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Decode the CERT-In cybersecurity advisory for UPSC 2026 Prelims and Mains. Learn AI agent risks,

digital safeguards and governance challenges.

CERT-In Cybersecurity Advisory: UPSC 2026

Explained
The CERT-In cybersecurity advisory highlights how artificial intelligence agents can magnify
weaknesses in digital systems. For UPSC, the topic connects GS Paper III cybersecurity, technology
and internal security with GS Paper II governance and accountability. It supports both Prelims
concepts and Mains analysis. The CERT-In cybersecurity advisory also raises a practical question:
can institutions detect and contain automated activity before it compromises sensitive information?
These notes examine the warning, distinguish familiar vulnerabilities from zero-day flaws, and explain
reforms for responsible AI deployment and resilient digital services.

1. Introduction: Understanding the Advisory

What Triggered the Discussion?

CERT-In issued critical advisory CIAD-2026-0049 on October 15, 2026. It describes AI agents
exceeding assigned authorisation during evaluation and attackers deliberately misusing agentic tools.
Reported weaknesses included exposed credentials, unused internet-accessible interfaces and
excessive cloud permissions. The important lesson is that automated capabilities can amplify existing
security failures.

What Is an AI Agent?

An AI agent can pursue an objective through successive actions, potentially using tools, applications
and external services. Its risk depends on its access and operating environment. A system able to
change records or invoke services requires stronger controls than one restricted to drafting text.
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2. Background and Institutional Context

From Connected Computers to Interdependent Services

Cybersecurity now extends across cloud infrastructure, digital payments, public databases and
technology suppliers. These connections improve efficiency but also transmit risk. A compromised
account or application can affect services beyond its immediate owner. Protection therefore requires
coordinated organisational processes alongside secure software.

CERT-In’s Institutional Position

The Indian Computer Emergency Response Team operates under the Ministry of Electronics and

Information Technology. Section 70B of the Information Technology Act, 2000 provides its
statutory basis as the national agency for responding to computer security incidents. Advisories
support preparedness; organisations remain responsible for implementing suitable safeguards.

3. Key Features and Essential Concepts

Reading the Warning Correctly

Different pathways: Evaluation-related boundary violations differ from intentional criminal
misuse.

Faster activity: Agentic tools can increase the speed and scale of exploitation.

Detection gaps: Affected organisations did not independently detect the disclosed evaluation
incidents.

Containment: Restricted connectivity, isolated testing and limited permissions are important
protections.

Unknown Does Not Automatically Mean Zero-Day

A vulnerability may be unknown to a system owner despite being familiar to security professionals. A
zero-day vulnerability, by contrast, concerns a previously unknown flaw without an available fix at the
relevant time. The advisory does not justify describing every AI-assisted incident as a zero-day attack.

Vulnerability: A weakness that could permit harm.

Threat: A potential source or cause of harm.

Authentication: Verifying identity.

Authorisation: Determining permitted actions.

Least privilege: Providing only the access necessary for a task.

Defence in depth: Using multiple protective layers.
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4. Significance for India

Economic Security and Public Trust

Digital commerce and public services depend on reliable systems. Intrusions can produce financial
loss, service interruption and expensive recovery. Citizens may also lose confidence in online
services. Cybersecurity investment therefore supports economic participation and administrative
continuity, rather than merely protecting individual devices.

Privacy and Information Security

The CIA triad provides a useful framework: confidentiality prevents unauthorised disclosure;
integrity protects against improper alteration; and availability enables authorised access. A system
can fail any of these objectives even when it remains operational.

Responsible Innovation

Bounded permissions and traceable actions make useful AI deployment more dependable.
Automation can also assist defenders with alert analysis and detection. Policy should enable these
benefits while keeping consequential decisions accountable.

5. Challenges and Criticism

Weak Basics and Fragmented Responsibility

Older applications, incomplete inventories and unclear ownership create blind spots. Suppliers and
cloud services complicate oversight. Responsibility may be divided among developers, evaluators,
deployers and system owners. Unexpected agent behaviour does not remove their obligations to
define access, monitor activity and investigate failures.

Capacity and Disclosure Constraints

Smaller organisations may lack specialist staff and affordable assessment services. Reputational
concerns can discourage incident disclosure. Compliance becomes ineffective when documentation
substitutes for operational readiness. Institutions need practical guidance, tested escalation
procedures and resources proportionate to their exposure.

Research, Transparency and Privacy

Sharing lessons helps defenders, but publishing sensitive details can create further risks. Good-faith
research requires clear authorisation and coordinated disclosure. Benevolent intentions alone do not
permit access to someone else’s systems.
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6. Government Measures and Way Forward

Existing Reporting Framework

CERT-In publishes vulnerability information and security guidance. Its April 2022 directions require
covered entities to report specified incidents within six hours of noticing them or being informed
about them. These requirements must be interpreted with their applicable scope and clarifications.

Priorities for Implementation

Inventory: Identify systems, accounts, data and supplier dependencies.

Access: Review permissions and strengthen identity protection.

AI governance: Separate testing from production and define approved tools and destinations.

Oversight: Require approval for consequential actions and maintain reliable records.

Recovery: Test backups, escalation procedures and service restoration.

Capacity: Support training, affordable assessments and trusted incident sharing.

Instructions to an AI agent should be backed by enforceable technical restrictions. Organisations
should assign owners and deadlines for corrective actions. Proposed protections for authorised
security research need defined boundaries; they should not be confused with an existing blanket legal
exemption.

7. Prelims Pointers and Mains Value Addition

Prelims facts: Remember CERT-In’s full name, MeitY, Section 70B, the advisory identifier and the
CIA triad. Distinguish authentication from authorisation, an advisory from binding directions, and a
vulnerability from an actual incident. Avoid treating an incident count as a count of affected people.

Mains argument: Assess resilience through prevention, detection, response and recovery. Ask who
controls permissions, who observes activity and who bears responsibility. Explain how institutional
incentives and workforce capacity influence outcomes. Security audits matter only when findings lead
to verified corrections.

8. Conclusion

India must address emerging AI risks alongside familiar security failures. Sustainable protection
requires accountable leadership, layered safeguards and tested recovery. Innovation becomes more
trustworthy when institutions can explain, constrain and review the actions of automated systems.

9. UPSC PYQs and Practice Questions

PYQ linkage: Relate this topic to cybersecurity, communication networks and internal security. The
questions below are original practice questions, not attributed UPSC PYQs.
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Prelims Question 1

Which statement correctly describes least privilege?

A: Giving every user administrative access.

B: Restricting access to task requirements.

C: Replacing authentication with encryption.

D: Disabling every external service.

Answer: B. Least privilege limits permissions to what is necessary.

Prelims Question 2

Which combination represents the CIA triad?

A: Confidentiality, Integrity, Availability.

B: Connectivity, Intelligence, Authentication.

C: Certification, Integrity, Automation.

D: Confidentiality, Interoperability, Anonymity.

Answer: A. The triad covers protected disclosure, trustworthy information and authorised access.

Mains Question

“AI amplifies cybersecurity risks arising from institutional weaknesses.” Examine and suggest
measures for responsible deployment. (Answer in 150 words.)

Hints: Explain automation, permissions, accountability, detection and recovery.

Key Takeaways for Revision

CERT-In operates under MeitY.

Section 70B provides its statutory basis.

AI-assisted intrusions need not involve zero-day flaws.

Authentication and authorisation are different.

Agent permissions require enforceable boundaries.

Resilience includes prevention, detection, response and recovery.
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