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THE LIFT LINE

The Agnipath scheme was designed around a number: keep one in four, release three in four. As the first batch

nears the end of its four years, the armed forces are asking whether that number was set right. The answer will

shape both the quality of India’s fighting force and the expectations of its youth.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Agnipath is a live case that fuses defence human-resource policy, force effectiveness, defence-
budget economics and youth employment, making it strong material for both GS3 (security and
economy) and GS2 (government policy design). With the first cohort’s retention decision due before its tenure

ends, this is exactly the kind of implementation-review question examiners favour.
GS Paper 3: Various security forces and agencies, human resource in defence, and defence reform.

GS Paper 2: Government policies and interventions for development in various sectors, and issues arising

out of their design and implementation.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Launched in 2022, the Agnipath scheme recruits soldiers (Agniveers) for a four-year term, after which up to
25 percent of each batch may be retained for permanent regular service; the rest exit with a lump-sum
“Seva Nidhi” package but without a pension. The intent was a younger, fitter force, lower long-term pension

liabilities and a stream of trained, disciplined youth returning to the civilian economy.

The first batch completes its four years around October 2026, forcing the first real retention decision.
Reports indicate the services want more headroom: the Navy has proposed retaining up to 75 percent in

specialised streams, while the Army and Air Force have sought a rise from 25 to 50 percent. A broader review
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reportedly includes lifetime financial support for families of Agniveers killed in action and lifelong medical

cover for service-related disabilities; addressing two longrstandingreriticisms: & state pcs

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

Why the services want to keep more

Modern soldiering is increasingly technical, cyber, drones, sensors, complex platforms, where a soldier
becomes truly proficient only after years. A 25 percent retention cap risks releasing exactly the specialists a
force has just finished training. Higher retention protects unit cohesion, institutional memory and

technical depth, the intangibles on which combat effectiveness rests.

The economics on the other side

The scheme’s founding logic was fiscal. India’s defence pension bill is a large and rising share of the defence
budget, crowding out modernisation and capital spending. Every retained Agniveer eventually becomes a
pensioner, so higher retention reintroduces the very long-tail liability Agnipath was built to contain. The
design was a deliberate (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/deliberate/) trade between force youthfulness plus fiscal room,

and continuity plus experience.

HIGHER RETENTION (50 TO 75%) LOWER RETENTION (25% CAP)

Force cohesion and skill Stronger, retains trained specialists Weaker, loses expertise every cycle
Defence pension liability Rises over time Contained, as designed

Youth employment signal Fewer disappointed exits Many trained youth re-enter economy
Budget for modernisation | Squeezed by future pensions More room for capital outlay

The youth-expectations dimension

Agnipath also carries a social contract. Aspirants who once expected a full career now face a lottery-like 25
percent gate. Raising retention eases that disappointment, but a well-designed exit, credible civilian pathways,

reservations in central forces, skilling and Seva Nidhi, matters just as much for the three-in-four who leave.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Read Agnipath as a deliberate trade-off, not a flaw to be “fixed.” Every retention rate optimises for

something and sacrifices something else: youthfulness versus experience, fiscal room versus cohesion, broad

opportunity versus deep specialisation. The policy question is not “keep more or fewer” in the abstract, but
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“what retention rate, in which streams, matches the actual skill-depth each service needs, at a pension cost the

budget can carry.” Differgntiated retention;(high.initechnical armssylower elsewhere)may beat a single flat
number.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Recruit Agniveers (4-year term) -> train, including technical specialists -> at 4 years,
retain X% -> higher X: better cohesion + skills but rising future pensions + less
modernisation room; lower X: fiscal discipline but skill drain + more disappointed
youth. Balance point = differentiated, stream-wise retention + strong civilian exit

pathways for those released.

WAY FORWARD

O pifferentiate retention by stream. Retain more in technical and specialised arms where skill-

depth is decisive, and hold the line elsewhere, rather than one flat cap.

© Cost the pension tail explicitly. Any rise in retention must be matched against long-run pension

liability so modernisation spending is protected.

(3] Strengthen the exit ramp. Guaranteed reservations in central armed police forces, credible

skilling and recognition of service make the majority exit fair and productive.

O Deliver the welfare fixes. Lifetime support for families of the fallen and disability medical cover

should be finalised, closing the scheme’s biggest equity gaps.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has asked on defence modernisation, the rising defence pension burden and reform of the armed forces
(GSs3, various years), and on the design and implementation of government schemes (GS2). This editorial

applies both lenses to the first Agniveer retention decision.

Practice question: “The debate over Agniveer retention is fundamentally a trade-off between force
effectiveness and fiscal sustainability.” Critically examine, and suggest a retention framework that balances

both. (250 words, 15 marks)

Sources: Business Standard (https://www.business-standard.com/opinion)

Source: The First Batch Comes Home: Agnipath and the Retention Question — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State
PCS Editorial Analysis
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