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WHY IN NEWS

The Indian rupee trading near 94.50/USD has prompted comparisons to the 2013 “Fragile Five” crisis —

when Morgan Stanley analyst James Lord identified India alongside Brazil, Indonesia, South Africa, and Turkey
as economies vulnerable to capital flight during US Federal Reserve tightening. Are the 2026 dynamics

genuinely similar to 2013, or has India’s macroeconomic resilience improved enough to handle the current

pressure differently?

THE 2013 FRAGILE FIVE CRISIS

MAY 2013 — US FED CHAIRMAN BEN BERNANKE'’S “TAPERING”
ANNOUNCEMENT

TRIGGER

What happened Massive capital outflows from emerging markets

Rupee impact Fell from ~53/USD (May 2013) to ~68/USD (August 2013) — 28% depreciation
India’s response RBI rate hikes; restrictions on gold imports; NRI deposit window

FY14 GDP Slowed to 6.4% (down from 6.5% in FY13)

growth

FY14 CAD 1.7% of GDP (improved from 4.7% in FY13)

Crisis end September 2013 — Fed delayed taper; rupee stabilised

Why “Fragile Five”? The five economies shared:

® High Current Account Deficits (CAD)
® Heavy dependence on foreign capital flows
® Vulnerable currencies under Fed-driven dollar strengthening

e Structural reform deficits
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2026 COMPARISON — FEATURES THAT MATCH 2013

FACTOR 2013 CRISIS 2026 (CURRENT)

Brent crude ~$104/barrel (mid-2013) ~$106/barrel

FPI outflows Significant May-Aug 2013 Significant Q4 FY26

Rupee depreciation 28% (May-Aug 2013) ~5% (recent weeks)

CAD pressure High (CAD widened to 4.7% in FY13)  Moderate (CAD ~1.5-2% of GDP estimated)
US Fed stance Hawkish (taper announcement) Currently hawkish on tariff risks

Emerging markets pressure  Synchronized Synchronized but smaller magnitude
Major foreign downgrades Moody’s, S&P concerns JP Morgan downgrade (April 2026)

2026 DIFFERENCES FROM 2013

FACTOR 2013 2026

Forex reserves $275 billion (Sep 2013) $682 billion (April 2026)

Reserve cover 7-8 months of imports 11-12 months of imports

CAD/GDP 4.7% (FY13) ~1.5-2% (FY26 estimated)

Inflation (CPI) 9-10% (2013) ~4-5% (2026)

GDP growth 6.5% (FY13) 6.5-7% (FY26)

FPI cumulative More volatile More resilient (NRI flows, GIFT City)
Rupee elasticity ~ Fed-driven Multiple drivers (Fed + tariff + Middle East)

The most important difference: forex reserves more than doubled from $275 billion (2013) to $682 billion

(2026). This gives RBI significantly more capacity to manage rupee volatility through intervention.
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WHAT'S DIFFERENT ABOUT 2026 — SPECIFIC RISKS

1. Trump’s Tariff Uncertainty

US imposed 26% reciprocal tariffs on most Indian goods in April 2025 (90-day pause subsequently). The

structural risk of tariff-driven trade disruption is novel — 2013 had no equivalent.

2. Middle East Energy Shock

US-Iran tensions (May 2025-2026) have spiked Brent to $106/barrel. The combination of US-driven trade

pressure and Middle East energy disruption is unique to 2026.

3. China-Plus-One Beneficiary Reversal

2013-2024, India was a “China-plus-one” beneficiary — companies diversified manufacturing away from China

to India. Tariff uncertainty may reverse some of this advantage.

4. Supply Chain Inflation Persistence

Global supply chains remain disrupted post-COVID; structural inflation pressures are higher than 2013’s peak

demand-pull dynamics.

RBI'S TOOLKIT (2026)

The RBI has deployed multiple tools to manage current rupee pressure:

TOOL STATUS (APRIL-MAY 2026)

Forex intervention Active — judicious use of $682 billion reserves

Repo rate Held at 5.25% (April 8 MPC) — neutral stance
Capital controls Limited — broadly stable; no new restrictions

RBI Foreign Exchange Reserve Strategic dollar buying during low-pressure windows

MSS (Market Stabilisation Scheme) Sterilisation of liquidity from forex intervention

NRI deposits scheme Continued attracting deposits

The RBI's strategy in 2026 is more managed and less crisis-driven than in 2013 — reflecting both the larger

reserve buffer and the better fundamentals.
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WHAT IF THE PRESSURE INTENSIFIES?

If Brent crosses $120/barrel sustainably:
® CAD could widen to 3-4% of GDP
e Rupee could depreciate further to 96-100/USD
e RBI may need to consider rate hike to defend rupee
e Strategic SPR releases (coordinated with US, Japan) may be considered

e C(Capital flow management measures may be revisited

The base case scenario: 2026 is NOT a 2013 repeat unless Brent stays sustained above $120/barrel for 3+

months, which would require major Middle East conflict escalation.

UPSC RELEVANCE

PAPER ANGLE

GS3 — Economy  CAD; rupee dynamics; RBI forex management; capital flows
GS3 — Economy  Comparison of macroeconomic crises (2013 vs 2026); Fragile Five concept

GS2 — IR US Fed policy; emerging market vulnerability; Middle East energy

Mains Keywords: Fragile Five 2013, Morgan Stanley, James Lord, US Fed taper tantrum, Bernanke 2013,
rupee depreciation, RBI forex reserves, $682 billion, Current Account Deficit, JP Morgan downgrade, capital

flow management

Facts Corner
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ITEM FACT

Fragile Five (2013) Brazil, Indonesia, South Africa, India, Turkey (Morgan Stanley, James Lord)
2013 rupee fall 53 — 68 (May-Aug 2013) — 28%

2013 trigger Bernanke’s “tapering” announcement (May 2013)
2013 CAD 4.7% of GDP (FY13)

2013 forex reserves ~$275 billion

2026 forex reserves $682 billion

2026 rupee level ~94.50/USD

2026 inflation ~4-5%

2026 CAD estimate 1.5-2%

Brent crude ~$106/barrel

RBI repo rate 5.25% (April 2026)

First India SPR release 5 million barrels (Nov 2022; coordinated US-Japan-UK)

~ NEWER ARTICLE OLDER ARTICLE -
India's Strategic Petroleum Reserves — Pre-Monsoon Rain in NE India — Norwesters,
Vishakhapatnam,... Kalbaisakhi, and...
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