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Every fact web-verified against primary sources (https://ujiyari.com/how-we-verify/)

THE LIFT LINE

A nation that imports more than four of every five barrels it burns cannot outsource the question of where

those barrels come from, and India’s answer has been steady: energy sourcing is a sovereign decision made for

its own consumers.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

India is the world’s third-largest consumer of crude oil and imports over 85 per cent of what it uses, which

makes the price and reliability of that supply a first-order question of both economics and security. Since

2022, Russian crude sold at a discount has become a major part of India’s import basket, and Western

governments, having imposed a price cap and threatened secondary sanctions on those who trade outside it,

have pressed India to cut back and have scrutinised India’s exports of refined products made from Russian oil.

New Delhi’s position has been consistent and clear. Its energy policy is determined by its own national interest

and by the need to keep fuel affordable for 1.4 billion people, and the sourcing of oil is a sovereign decision,

not one to be dictated from abroad. The episode is a live case study in the balance between energy security (http

s://ujiyari.com/terms/energy-security/) and strategic autonomy.

GS Paper 2: India and its neighbourhood; bilateral (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/bilateral/), regional and global

groupings involving India; the effect of policies of developed countries on India’s interests.

GS Paper 3: energy security; infrastructure; the external sector; the mobilisation and management of

resources.

For Prelims, hold the specifics: India’s crude import dependence of over 85 per cent; the G7 price cap on

Russian seaborne crude and the mechanism of secondary sanctions on third parties; India’s Strategic

Petroleum Reserve (https://ujiyari.com/terms/strategic-petroleum-reserve/) programme managed by the Indian

Strategic Petroleum Reserves Limited, with facilities at Visakhapatnam, Mangaluru and Padur; the principle
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of strategic autonomy in Indian foreign policy; supply diversification across West Asia, the United States,

Russia and Africa; and India’s status as a major refiner and exporter of petroleum products. For Mains, argue

that India’s energy diplomacy is a textbook application of strategic autonomy (https://ujiyari.com/terms/strategic-aut

onomy/), keeping options open, refusing bloc alignment, and privileging the welfare of its own economy over

external pressure.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Before 2022, Russia was a marginal supplier to India. After the war in Ukraine and the Western sanctions that

followed, Russian crude, shunned by many buyers and therefore discounted, became commercially attractive

to Indian refiners. India bought it in volume, cut its import bill, and in doing so also helped keep global prices

from spiking, since every barrel India took from Russia was a barrel it did not chase in a tighter open market.

Western capitals, uneasy at the flow of revenue to Moscow, built a price-cap regime and warned of secondary

sanctions, penalties aimed not at Russia but at those who deal with it outside the permitted price.

India’s reply rests on hard facts. It cannot switch off 85 per cent import dependence at short notice; it must

protect its consumers and its growth; and it insists that no country lecturing India on Russian oil has itself

fully severed its own energy or strategic ties where those ties suit its interest. The purchase, New Delhi

maintains, is legal, commercially rational, and a matter of national choice.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

OBJECTIVE WHAT IT DEMANDS THE TENSION IT CREATES

Affordability Cheapest reliable barrel May clash with external politics

Security of supply Diversified, uninterrupted sources Concentration risk if one source dominates

Strategic autonomy Freedom from external dictation Pressure from partners and blocs

Sustainability Transition away from fossil fuels Long horizon, near-term demand still rising

India is managing all four at once. Discounted Russian crude serves affordability and, by widening the

supplier set, security. The refusal to be told whom to buy from serves autonomy. And the country continues to

build renewable capacity for the long transition. No single objective is allowed to override the rest.

The sharper edge of Western pressure is the scrutiny of India’s refined-product exports, the claim being that

Indian refiners buy cheap Russian crude, process it, and sell the products onward, indirectly monetising

sanctioned oil. India’s answer is that once crude is refined, the product is a distinct Indian good made in

The trilemma every energy importer faces

Secondary sanctions and the refined-export question
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Indian refineries by Indian labour, and that global trade in refined fuels is entirely lawful. Secondary

sanctions, which punish a third country for a bilateral trade it is entitled to conduct, sit awkwardly with the

norms of an open trading order.

The strongest long-run reply to pressure is optionality. India has deliberately kept its supplier base broad,

drawing from West Asia, the United States, Africa and Russia, so that no single supplier and no single

sanctions regime can hold its economy hostage. Combined with strategic reserves (https://ujiyari.com/terms/strategi

c-reserves/) and the renewable transition, diversification is what converts a vulnerable import dependence into a

managed risk.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Read this as strategic autonomy in practice, not as alignment with any camp. India is not endorsing a war by

buying oil; it is refusing to let others decide its economic interest for it, which is precisely the doctrine that has

guided Indian foreign policy from non-alignment to multi-alignment (https://ujiyari.com/terms/multi-alignment/).

The transferable rule: a developing economy’s foreign policy is anchored in its development needs, and a

country importing 85 per cent of its crude will, and should, source that crude on terms that protect its

consumers and its growth. The examiner rewards the candidate who can hold two truths together, that India

seeks good relations across the board, and that on core interests like energy it will not be dictated to. Reflect

the Government of India’s settled position: energy security is a sovereign decision.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

India imports over 85 per cent of crude -> war and Western sanctions leave Russian oil

discounted -> India buys in volume, cuts its bill, eases global prices -> West imposes

price cap, threatens secondary sanctions, scrutinises refined exports -> India's reply:

sourcing is a sovereign decision, refined product is a distinct Indian good, trade is

lawful -> hedge with diversified suppliers (West Asia, US, Africa, Russia) + strategic

petroleum reserves + renewable transition -> outcome: energy security and strategic

autonomy preserved, consumers protected

WAY FORWARD

Diversification as the durable hedge

Hold the line on sovereign sourcing. Continue to state and act on the principle that India

decides its own energy sources in its national interest, engaging partners diplomatically while

refusing external dictation on lawful trade.

1
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PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has repeatedly asked about strategic autonomy, energy security, and the effect of developed-country

policies on India’s interests. This editorial converts those themes into a concrete case in which economics,

security and diplomacy meet, which is exactly the integrated treatment the examiner rewards.

Practice question: “India’s import of discounted Russian crude is a case study in balancing energy security

with strategic autonomy.” Critically examine, keeping in view secondary sanctions and India’s national

interest. (250 words, 15 marks)

Sources: The Hindu (https://www.thehindu.com/), Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas (https://mopng.gov.in/),

Ministry of External Affairs (https://www.mea.gov.in/)

Source: Barrels and Sovereignty: India, Russian Crude and the Limits of Pressure — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC &

State PCS Editorial Analysis
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Deepen supplier diversification. Keep the import basket broad across West Asia, the Americas,

Africa and Russia, so that no single sanctions regime or supply shock can be weaponised against

India’s economy.

2

Strengthen strategic reserves and buffers. Expand strategic petroleum reserve capacity and

commercial storage so India can absorb a supply or price shock, including any disruption around

chokepoints, without passing pain to consumers.

3

Accelerate the structural exit from import dependence. Push renewable generation, green

hydrogen, ethanol blending and electric mobility so that over the long horizon the 85 per cent

dependence itself shrinks, which is the only permanent answer to external pressure.

4
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