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Recent Developments:

The Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) Yearbook 2026 estimates that India
possesses around 190 nuclear warheads, of which 12 are assessed to be operationally deployed for the
first time in India's modern nuclear history.
The assessment does not indicate a shift towards an offensive nuclear posture, but reflects the gradual
strengthening of India's Second-Strike Capability under its long-standing No First Use (NFU) policy and
Credible Minimum Deterrence doctrine.
The development signifies greater peacetime readiness while preserving India's emphasis on strategic
restraint, civilian control and responsible nuclear stewardship.

India's Nuclear Triad:

Meaning and Strategic Significance:

A Nuclear Triad refers to the capability to deliver nuclear weapons through land-based ballistic missiles,
aircraft and submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs).
A complete nuclear triad enhances survivability by ensuring that at least one component remains
operational even after a surprise first strike.
India formally completed its Nuclear Triad after the operationalisation of nuclear-powered ballistic
missile submarines (SSBNs), thereby strengthening strategic deterrence.
The triad reduces vulnerability, improves retaliatory capability and reinforces long-term strategic stability.

Strategic Shift in India's Nuclear Posture:

Strengthening Second-Strike Capability:

The deployment of 12 operational nuclear warheads primarily strengthens India's Second-Strike
Capability, ensuring the ability to retaliate effectively after absorbing a nuclear attack.
The deployment remains consistent with India's No First Use policy, as it improves readiness without
adopting launch-on-warning or first-strike strategies.
Operational deployment enhances deterrence by increasing the credibility and survivability of India's
retaliatory capability.
The majority of India's estimated nuclear warheads continue to remain in reserve, reflecting continued
strategic restraint.

Key SIPRI Estimates (2026):

Indicator
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Status (2026)

Estimated Nuclear Warheads

190

Operationally Deployed

12

Reserve Warheads

178

India's Defence Expenditure (2025)

US$92.1 Billion

China's Nuclear Arsenal

620 Warheads (34 Operationally Deployed)

Pakistan's Nuclear Arsenal

170 Warheads

Evolution of India's Nuclear Doctrine:

Recessed Deterrence Strategy:

Following the Pokhran-II nuclear tests (1998), India adopted a Recessed Deterrence posture by storing
nuclear warheads separately from delivery systems.
The separation of warheads and missiles reduced accidental launch risks while reinforcing India's
defensive nuclear posture.
The approach supported India's Credible Minimum Deterrence doctrine by maintaining a survivable
retaliatory capability without keeping weapons on continuous operational alert.

Civilian Control of Nuclear Weapons:

India maintains strict civilian oversight through the Nuclear Command Authority (NCA).
The Political Council of the Nuclear Command Authority, chaired by the Prime Minister, alone
possesses the authority to approve nuclear weapon use.
Civilian command strengthens democratic accountability, reduces risks of accidental escalation and
enhances international confidence in India's nuclear governance.

Key Features of the Modern Strategic Shift:

Strengthened Sea-Based Deterrence:

Nuclear-powered Ballistic Missile Submarines (SSBNs) provide the most survivable component of the
Nuclear Triad because they remain difficult to detect underwater.
Sea-based deterrence significantly improves survivability by ensuring retaliatory capability even if land-
based assets are neutralised.
The induction of indigenous SSBNs has substantially strengthened India's maritime nuclear deterrent.
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Canisterised Missile Systems:

Modern missile systems such as Agni-V and Agni-P are stored inside sealed launch canisters.
Canisterisation enables rapid deployment, improved mobility, longer storage life and quicker launch
readiness while reducing maintenance requirements.
The system also enhances operational security by protecting missiles from environmental degradation.

Limited Operational Deployment:

India now appears to maintain a limited number of operationally deployed nuclear warheads while
retaining most warheads in reserve.
This approach strengthens deterrence without abandoning Credible Minimum Deterrence or the No
First Use doctrine.

Major Challenges:

Weakening Global Arms Control Architecture:

The gradual erosion of international arms-control agreements has reduced transparency among major
nuclear powers.
The uncertainty created by the expiry of New START increases strategic competition and accelerates
global nuclear modernisation.
The absence of a successor treaty between the United States and Russia has weakened confidence-
building mechanisms.

Complex Two-Front Security Environment:

India simultaneously faces strategic challenges from China and Pakistan, requiring balanced deterrence
across two nuclear-armed neighbours.
China continues rapid nuclear modernisation, while Pakistan maintains tactical nuclear capabilities,
creating a complex regional deterrence environment.
Maintaining credible deterrence across two fronts requires sustained investments in strategic
capabilities.

Emerging Technological Threats:

Artificial Intelligence (AI), cyber warfare and hypersonic missile technologies reduce decision-making
time during crises.
Cyber intrusions into nuclear command-and-control systems could increase the risk of accidental
escalation.
Autonomous systems and AI-assisted military decision-making introduce new uncertainties into strategic
stability.

Challenges to Sea-Based Deterrence:

Advances in anti-submarine warfare technologies, underwater sensors and satellite surveillance
increasingly threaten submarine survivability.
Continuous improvements in stealth technologies, secure communications and underwater
infrastructure are essential for maintaining credible deterrence.
Strategic facilities such as INS Varsha are being developed to strengthen India's sea-based nuclear
capability.

India's Nuclear Doctrine:
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Core Principles:

No First Use (NFU): India commits to using nuclear weapons only in retaliation against a nuclear attack.
Credible Minimum Deterrence: India maintains only the minimum nuclear capability necessary for
effective deterrence.
Civilian Political Control: Nuclear weapon employment remains under civilian leadership through the
Nuclear Command Authority.
Massive Retaliation: Any nuclear attack against India invites punitive retaliation designed to inflict
unacceptable damage.
Non-Use Against Non-Nuclear Weapon States: India maintains that nuclear weapons will not be used
against states that do not possess nuclear weapons, subject to declared policy provisions.

Way Forward:

Strengthening Strategic Stability:

India should continue preserving civilian supremacy over all nuclear decision-making through the
Nuclear Command Authority.
Expansion of longer-range Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missiles (SLBMs) would enable submarines to
patrol safely farther from adversary surveillance.
Accelerated induction of K-4 and future K-5/K-6 missile systems would further strengthen India's sea-
based deterrence.
Greater investment in cyber security, encrypted communication networks and space-based early-
warning systems is essential to secure nuclear command-and-control infrastructure.
India should continue supporting global nuclear risk-reduction initiatives, confidence-building measures
and responsible arms-control efforts while safeguarding strategic autonomy.

Conclusion:

Overall Assessment:

The operational deployment of a limited number of nuclear warheads represents an evolution in
India's deterrence posture rather than a departure from its established nuclear doctrine.
A stronger Second-Strike Capability enhances strategic stability, reinforces the No First Use policy and
improves the credibility of Credible Minimum Deterrence.
India's mature Nuclear Triad strengthens national security while continuing to emphasise restraint,
responsible stewardship and regional stability.

Value Addition for UPSC:

Important Nuclear Terms:

Nuclear Triad: Capability to deliver nuclear weapons through land, air and sea-based platforms.
Second-Strike Capability: Ability to launch a credible nuclear retaliation after surviving an enemy's first
nuclear strike.
Credible Minimum Deterrence: Maintaining only the minimum nuclear arsenal necessary to deter
adversaries.
No First Use (NFU): Commitment not to initiate the use of nuclear weapons.
Canisterisation: Storage of missiles inside sealed launch canisters for rapid deployment and longer
operational life.
De-Mated Posture: Storage of nuclear warheads separately from delivery systems during peacetime.
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Ballistic Missile Submarine (SSBN): A submarine designed to carry and launch nuclear-armed ballistic
missiles.

Important Institutions, Treaties and Reports:

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI): Independent international institute that
publishes the annual SIPRI Yearbook on armaments, disarmament and international security.
Nuclear Command Authority (NCA): Apex civilian-led body responsible for India's nuclear command and
employment decisions.
New START Treaty: Bilateral nuclear arms-control agreement between the United States and Russia
aimed at limiting deployed strategic nuclear weapons.

Draft Nuclear Doctrine (1999) and Official Nuclear Doctrine (2003): Foundational documents defining India's
nuclear policy, including No First Use and Credible Minimum Deterrence
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