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The Next DPI: How India Can Commoditise Al
51 The Hindu 31 July 2026 @

INTERVIEW ANGLE

"If Al inference becomes a subsidised public utility like UPI, who should bear the compute cost
when usage scales into the billions of queries, the exchequer, a cess on commercial users, or a

hybrid model, and what are the risks of each?"

(® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

Aadhaar made “who are you” a one-rupee question and UPI made “pay them” a zero-rupee one. Making
“what should I do” equally cheap is a different kind of problem, because a payment has one right answer

and a model’s output usually does not.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Digital Public Infrastructure is one of UPSC’s most reliably recurring GS3 themes, and this editorial tests

whether you can distinguish a genuinely transferable policy template from a superficially similar one, a

higher-order analytical skill examiners increasingly reward over simple recall.

GS Paper 3: Digital Public Infrastructure, IT and computers, Science and Technology governance, e-

governance.

For Prelims, fix the three components of India’s DPI stack (identity, payments, data-sharing consent) and

the IndiaAl Mission’s core mandate around compute access and indigenous model development.
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CONCEPT MEANING WHY UPSC TESTS IT
Digital Public Interoperable, low-cost digital rails (identity, India’s signature digital-governance
Infrastructure (DPI) payments, data-consent) that private export; recurring GS3/GS2 theme

applications build upon

Aadhaar-UPI-Account The three existing pillars of India’s DPI Frequently tested as a triad;
Aggregator stack approach foundational to any DPI-extension
argument
IndiaAl Mission Government programme for subsidised The institutional vehicle any AI-DPI
compute access, indigenous Al model extension would run through

development and safety governance

Compute-intensive The variable, resource-heavy nature of Al query  The key structural difference this
inference processing, unlike a fixed-cost payment editorial identifies between DPI’s past
transaction successes and Al

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

India’s DPI journey began with Aadhaar, the world’s largest biometric identity system, followed by the Unified
Payments Interface (UPI), which made real-time, interoperable digital payments effectively free at the point of
use and now processes billions of transactions monthly. The Account Aggregator framework extended the
same interoperability principle to financial data sharing with user consent. The IndiaAI Mission, launched to
build sovereign Al capability, already includes a subsidised-compute component intended to lower the cost of
GPU access for Indian startups and researchers, the institutional starting point this editorial’s proposal would

need to build on.

DPI PILLAR FUNCTION ANALOGOUS AI EXTENSION PROPOSED

Aadhaar Identity verification (No direct AT analogue; foundational layer)

UPI Payment routing, interoperable across “Unified Intelligence Interface”: interoperable Al
banks and apps access across providers

Account Aggregator Consented financial data sharing Not directly addressed in the proposal

IndiaAl Mission Subsidised compute, indigenous Proposed base layer for subsidised Al inference

(existing) model development
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THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

The appeal of the DPI-for-Al analogy

India’s DPI success is genuinely remarkable: UPI alone handles a transaction volume most developed
economies would consider extraordinary, at near-zero marginal cost to the end user, achieved by treating
payment routing as a public utility rather than a fee-extracting private service. Extending this logic to Al,
making inference cheap and interoperable rather than locked behind expensive subscription APIs from a
handful of global providers, has obvious appeal for a country seeking both digital sovereignty and broad-based

Al access.

Why the analogy strains under its own weight

The structural problem is that identity verification and payment routing are, computationally, cheap and
largely standardised functions; the “hard part” of Aadhaar and UPI was institutional and regulatory, building
trust, interoperability standards and adoption, not raw computational cost. Al inference inverts this: the
computational cost itself is substantial and scales with model size and query complexity, and there is no single
“correct” output to standardise around the way a payment instruction has a single correct routing. A “Unified

Intelligence Interface” would need to solve genuine compute-economics problems that UPI never had to.

What a narrower, more credible version might look like

Rather than a general-purpose low-cost Al utility, a more financially sustainable starting point would target
specific, well-defined public-good applications, agricultural advisory in regional languages, government
scheme eligibility checking, basic legal-aid triage, where the value of subsidised, standardised AI access is high
and the query patterns are narrow enough to control compute costs, mirroring how Aadhaar and UPI actually

started with specific, well-bounded initial functions before broader expansion.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Test any “apply model X to problem Y” argument by asking what made X actually work, not
just what X achieved. India’s DPI success is often cited as a template for extension to whatever the next
policy challenge is, but the specific institutional and technical conditions that made Aadhaar and UPI work,
standardisable functions, low per-transaction cost, clear correctness criteria, do not automatically transfer to a
superficially similar-looking problem. Before endorsing an extension, identify exactly which enabling

conditions the new domain shares with the original success, and which it does not.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Picture two towers built on the same foundation, DPT’s interoperability philosophy. The first tower, UPI, is
built with light, uniform bricks: each payment transaction costs almost nothing to process, so the tower can

rise cheaply and quickly to enormous scale. The second tower, a proposed Al utility, is being built with bricks
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of wildly varying weight: a simple query is light, but a complex reasoning task is heavy, and the tower’s
architects have not yet solved how to keep the structure affordable when some bricks weigh a hundred times

more than others. The foundation is shared; the construction problem is not.

WAY FORWARD

O pilot narrowly, not broadly. Start the DPI-for-Al extension with specific, bounded, high-value

public-good use cases rather than a general-purpose Al utility, to keep compute costs predictable.

2] Separate the interoperability problem from the cost problem. A “Unified Intelligence
Interface” for provider interoperability is achievable independent of whether inference itself is
subsidised; solve them as distinct engineering and financing questions.

O Builda transparent compute-cost accounting framework under the IndiaAI Mission before
scaling subsidised access, so the fiscal exposure of any expansion is understood in advance.

O pDraw explicitly on open-weight model development to reduce per-query licensing costs,
since subsidising inference on proprietary, expensive-to-license models compounds the affordability

problem.

> Evaluate success by public-good outcomes, not usage volume, avoiding a scenario where a

subsidised Al utility is dominated by low-value commercial queries rather than the public-service

use cases it was designed to serve.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has repeatedly tested Digital Public Infrastructure (Aadhaar, UPI, Account Aggregator, ONDC) as a GS3
theme and is increasingly likely to test AI governance and the IndiaAI Mission as the technology matures into
a policy-relevant subject; this editorial’s critical, non-uncritical treatment of the DPI analogy models the kind

of evaluative answer UPSC rewards over description alone.

Practice question: “India’s Digital Public Infrastructure succeeded by commoditising narrow,
standardisable digital functions.” Critically examine whether this model can be meaningfully extended to Al
inference, given the structural differences between payment routing and AI computation. (250 words, 15

marks)

Interview angle: If Al inference becomes a subsidised public utility like UPI, who should bear the compute
cost when usage scales into the billions of queries, the exchequer, a cess on commercial users, or a hybrid

model, and what are the risks of each?

Sources: The Hindu, IndiaAI Mission, Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology

Source: The Next DPI: How India Can Commoditise AT — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State PCS Editorial Analysis
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® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

India’s DPI model, which turned identity verification and payments
into low-cost, interoperable public utilities through Aadhaar and
UPI, offers a template for making Al inference similarly affordable
and accessible, but Al differs from identity and payments in ways
that make the extension harder than proponents suggest.

v SUPPORTING

* Aadhaar and UPI succeeded by standardising a narrow, well-defined function, identity
verification or a payment instruction, into an interoperable rail that many private
applications could build on top of, without government controlling the applications

themselves.

* A “Unified Intelligence Interface,” modelled on UPI's interoperability, could let multiple Al
providers compete on top of a shared, subsidised compute and access layer rather than

each requiring users to pay separate subscription costs.

* Subsidised compute through the IndiaAl Mission could lower the entry barrier for Indian
startups and public-service applications that currently cannot afford frontier-model API
costs at scale.

A COUNTER

Unlike identity verification or a payment instruction, Al inference has no single correct output
and consumes highly variable, model-dependent, and rapidly escalating compute resources,
making a fixed low-cost utility model far harder to sustain financially and technically than

UPI's comparatively simple transaction-routing function.

- WAY FORWARD

Pilot a narrowly scoped, public-good-focused subsidised inference layer for specific high-
value use cases, such as agricultural advisory or government service delivery, before

attempting to generalise the DPI model to Al as a whole.
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-g_é\ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
India’'s Digital Public Infrastructure model succeeded by commoditising identity and payments. Examine

whether the same model can be extended to Al inference, and the distinct challenges this extension
would face compared to Aadhaar and UPI. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

India’s Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI) model, exemplified by Aadhaar for identity and UPI for payments,
succeeded by turning a narrow, well-defined function into a low-cost, interoperable public rail that private
applications could build upon; extending this model to Al inference is an appealing but structurally more

difficult proposition.

BODY

The DPI model's core insight was that certain digital functions, verifying identity or routing a payment
instruction, are natural utilities: the function itself is simple and standardisable, even though the
applications built on top of it can be diverse and innovative. Al inference does not share this structure.

A single query to a large language model can consume orders of magnitude more compute than a UPI
transaction, the “correct” output is often ambiguous or context-dependent rather than binary, and the
underlying models themselves are expensive to train and continuously updated, unlike the comparatively
static verification and routing logic behind Aadhaar and UPI. A proposed “Unified Intelligence Interface”
would need to solve a harder problem: not just interoperability between providers, but a sustainable cost-
recovery mechanism for genuinely resource-intensive computation, delivered through subsidised access

via the IndiaAl Mission.

CONCLUSION

The DPI playbook is not directly transferable to Al, but a narrower application, subsidised inference access
for specific, high-value public-good use cases rather than a general-purpose low-cost Al utility, offers a
more financially and technically sustainable starting point than an unqualified extension of the
Aadhaar/UPI model.
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