategic Petroleum Reserve, excise reduction, RBI inflation targeting

® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

Oil-driven, supply-side inflation — the kind produced by a West
Asia energy shock — is fundamentally different from demand-pull
inflation: it cannot be tamed by interest rate hikes (which suppress

demand, not supply constraints), requires fiscal tools rather than

monetary ones, and places the RBI in a genuine policy trap
between growth support and price stability.
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v SUPPORTING

* WPI inflation at 3.88% (March 2026) is primarily driven by fuel and power components
(+9.2%) and manufactured products (+2.1%), both linked to crude input costs. CPI
inflation, at ~5.8%, still within RBI's 6% upper tolerance band — but the transmission
from WPI to CPI via transport costs, LPG prices, and agricultural input costs (fertilisers are

gas/crude-linked) is 2-3 months lagged.

* The RBI's MPC raised the repo rate by 250 bps between 2022 and 2023 to combat post-
COVID inflation; any further tightening to address energy-driven inflation would suppress
credit growth and investment when the economy needs support under global headwinds.
Rate cuts to support growth are also blocked by above-target CPI.

* India’s fiscal response tools are available but costly: fuel excise reduction (Centre cut
excise on petrol/diesel in 2022 by X8-10/litre), LPG subsidy expansion, and fertiliser
subsidy absorption. These reduce pass-through but add to fiscal deficit.

* External sector impact: rising crude prices widen the Current Account Deficit (CAD); a
wider CAD puts downward pressure on the rupee; a weaker rupee makes all imports
more expensive — including edible oils, capital goods, and electronic components —
amplifying the inflationary spiral.

A COUNTER

Not all of the current inflation is supply-side. Rising demand in services (travel, hotels,
entertainment) and urban wage-push inflation add demand-pull components that ARE
responsive to monetary tightening.

A blanket argument against rate hikes may be premature. Furthermore, if the RBI signals
rate cuts to support growth, it may trigger rupee depreciation expectations that amplify
import cost inflation.

— WAY FORWARD

Three-track response: (1) Monetary hold — RBI to maintain current repo rate (6.5%) with
explicit forward guidance that cuts are conditional on CPI returning below 5%; this prevents
both premature tightening and signalling weakness; (2) Fiscal absorption — Centre to
consider partial fuel excise reduction if crude stays above $90/barrel for 60+ days; use oil
market stabilisation fund revenues for subsidy buffering; (3) SPR activation — release 2-3
million barrels from Strategic Petroleum Reserve to dampen domestic crude price

transmission; coordinate with IEA collective release if available.
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PRACTICE TODAY'S QUIzZ

Take the 16 April 2026 Quiz —

-@ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
India"'s WPI inflation surged to a three-year high driven by global energy price increases linked to the
West Asia conflict. Analyse how supply-side oil shocks differ from demand-pull inflation and what

monetary and fiscal policy tools are available to India. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

India’s Wholesale Price Index (WPI) inflation reached 3.88% in March 2026 — a three-year high —
driven primarily by fuel and power costs rising in tandem with global crude oil escalation linked to the
West Asia conflict. With CPI inflation at ~5.8% (within the upper tolerance band but trending up), the
RBI faces a genuine policy dilemma: supply-side inflation requires fiscal responses, not monetary ones,

yet the central bank’s credibility rests on maintaining its inflation target.

BODY

Supply-side vs demand-pull: Oil price inflation is cost-push — it raises prices not because consumers
have more money to spend, but because production inputs become more expensive. Interest rate hikes
dampen demand; they cannot increase oil supply or reduce crude import prices.

Applying monetary tightening to cost-push inflation suppresses growth without meaningfully reducing
prices — the classic policy error. The WPI-CPI transmission pathway: WPI captures producer-level
prices; CPI captures retail prices. The lag is 8-12 weeks.

Oil enters CPI through: (1) transport costs (+ATF, diesel); (2) LPG and kerosene (household fuel); (3)
fertiliser (gas/crude feedstock) — farm input costs — food prices. Once these transmit, CPI crosses 6%
— breaching RBI's upper tolerance for three consecutive months would require a formal explanation to
the government under the RBI Act. The Current Account Deficit amplifier: Each $10/barrel rise in
crude adds ~$12-15 billion to India’s annual import bill.

The CAD widens — rupee depreciates — all imports (edible oils at ~15 MT/year, capital goods,
electronics components) become more expensive — second-round CPI inflation. This feedback loop is
well-documented from the 2012-13 twin-deficit crisis. Fiscal tools: Excise duty reduction — the Centre
cut ¥8-10/litre in May 2022 when Brent was at $100+ — remains available.

The government has fiscal space tighter than 2022 (fiscal deficit at 4.9% of GDP), but partial cuts are
possible. Fertiliser subsidy absorption (31.5-1.8 lakh crore/year already) is stretched. RBI's room:
Current repo rate is 6.5%; real rate is positive (~0.7%).

A hold with clear forward guidance is the most coherent response — signalling neither premature
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easing (which could weaken rupee) nor tightening (which punishes borrowers during a global

slowdown).

CONCLUSION

West Asia energy shocks require a coordinated monetary-fiscal response, not monetary action alone.

The RBI should hold rates with clear forward guidance; the Centre should prepare a conditional fuel

excise reduction mechanism triggered by sustained crude above $90/barrel; and SPR releases —

coordinated with IEA where possible — should be the immediate market signal.

The worst outcome would be mechanical rate hikes that suppress India’s 6.5% growth in response to

inflation that rate hikes cannot cure.
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