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THE EDITORIAL ARGUMENT

When Union Home Minister Amit Shah launched India’s nationwide Cell Broadcast (CB) emergency alert
system on May 2, 2026 — alongside Communications Minister Jyotiraditya Scindia — the announcement
received the technical attention it deserved. Cell Broadcast is a genuine technological upgrade to India’s existing
SACHET disaster alert system, which has relied primarily on SMS to reach 134+ billion alerts in 19 Indian
languages over its operational history. The CB layer adds the capability to send simultaneous alerts to every

mobile phone in a designated geographic area without needing phone numbers or internet connectivity.

The technological advance is real. The question is whether India’s broader disaster management architecture —

institutional, administrative, last-mile — has caught up with the technology.

WHAT CB TECHNOLOGY ACTUALLY SOLVES

India’s existing SMS-based alert system has a structural problem: scale at speed. When a tsunami warning
needs to reach 50 million people in a coastal region within minutes, sending individual SMS messages to 50
million phone numbers is technically feasible but practically slow. SMS networks become congested; delivery

times stretch; and the most critical alerts arrive after the disaster has occurred.

Cell Broadcast resolves this by treating geography as the addressing system, not phone numbers. Every phone in
a cell tower’s range receives the alert simultaneously. The technology, developed by C-DOT (Centre for
Development of Telematics), follows the Common Alerting Protocol (CAP) recommended by the
International Telecommunication Union (ITU) — making it interoperable with similar systems in Japan (J-
Alert), the US (WEA), and South Korea.

For tsunamis (where minutes matter), earthquakes, gas leaks, and chemical hazards, this is a meaningful

capability upgrade.
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WHAT THE SYSTEM DOES NOT YET ADDRESS

1. Last-mile administrative response. A perfect alert delivered to 10 million phones is useful only if the

receiving population knows what to do. India’s NDMA has developed Heat Action Plans, Cyclone Preparedness
Plans, and tsunami evacuation drills — but their implementation varies dramatically across states.
Maharashtra’s NDMA-mandated evacuation drills are well-executed; Bihar’s flood preparedness is significantly
weaker. CB technology delivers alerts; whether populations respond appropriately depends on training and

infrastructure that remains uneven.

2, Integration with state and district disaster management. The Disaster Management Act 2005
created a three-tier structure — NDMA at the Centre, SDMAs in states, DDMAs in districts. The integration of
CB alerts with district-level emergency response is the critical bottleneck. A Bengaluru CB alert triggering
Bangalore Urban DDMA action is one challenge; the same alert in a remote Arunachal Pradesh district where

the DDMA has minimal staff is a different challenge entirely.

3. False positives and alert fatigue. Every operational CB system globally has faced the problem of alert
fatigue — when frequent test alerts or false alarms desensitise the population. The May 2 test message generated
some confusion among recipients who did not understand it was a test. India needs a clear public

communication strategy that distinguishes test alerts, advisory alerts (e.g., heatwave), and evacuation alerts.

4. Cyber-security of the alert architecture. A CB system is, in principle, a tempting target for malicious
actors. A false earthquake alert reaching millions of phones could trigger panic, accidents, or economic
disruption. The cybersecurity of SACHET’s CAP-based protocols and the authentication of alert sources need

rigorous protection — particularly against state-actor adversaries.

INDIA'S DISASTER PROFILE IS CHANGING

The CB launch coincides with concerning shifts in India’s disaster profile. The State of India’s Environment
(SOE) 2026 documented that India experienced extreme weather events on 331 of 334 days in 2025.
Heatwaves, cyclones, glacial lake outburst floods, urban flooding, and lightning strikes are simultaneously
intensifying. The frequency of compound events — heatwave plus thunderstorm, drought followed by flash

floods — is rising.

CB is well-suited to short-warning hazards (lightning, flash floods, gas leaks) and to instantaneous events
(earthquakes, tsunamis). It is less useful for slow-onset hazards (heatwaves, droughts) where the warning is

days in advance and the response is structural rather than urgent.

India’s disaster management toolkit needs CB and improved long-warning systems (Heat Action Plans, drought
preparedness, flood early warning), and the institutional capacity to convert warnings into action. The May 2

launch is a useful step on a long road.
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WHAT SHOULD COME NEXT

o Expanded language coverage — SACHET currently operates in 19 Indian languages. Some
smaller languages and dialects (Khasi, Mizo, Manipuri specifics) are still under-served and need CB

integration.

e Multilingual confirmation testing — During the test phase, alerts must be confirmed to be
readable on all phone types and OS versions. The test on May 2 generated mixed feedback on alert

formatting — particularly on older feature phones still common in rural India.

3] State-level integration — DDMAs need automatic cascading from CB alerts to state and district

level emergency response — with predefined protocols rather than ad-hoc decisions during a crisis.

® public communication campaign — CB only works if people know it exists, what test messages

mean, and what evacuation alerts look like. A national awareness campaign is essential.

The technology is ready. The institutional adoption is not yet finished.
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ITEM FACT

CB system launch May 2, 2026

Launched by HM Amit Shah + Comm. Minister Jyotiraditya Scindia

System name SACHET (System for Alerting Citizens through Holistic and Efficient Techniques)
Developed by C-DOT — Centre for Development of Telematics

Protocol Common Alerting Protocol (CAP)

Recommended by International Telecommunication Union (ITU)

SACHET coverage 36 States/UTs

SACHET alerts so far 134+ billion in 19 Indian languages
NDMA establishment 2005 (Disaster Management Act 2005)

International parallels ~ US (WEA), Japan (J-Alert), South Korea
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