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Processing mechanisms key 
to food security in South Asia 

outh Asia stands at a remarkable agri-
cultural advantage, blessed with deep agro-biodiversity, a vast production 
base, and the capacity to grow an extraordinary range of food for the world. The 

region's farms are a foundation of immense strength, producing at scale and feeding hun 
dreds of millions. The opportunity ahead is to build on this foundation: to close the distance 
between what the region grows and wbat it 
processes, turning that agricultural abun 
dance into greater income, nutrition, and 
prosperity for all. 

India's own journey shows what this shift 
means. Foodgrain output rose from about 51 
million tonnes in 1950-51 to over 330 million 
tonnes in recent years. According to the FAO, 
India is among the world's largest producers 
of milk, pulses, fruits and vegetables. This pro 
duction record has changed the country's 
food-security horizon. The next question, for 
India and for the region, is how to 
retain more value from what is 
already grown. 

To address this question, the min 
istry of food processing industries is 
co-hosting the South Asian Policy 
Leadership for Improved Nutrition 
and Growth (SAPLING) High-Level 
Policy Dialogue in Ahmedabad on 
9-10 June. Led by the World Bank 
Group in partnership with the Gates 
Foundation, SAPLING brings together around 
200 participants from governments, private 
firms, researchers and development partners. 
The aim isto help South Asia identify scalable, 
investnent-ready and innovation-driven solu 
tions that can align policy reform, private cap 
ital, technology, MSMEs and value chains to 
create more jobs. 
Food processing is central to that task. 

Where loss, income and nutrition are tied 
together, processing is a development ques 
tion, not only an industrial one. 

India comes to this Conversation with expe 
rience worth sharing, Processed-food exports 
have groWn from 4.9 billion in 2014-15 to 10.09 
billion in 2024-25. Through the Pradhan Man 
tri Kisan Sampada Yojana, the Pradhan Man 
tri Formalisation of Micro Food Processing 
Enterprises scheme and the Production 
Linked Incentive scheme for Food Processing 
Industries, the ministry has supported mod 
ern supply-chain infrastructure, promoted 
investment, enhanced value addition, 
strengthened micro-enterprises and helped 
bring part of a largely unorganised sector into 
the formal economy. 

stronger post-harvest systems, better logistics 
and greater value addition across the chain. 
Food losses persist where handling. storage, 
transport and processing are weakest. Public 
investment has carried the sector this far, but 
public money can only seed and de-risk. It 
cannot, by itself, supply the volume of capital 
and capability the next stage requires. 

The goal now is to place the country among 
the world's leading food-processing econo 
mies. That will require deeper processing, 

A large number of processing firms are tiny 
units, short of funds and technical knowhow. 
They are close to farmers, local produce and 
employment, but lack the finance and capabil 
ity needed for larger markets. The binding 
question is how private investment and tech 
nical knowhow reach that bottom tier. 

Chirag 
Paswan 

South Asia's processing challenge needs 
investible enterprises, deeper value chains, 
credible standards, supportive policy, private 
finance, technical knowhow and export com 
petitiveness. These are the questions SAP 
LING puts on the table. For the ministry, they 

are the route through which agricul 
tural output becomes economic 
value. The regional frame is essential 
because the constraints do not stop 
at borders. A regional platform lets 
governments, compànies, research 
ers and development partners com pare what has worked, identify solu 
tions that are scalable and invest ment-ready, and build partnerships 
that a single national conversation 

may not produce. 
India brings its production base, policy experience and food-processing ambition to 

this effort. The ambition to become a Global Food Basket cannot rest on volume. It rests on reliability. safe food, value-added products, credible standards, stronger enterprises, bet ter farmer returns and exports that buyers trust. That standard is the same one we would want for the region as a whole. 
Platforms like SAPLING will matter only if they change outcomnes beyond the conference 

room: whether capital moves towards viable 
enterprises, whether technical knowhow 
reaches small firnms, whether firms can meet standards and stay connected to reliable buy ers, and whether farmers and districts retain more value from what they already produce. India's Global Food Basket ambition will be realised when abundance becomes value. South Asia shares this conversion challenge. More processing, less loss, better returns, stronger enterprises and trusted standards: 
That is the story SAPLING gives for the region to write together. 

Chirag Paswan is Union minister offood processing industries. The views expressed 
are personal 
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Protein products flood market, reshape Indian diet Asmita.Dey@timesofindia.com 

Mumbai: Every òther day In 
dians are waking up to ads 
and launches of protein pro 
ducts from eggs to coffee 
and atta, companies are infu 
sing and also adding (extra) 
doses of protein toa range of 
items that are part of consu 
mers' daily meals. Not only 
that, the concept of protein 
has in itself become a trend 
that brands are latching on to 
when pushing new, related 
products to retail shelves 

Marico, for instance, has in 
troduced protein shampoo (it 
prevents protein loss in hair), 
foraying into the hair clean 
sing category. 

Protein intake, once confi 
ned to powders, whích is alre 
ady a RS 8,000 crore market 
and largely driven by fitness 

enthusiasts, is now going ma instream about 80% of the 
consumption is still led by pre 
mium households but middle 
class Indians too are spending 
on it, said Anurag Mathur, 
partner at Bain & Company. 

The adoption of GLP-1 
drugs will only boost protein 
demand. Firms are seeing a 
long-term opportunity here 
and hence the rush of laun 
ches. Analysts, though, have 
called for stricter regulation 
enforcement through a mix of 
checks on ađvertising and 
product formulation to safe 
guard consumers against any 
misleading claims. "The mar 
ket for protein is growing fast. 
It's no longer just gym-goers 
buying tubs of protein pow 
der Regular people are joi 
ning in: office workers, new 
mothers, older people worried 
about weak bones," said Ay 

THE GREAT PROTEIN PUSH 
>From coffee and atta to eggs, brands 
are adding extra protein to daily staples, 
launching new products following the 
protein trend 
> Beyond gym-goers, office 
workers, mothers & elderly 
consumers are driving 
protein demand 
> Swiggy Instamart says 
spends on protein products 
have tripled in two years 

ush Sharma, principal at Ke 
arney adding that the oppor 
tunity is in the protein gap it 
self. "Indians have always had 
the challenge of not getting 
enough protein in their diet," 
said Sharma. 

Protein overload 
From large corporate houses 
to startups -brands are jum 

PROTTN 

>Firms eye 
affordable packs 
and on-the-go 
formats to widen 
adoption in 
smaller towns 
>Cos are racing 
to make protein 
products tasty, 
affordable and 
credible 

pingon to the protein bandwa 
gon, with such products now 
becoming a common sight in 
cafe menus, quick commerce 
apps and social media feeds. 
PepsiCo's Quaker recently in 
troduced a brand refresh as 
part of which it has highligh 
ted the protein and fibre con 
tent on its packs. The brand 
hopes to get new users thro 

ugh the move -those who are 
health conscious but haven't 
explored oats yet., said Saaks 
hi Vermna Menon, chief mar 
keting oficer, foods at Pepsi 
Co India. Startup Eggoz has 
pushed a new protein plus 
eggs into the market, offering 
larger sized eggs which conta 
in more protein. "Globally 
conversations around weight 
management and wellness ha 
ve also brought greater atten 
tion to the importance of pro 
tein intake, particularly in 
supporting balanced nutri 
tion and muscle health," said 
Abhishek Negi, CEO & co-fo 
under at Eggoz. 

Consumers are respon 
ding on Swiggy Instamart, 
spends on protein orders have 
tripled over the past couple of 
years with yogurt and snacks 
becoming the fastest growing 
categories. 

Companies now plan to 
broaden access to protein rich 
foods through affordable pack 
sizes. "We are continuously 
evaluating multiple formats, 
including smaller SKUs, on 
the go-formats to drive wider 
adoption," said Akshali Shah, 
executive director at Parag 
Milk Foods. Consumers are 
seeking options that are con 
venient and easy to include in 
daily diets, said Dr Shantanu 
Das, VP& head of food scien 
ces at ITC. 

Pricing & taste will be key 
Smaller towns, where the real 
volume sits, are just waking 
up to the idea of protein, said 
Kearney's Sharma. "Where 
the market goes next will be 
decided by price, format and 
trust. The wider nutrition 
market is set to become 1.3x in 
just two years," he added. 
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Rema.Nagarajan 
@timesofindia.com 

hirty doctors who were found guilty of accept ing a foreign trip worth Rs 2 crore to Paris and Mona Co funded by a pharma com 
pany come from at least nine 
states.This wasrevealed in re 
sponse to an RTI application. From National Medical Com 
mission's reminder to state 
medical councils (SMCs), it is clearthatsix out of nine coun cils have not submitted any 
action taken report to NMC 
despite the doctors' names be 
ing sent to themn last year. 

30 docs from 9 states guilty of taking pharma co 
junket, no action yet by 6 state medical councils 

Department of pharma 
ceuticals forwarded only 27 of 
30 names to NMC, with no ex 
planation for dropping three 

National Medical Commission 
refused to reveal the names of 
the doctors found guilty 

IldTld 

names. Of these 27, 11 were 
from Maharashtra, three 
each from Gujarat and Telan 
gana, two each from Punjab, 
Karnataka, West Bengal and 
Delhi and one each from As 
sam and Kerala. SMCs of 
these states were sent the 
names of doctors on Dec 15, 

Ilds 

2025, to hold an enquiry and 
"award such punishment as 
deemed necessary". 

On May 26, the ethics and 
medical registration board of 
NMC sent a reminder to the 

state councils of Assam, Del 
hi, Karnataka, Kerala, Telan 
gana and West Bengal, point 
ing out that the action taken 
report was still awaited and 
requesting them "to complete 
the process expeditiously in a 
time bound manner". 

dadres 

Though the name of the 
company bribing the doctors 
with foreign trips was re 
vealed as AbbVie, department 
of pharmaceuticals and NMC 
refused to reveal the names of 
the doctors found guilty by 
two committees constituted 
by the department, pointed 

out Dr Babu KV, the RTI appli 
cant and an ophthalmologist. 

According to MCI Act, if 
a complaint has not been de 
cided by an SMC within six 
months, NMC has the option 
of referring it to its own x 
ethics committee. By June 
15, it will be six months 
since SMCs received the 
complaint and nine months 
since NMC got the names 
from the pharmaceutical de 
partment in Sept 2025. 

In May 2024, department 
of pharmaceuticals received 
a complaint following which 
the department constituted 
formed aspecialcommittee to 
audit AbbVie It concluded 
that AbbVie had violated the Uniform Code of Pharmaceu 
tical Marketing Practices. 
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High protei, healthy: Why brands, 
are bettingon GLP-1-friendly foods 
cONTINUED FROM * 1 

The meals don't work the 
same as the drugs' 
GLP-1-friendly foods generally refer to 
meals designed to keep people fuller for 
longer and avoid sudden hunger spikes. These meals are typically higher in protein 
and fibre, while being more balanced 
than standard fast-food options. "For 
example, a GLP-1 friendly pizza may have a 
high-protein base, lean chicken toppings, 
more fibre, or lower sugar sauces. The 
idea is to create foods that fit better into 
a weight-management lifestyle. But it is 
important to understand that the 'GLP-1 
friendly' foods do not contain weightloss 
medicines or work the same way as these 
drugs. The term is mainly being used for 
meals that are higher in protein, more 
filling, and designed to support healthier 
eating habits. It has 
gained popularity 
as conversations 
around GLP-1 
weight-loss 
drugs continue 
to grow 
globally" 
points out 
Dr Richa 
Chaturvedi, 
Senior 
Consultant, 
Endocrinology. 

GLP1 
Indraprastha Apollot foss Hospital, Delhi. 

Semag 

Effective shift or attention 
grabbing trend? 
Experts say these meals are often nutritionally 
improved versions of everyday comfort foods, 
but the label should not be mistaken for 
a free pass to overconsume. "Individuals 
typically are eating more nutritious versions 
of their everyday foods that are prepared 
with high protein flour, whole grains, lean 
meat, vegetables, and fibre rich foods. 
Athough they are healthier than standard 
fast food, portion control and a healthy 
balance of diet are still crucial for long term 
health and weight management" says Dr 
Chirag Tandon, director, Internal Medicine, ShardaCare Healthcity. 

"In reality, we are still eating regular foods like pizza, pasta, sandwiches, or rice bowls, just with some nutritional modifications" says Dr Richa Chaturvedi, adding, "Calories, sodium, fat content, and portion sizes still matter." 

High-protein meals 
can help with fullness, 
reduce snacking, and 

support weight management 
when combined with a healthy 
lifestyle. But, we also need to be 
practical. A pizza is still a pizza. 

Just because it says 'high protein' 
or 'GLP-1 friendly' it doesn't 

become healthy 

imagery 

- Richa Chaturvedi, Senior 
Consultant, Endocrinology, 

Indraprastha Apollo 
Hospital, Delhi 

DT A imagery 

The larger 
shift 
towarcd 
healthier 
eating 

While 'GLP-1-friendly' 
may currently be a 

buzzword driven by the 
popularity of Ozempic and 

Mounjaro, experts believe the 
broader shift towards healthier 

food is likely to stay. "While the term GLP-1-friendly' is currently being Used 
heavily for marketing and does not have a medically 
regulated definition, the concept itself is rooted in 
genuine nutritional science. Nutrition experts caution 
against over-relying on the label itself, as companies 
are largely using it to attract attention around a trending category. In fact, some brands are already 
moving away from explicitly using 'GLP-1" terminology and instead focusing on terms such as: high-protein, 

fibre-rich foods, portion-controlled and balanced 
nutrition,' explains Dr Rajiva Gupta, Senior Consultant, 
Internal Medicine, CK Birla Hospital, Gurgaon. As per Dr 
(Prof) Sandeep Aggarwal, "Companies are clearly trying to align themselves with the weight-loss and metabolic 
health conversation!" 
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How ICMR is rewiring the health ecosystem 
s the nation advances 
toward.the vision of 
Viksit Bharat 2047, the 
question is not only 

about how to treat disease, but 
how one builds a health system 
that is anticipatory, equitable, and 
innovation-driven. At the heart of 
this transformation lies a 
reimagined approach to health, 
one that connects data to 
decisions and decisions to impact. 

Building on the hard-earned 
lessons of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the Indian Council of Medical 
Research (ICMR), India's apex 
body for biomedical research, has 
undertaken a series of 
forward-looking reforms. These 
reforms range from reimagining its 
institutional architecture to 
strengthening the way research is 
funded and translated into impact. 
This shift reflects a deliberate 
move towards integrated, 
institute-led research aligned with 
national priorities, where science 
is designed not just to generate 
knowledge, but to solve pressing 
public health challenges. 

A strategic reorientation 
A cornerstone of this 

transformation is the restructuring 
of the ICMR's institutional 
architecture. Recent reforms have 
expanded the mandates of several 
institutes, repositioning them as 
interdisciplinary hubs rather than 
narrowly defined entities. The 
evolution of institutes toward 
domains such as digital health and 
data science, child health, and 
women's health reflect the 
changing contours of India's 
disease burden and technological 
capabilities. Another important 
step is the creation of a network of 
regional National Institutes of 
Health Research across the 
country, from Dibrugarh in the 
Northeast to Jodhpur in the west. 
These institutes will conduct 
operational research with State 
and district health systems to 
ensure that relevant research is 
conducted and the output is used 
on the ground. These changes 
signal a strategic reorientation 
toward futureready science, 

Rajiv Bahl 
Secretary to Govt. of 
India, Department of 
Health Research, 
Ministry of Health & 
Family Welfare and 
Director-General, 
Indian Council of 
Medical Research 

The roadmap to 
2047. will be 
shaped by 
advances in 
digital health, 
bio 
manufacturing, 
and sustainable 
development, 
with a strong 
emphasis on 
capacity 
building and 
global 
collaboration 

where AL, genomics, and real-time 
data systems are integral to public 
health decision-making. 

Equally important is the shift 
from compartmentalised 
functioning to a connected 
national research ecosystem. 
Institutes are now envisioned as 
resource centres that contribute to 
a shared national mission, 
ensuring that evidence generated 
in one setting informs action 
across the country. This 
systems-level thinking is critical in 
an era where health challenges, be 
it antimicrobial resistance, 
pandemics, or non-communicable 
diseases, are complex and 
interconnected. Similarly, the 
research funding ecosystem is also 
going through a redesign. 

This integrated continuum 
marks a decisive shift from 
funding projects to enabling 
solutions. It is further reinforced 
by the National Health Research 
Programme (NHRP), which has 
identified 13 priority areas ranging 
from antimicrobial resistance and 
tuberculosis to mental health, 
nutrition, and emergency care. 

Technology, too, is playing a 
transformative role. The 
integration of Al into diagnostics, 
surveillance, and program 
implementation is helping bridge 
longstanding gaps between urban 
and rural healthcare. Al-enabled 
tools for tuberculosis and diabetic 
retinopathy screening are already 
supporting frontline health 
workers, while innovations such 
as Al-driven nutritional 
monitoring are improving 
program delivery at scale. The 
İDrone initiative, which began 
with vaccine delivery and has 
expanded to transport eritical 
medical supplies, exemplifies how 
cutting-edge technology can 
overcome geographic barriers and 
bring care closer to communities. 
At the frontier of science, 
advances across the medtech 
gamut, from medical devices and 
diagnostics to next-generation 
vaccines and therapeutics, are 
enabling more targeted, 
patient-centric interventions. In 
parallel, the integration of 

traditional knowledge systems 
through innovative, 
evidence-based models is gaining 
global recognition. Schemes such 
as First in the World Challenge 
complemented with platforms 
Such as MedTechMitra and the 
Medical Innovations-Patent Mitra 
initiative are accelerating the 
journey from research to 
commercialisation, ensuring that 
publicly funded science translates 
into affordable, accessible 
technologies for the people. 
Towards universal access 
The true measure of these 
reforms, however, lies in their 
impact on public health. Initiatives 
such as the India Hypertension 
Control Initiative have 
demonstrated how 
evidence-based strategies can 
transform chronic disease 
management at sScale. 
Mission-mode programmes in 
emergency care, including möbile stroke units and rapid cardiac 
response systems, are redefining 
outcomes in life-threatening 
conditions. Expanded diagnostic 
networks and indigenous 
technologies are strengthening 
early detection and treatment 
across diseases ranging from 
cancer to infectious outbreaks. 
These efforts are closely aligned 
with the National Health Policy 
2017, which emphasises 
preventive and promotive 
healthcare, universal access, and 
quality of care. 

As we look to the future, the 
vision is clear. The ICMR will 
continue to serve as a catalyst, 
bringing together researchers, 
clinicians, policymakers, and the 
industry to build a resilient health 
ecosystem. The roadmap to 2047 
will be shaped by advances in 
digital health, bio-manufacturing, 
and sustainable development, 
with a strong emphasis on 
capacity building and global 
collaboration. The transformnation 
underway within the ICMR is an 
invitation to all stakeholders to 
participate in this journey and to 
ensure that science serves society in the most meanngful way. 
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URVASH PRASAD 
THE HEADLINE from NFHS-6 on child 
health is heartening. Stunting– children 
whoare too short fortheir age-has declined 
nationallyfrom 35.5per cent to293per cent. That is a substantial improvement and de 
serves recognition. However, read in full, 
NFHS-6's child nutrition story presents a 
more complicated picture: National gains 
arr uneven, several large states havedeterio 
rated. and key drivers of child nutrition re 
main deeply concering 

Sevee wasing, the most dangerous form of acute malnutrition, declined from 7 per 
cent to 52per cent This is a mearningful gain 
that shoud translate into fewer child deaths. 

to fall in order for new ones to 

Yet overall wasting fell onlymarginally, from 19.3 per cent to 19 per cent, meaning neariy one in five Indian children under five re 
mains acutely malnourished. The propor tion of underweight children moved from 
32.1 per cent to 31.8 per cent. Nearly one in 
three Indian children is still underweight. 

NFHS-6data on child nutritionhas sobering warnings 
The state-level data is even more troub-

ling In Jharkhand, underweightprevalence 
increased from 394per cent to 411 per cent. 
In UP, wasting rose from 17.3 per cent to 19.2 
per cent and underweight from 32.1per cent 
to 34.5 per cent. Rajasthan recorded similar 
deterioration, with wasting rising from 16.8 
per cent to 19.8 per cent and underweight 
from 27.6per cent to33.3 per cent. These set 
backs insome oflndia'slargest states are ob 
scured by the national headline. 

The stunting figure itself conceals wide 
disparities. Kerala's stunting rate is 20.1 per 

cent, compared with 35.6 per cent in Bihar 
and 35 per cent in Jharkhand. The gap re 
flects two very different childhood realities under the same national programmes. Jharkhand's wasting rate stands at 22.3per 
cent, more than double Kerala's 10.9 per 
cent, and virtually unchanged from NFHS 
S's 22.4 per cent despite four years of 
programme implementation. 

Only 15.3 per cent of children aged 6-23 

Breastfeeding remains one of the 
most evidence-backed, low-cost 

Dmer kaya Sabha MP, 
is with Shv Sena (UB1) 

public-health interventions 
available Its decline in states with 
high malnutrition burdens is a 

serious policy failure 

months receive an adequate diet, up from11 
per cent. This is progress, but it still means 
more than eight in 10 children during the 
most critical developmental period are not receiving what nutrition science recom 
mends. Dietary adequacy is only 87percent 
in Rajasthan and 119 per cent in Bihar. The decline in stunting has occurred despite this 
gap, not because it has been resolved. 

Perhaps the most worrying finding is 
breastfeeding. Exclusive breastfeeding 
among infants under six months has fallen nationally from63.7 percent to S55.8 percent. 
In UP, it has dropped from 59.7 per cent to 34.6percent.Jharkhandand Rajasthan have 
also seensharp declines. Kerala, in contrast, 
improved from 55.5per cent to 72.7 per cent. Thissuggests the problern is not institutional delivery but postnatal support after dis charge. Breastfeeding remains one of the 

The writer is associate editor. The Indian Express 
ishan bakshi@expressindia.com 

New Delhi 

most evidence-backed, low-cost public 
health interventions available, benefiting 
both child survival and maternmal health. Its 
decline in states with high malnutrition 
burdens is a serious policy failure. 

There are clear successes. Full vaccina 
tion coverage increased from 83.8 per centto 871 per cent, while rotavirus vaccine cover 
agesurged from 36A percent to854percent, reflecting effective national rollout. 

NFHS-6c0nfins India can reducestunt ing, But wasting. dietary inadequacy and de clining breastfeeding remain major risks. Whether the next NFHS shows continued 
progress on stuntingwill depend on whether 
these warming signs are addressed now. 
The writer is senior felow. Pahle India Foundation andformer director, office of vice chairperson, 
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Health is 
wealth and 
both wear 
'away 
COVERNOTE 
K. Nİtya Kalyani 
Health s wealth and conversely, 
I-health is erosion of wealth. 
Conventional wisdom says this is 
where health insurance comes in. 
Until health insurance itself becomes 

a lange drain on the pocket, Ironically. 
Things have been taking this 

direction in the last few years and 
now we have emche hlch where many iums for reasonable levels of 
cover. And, by extension, wondering about health insurance economics 
and what it will become in the future. 
We will come back to this question In 
a bit but first let's take specific 
examples of premium increases. 
Steep inecelisation policy for a 
45-vear-old costs 20,000 to 25,000 
today compared with about 18,000 
to 20,000 a year ago. As much as 15% 
increase in a year is quite a shocker 
but still tame compared with the 25 
30% increases for older people. 

Catch 22: As much as 15% premlum ise In a 
year is quite a shocker. GETTY IMAGE SASTOCK 
Premium rates vary quite a blt by 
coverage, age, location and defnitely 
insurance company, but the direction 
İs clear, namely upwlump is 
Beoe Swhen vou enter a new 
slab with higher rates, that was the 
case until last year. Annual increases 
have started across insurers eas well. are differentiations by zone 

Rising medical inlation The reason offered is rising costs, 
centrally, medical inflation which is 
reportedly about 15% in recentyes 
The customer s ng Going by this 

still 

where ur seven years our 
45-:vear-olds would be paying double 
the premium for the same coverage. 
Or, her premium today will get her 
only half the sum insured 
45-year old, a nremium more inimidaing 

ther 

All this if today's morbidity trends 
remain the same. Cancer diagnoses 
are growing, as are lfestyle diseases 

looking at a 

and God forbid anoUe ln increase 
cove 

Sure, top:ely much lower 
oremiums and has been the portfollo 
tweak many have taken. It has taken 
the heat off those who want higher 
coverage but cringe at the premlum 
rates of basic hosphacic pollcy, 
COmnshe worth of insurance Is 
an inadeguate response. What about 
the cost of medical care WITHOUT 
insurance? Here is a creatve idea -
suggested in CoverNote a couple of 
vears ago- which 
the topic ol a 

S ations and 
not have only a 

top-up cover with a u0 lakh threshold 
and desired sum Insured and be ready 
with funds to meet the first 10 lakh? 

I know amlies that opted for 
Perhaps because pay akh pollcy i,00,000 a yedaim means you 

rage of 

bave naid the entre sum insured as premium and are set to keep paying. Also, perhaps as they were denied 
hospltalisation cover due to sbave 
medical reasons ai e sinuatlon, the 
much of a choice. akes care of peak risk 

mrcency medical fund pays 

speciallslng In insuranc 
Istory) 

bills of up to 10 lakh. Can thls work? 
Yes and No. Let us sec some scenarlos 
in the next Instalment ol Ceveist 
The writer ls a buSonorate 

In a partCular mutual lund. 
depcsi 

e and Send querles on pehehindu.coo 
Invesling oonal financo wll 
respond to select querles, but will not gve 
specfke recommendauans lor nvd 
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me ccongmt me 
Disable Bureaucratic 
Blindness, Empathise 
In a country where even able-bodied people find it difficult to negotiate infrastructural deficiencies and unmindful plan ning, the case of Falguni Maheshwari is a reminder that for differently-abled people, life in India can be one of perpetual 
crisis which, instead of being solved, one is forced to get used 
to. Or not. Maheshwari, a student in Germany, was stopped at 
Ahmedabad airport from boarding her flight to Bhuj because 
she did not have a fit-to-fly certificate. Wheelchair-bound Ma 
heshwari flew on a 9-hr flight from Frankfurt without a hitch 
on the same airline, Air India, but was deboarded from her do 
mestic connection, leaving her stranded at the gate. 
Recall a 2022 Ranchi airport case where IndiGo barreda tee 

nager with a neurological disability be 
cause staff 'panicked'. Or the tragic 2024 
Mumbai incident where an 80-yearold 
man died after Air India failed to provide 
pre-booked wheelchair, forcing him to 

walk 1.5 km? This is unthinking bureau 
cratic blindness. Ground teams routinely 
throw up barriers, hide behind vague 'sa fety' jargon, and treat assistive service as a burden. This pro 

blem is not confined to airports. Police naka points suddenly 
pop up on our roads without any logic or warning-an arbitra 
ry roadblock created by people in uniform simply because 
they have the power to do so. 
DGCA's manual is clear: airlines can't demand medical certi 

ficates unless a passenger has a contagious or life-threatening 
condition. While Maheshwari's mistreatmentexposes a shock 
ing lack of empathy, it points to a deeper malaise: failure of ba 
sic institutional training. Why can't airlines institutionalise 
this: if itneeds a document, ask for it at the time of booking. Ru 
les should be made to serve people, not the other way around. 
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Delhi's infant feeding practices see sharpP dip acrosS nutrition indicators: NFHS 
Early initiation of •Feedingpractices, nutrition received by children in Delhi breastfeeding is 
widely regarded 
as critical for 
newborn survival 
Ankita Upadhyay 

Theshare ofbabies breastfed 
within one hour of birth 
dropped from 512% in NFHS-S 
(2019-21) to 45.1% in the latest 
survey. The drop is significant: 

bf earlyinitiation ofbreastfeeding 
is widely regarded as critical for 
newborn survival, helping in 
fants receive colostrum - the 
antibody-rich first milk-and es 
tablishing feeding patterns 
linked to sustained breastfeed 
ingin eaty life. 

New Delhi, June 7 

CHILD FEEDING practices in 
Delhi have significantly deterio 
rated over the past three years, according to new data released 
by the National Family Health 
Survey (NFHS-6) 2023-24, with 
dips observed across nearly every keyindicatorofinfant and 
young child nutrition. 

The data shows that exclus 
ive breastfeeding among infants 
aged below six months saw an 
even sharper decline: from 
64.3% to 48.3%. Exclusive 
breastfeeding is defined as feed 
ingonly breast milk -including 
expressed milk or milk from a 
wet nurse - with no other food 
or drink, not even water, except 
oral rehydration solution and 
prescribed drops orsyrups, such 
as vitamins or medicines. 

The Workd Health Organiza 
tion recommends exclusive 
breastfeeding for the first six 
months of life, noting that 
breastnilk alone provides all 
required eneryy and nutrients 
whlle ptolecting ayainst com 

Overl byeastlodingoover 
tas alsy liped, with the 

prupprton of bables reccivíng 
brcasnl declining from 4 
to b6%. The share of intants who wete cxcluslvely or pre 

Children under3 yrs tbreastfed within 1 hr of birth 45.1 
Children under 6 months exclusively breastfed 
Children under 6 months currently breastfed 
Children under 6 months exclusively or 
predominantly breastfed 
Children aged 6-8 months receiving breastmlk and complementary food 
Children aged 6-23 months receiving breastmilk and adequate diet 
Children aged 6-23 months receiving 
adequate diet, but not breastmilk 
Children aged 6-23 months 
receiving adequate diet 
Stunted (height-for-age) 
Wasted (weight-for-height) 

|Severely wasted (weight-for-height) 
Underweight (weight-for-age) 
Overweight (weight-for-height) 

16% 
Decline in exclusive breast 
feeding (under 6 months) 

dominantly breastfed fell from 
83.9% toT2.2%. 

Among older infants, feed 
ing practices also deteriorated. 
Theproportion of children aged 
6-8 months receiving comple 
mentary food alongside breast 
milk declined from 62.9% to 
S2.5%.Only l1.2% children aged 
6-23 months were receiving a 
minimum adequate diet, down 
from 16% - suggesting that 
nearly nine in ten children in 
this age group are not receiving 
basic standards ofdietary diver 
sity and meal frequency. 

Doctors and public health 
experts say the trend points to a 
broader breakdown in early childlhood practices. Dr Uma Valton pi ,director ofolsitris andgynaecology at 
Fortis Ilospital Shalimar Bagh, terned the decline "a matter of 
concern", noting that despite 

|71% 

Urban (%) Rural (%) Total as per 
NFHS-6(%) 

475 

88 

71.9 

1 

522 

12 

11.3 

26.4 

15.1 

4.2 

27.4 

1.8 

46.6 

10.4 

8.9 

28.5 

10.3 

0.0 
26.6 

0.3 

Decline in children getting breastmilk 
and an adequate diet (6-23 months) 

routine counselling, many 
mothers are unable to continue 
exclusive breastfeeding for the 
recommended duration. 

She said returning to work 
early after childbirth is a major 
factor, with many women intro 
ducing formula or other feeds 
within a few months to accom 
modate care-giving arrange 
ments. The issue, she added, is 
not limited to workingmothers. 
"Even among homemakers, we 
have observed a growing ten 
dency to discontinue breast 
feeding early, often due to lack 
of sustained encouragement." 
Valdyanathan sald. 

Ihere s generally no such 
thing as a biological failure of 
Lactatlon," she sald, addingthat 
most women are physically ca 
pableofbreastleeding foroneto two years, but increasingly ch005e not to continue. 

two promising athletes that ended 

45.1 

48.3 

88 

72.2 

52.5 

10.9 

11.9 

11.2 

26.4 

15.0 

4. 

274 

1.7 

NFHS-5 
(2019-21) (%) 
51.2 

64.3 

96 

83.9 

62.9 

18 

8.6 

16 

30.9 

11.2 

4.9 

21.8 

4.0 

5.6% 
Underweight 
children 

Dr Neelam Benara, Consul tant, Obstetrics and Gynaecol 
ogy at Kailash Hospital, Noida, 
said the NFHS-6 findings point 
to a worrying decline across 
multiple indicators. The reduc 
tions in early initiation, exclus 
ive breastfeeding, timely com plementary feeding and dietary 
adequacy, she said, suggest that 
manychildren are not receiving 
optimal nutrition during a criti 
calwindowofgrowth and devel 
opment. While the survey does 
not identify speciflc causes, she 
sald possible barriers include 
gaps in breastfeeding support, caregiver awareness and nutrt 
tlon counselling 

Dr Valdyanathan cautļoned 
against a growing rellančeoH 
be assoclated with higher rates 
fornula feeding, saying it may 
of digestive issues and allergy like symptoms. 

• Skywatch 

Forecast: June 8, 2026 
Partly cloudy sky, 
possibility of thunder. 
MAX: 41-43 
3°Cabove normal 

MIN: 24-26 
3.6°C below normal 

• AQITracker 

Anand Vlhar 
Poor 
AQ1:276 

Jahangirpuri 
Moderate 
AQI:178 

JNU 
Moderate 
AQI:124 

Rohini 
Moderate 
AQI:160 

o Good (0-50) 
Satisfactory (51-100) 

•Moderate (101-200) 
Poor (201-300) 
Very Poor (301-400) 
•Severe (401-500) 

Govt to induct 
2,800 e-buses 
under Centre's 

Devansh Mittal 
New Delhi, June 7 

PME-DRIVE 

THE DELHI government is set 
toinduct 2,800 air-conditioned 
low-floor electric buses under 
the Centre's PM Electric Drive 
Revolution in Innovative Ve 
hicle Enhancement (PM E 
DRIVE) scheme. including 
1400 nine-metre buses and 
1,400 twelve-metre buses, as 
part of its plan to expand the 
city's public transport fleet. 
Transport Minister Pankal 
Kumar Singh sald on Snkay. 

The proposed fleet is ex 
pected to improveconnectivity 
across the clty, rticularly in 
port acoess, The nix f nlne 
arcas wth limitexpubktrus 

metre and twelve-inette bus 
is intendelloervetohncigh 
tourhoxl routes and high-de 
mand coridors, said ottkials. 

The govenment said that 
cuITently, ncatly 4.3(0 clrtric 
buses opetate in ¢lhi and i 



nDetailed NFHS 
report will provide 
a broader picture 
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Press Trust of India 
NEW DELHI 

Union Health Ministry 
sources addressed criti 
cism directed at "missing" 
indicators, such as anae 
mia, sanitation, and cover 
age of clean cooking fuel, 
in the National Family 
Health Survey (NFHS)-6 
factsheets saying those are 
being monitored through 
dedicated national surveys 
and administrative data 
bases, and were not “dupli cated" in the preliminary release. 

Responding to "com 
mentary in sections of the 
media regarding the ab 
sence of certain indica 
tors", official sources said 
the factsheets represent 
the first stage of dissemina 
tion and cover 101 major indicators intended to pro 
vide a concise snapshot of 
India's most critical health 
and demographic trends. 

"The factsheets are the 
first stage of dissemina 
tion. The detailed national 
report will provide a much 
broader picture" sources 
said. The report will be re 
leased subsequently with a 
much wider range of indi 
cators, detailed analyses 
and methodological 
documentation. 
The aim is to ensure 

that each indicator is re 
ported through the most appropriate and authorita 
tive source, reducing dupli 
cation and improving over 
all data coherence," 
Sources said. They said sey 
eral indicators cited as 
"missing" from the fact 
sheets are being monitored 
through dedicated nation 
al systems. Sanitation and 
clean cooking fuel cover 
age, for instance, are 
tracked through special 
ised surveys and adminis 
trative platforms such as 
Swachh Survekshan Gra 
meen and the Statistics 
and Programme Imple 
mentation Ministry's sur 
veys, making duplication 
within the factsheets unne 
cessary, they said. 

Key statistics relating to 
mortality, birth registra 
tion and population cha 
racteristics continue to be 
generated through systems 
such as the Sample Regis tration System, Civil Regis tration System and Census 
framework. 
On the absence of anae 

mia estimates in the fact 
sheets, they said that hae 
moglobin testing was not 
undertaken in NFHS-6 due 
to concerns surTOunding 
the capillary blood sam 
pling methodology used in 
previouS rounds. 
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New Delhi: Exposure to air 
pollution during pregnancy 
may do far more than affect a 
mother's health. A new study 
by researchers at AIIMS Delhi 
has found that fine particulate 
matter in polluted air can da 

t mage the placenta, restrict fe 
tal growth, increase the risk of 
low birth weight and pregnan 
cy complications, and may 
even affect a child's develop 
ment after birth. 

Hidden victims: Air pollution 
may harm babies before birth 

Published in EMBO Mole 
cular Medicine, the study ex 

ds amined how urban particulate 
-le matter (PM2.5 and PM10) affects 
C2 pregnancy through laboratory 
y experiments, animal models 

and human data. Researchers 
er found that tiny pollution parti 

cles can cross the placental bar 
rier, trigger inflammation and 

73 oxidative stress, and interfere 
with the placenta's ability to 

re supply oxygen and nutrients to 
the developing baby. 

a 

mal curriculum while attemp 
ting to retain some internatio 

The team observed that ex 
posure to urban particulate 

ly. matter impaired key placental 
al functions, including blood ves 
n- sel formation, nutrient trans 
ew port and fetal growth. In ani 
rs mal studies, pregnant rats exX 

posed to pollution had smaller litters, abnormal placentas 
and babies with reduced birth 
weight and growth. 

ir 

ur, 

Anuja.Jaiswal@timesofindia.com 

na 

78 The findings were suppor 
he ted by an analysis of 994 preg 
or nancies from regions with dif 
eed ferent pollution levels. Resear 

chers found that higher PM2.5 
exposure was associated with 

nd a greater risk of low birth we 
Hed ight and preeclampsia, a po ing tentially serious pregnancy 
h complication marked by high 
the blood pressure. 

n 

schools are being shifted to 
Sanskrit. "The biggest issue 

Corresponding author Prof 

POLLUTANTS CAN ENTER PLACENTA 
Air pollution & pregnancy: 
What AlIMS found 
Study: 
994 pregnancies 
+ laboratory and 
animal research 

particles can 
enter the 
placenta 

Disrupt nutrient 
and oxygen 
delivery 

HOW P0LLUTION 
AFFECTS THE BABY 
Pollution 

Pollutants 
studied 
PM2.5 
PM10 

Trigger 
inflammation 

2 Preeclampsia 
1 Low birth weight 

and oxidative 
stress 

Affect fetal 
growth and 
development 

WHAT POLLUTION 
MAY CAUSE? 

3 Impaired fetal growth 
4 Developmental 
changes after birth 

bility However, nothing has be 
en finalised yet," she said. 

KEY 
FINDING 
Pollution 
SuppresSses 
IGFBP3, a gene 
important 

Subhradip Karmakar fromn the 
biochemistry department at 
AIIMS Delhi said gestational 
exposure to PM2.5 and PM10 co 
uld breach the placental barri 
er and trigger oxidative stress and inflammation, affecting ge 
nes thatregulated fetal growth. 

Al Image 

for healthy 
fetal growth 

"We also found evidence of 
toxic metals such as lead, cad 
mium and antimony accumu 
lating in placental tissue, sug 
gesting that pollutants can re 
ach the fetus and potentially 
influence growth and neuro 
development," he said. 

One of the study's key dis 
cOveries was the identification 
of a gene called IGFBP3, which 
plays an importantrole in fetal growth. Researchers fo 

und that pollution-rela 
ted inf nation supp 

TOXIC METALS 
DETECTED 

Lead 

Cadmium 

Antimony 

resses this gene, potentially 
disrupting placental develop 
ment and healthy fetal growth. 

guara 
from 
passa 
"No-l 

T 
and e 
mem 
pers 
oS We 
get t 
thre: 
OS Or 
il an 

nel t 
"pro 
pena 
insic 
with 
was 
near 

Rajk 
the a 
socia 
Pakc 
ena's 
So ar 

tions 
ups 
man 
suir 
Sou 

1,20 
stat 
sed 

1 

cri 

t The study also found evi 
dence that toxic metals pre 
sent in polluted air, including 
lead, cadmium and antimony, 
can accumulate in placental 
cells andmay be transferred to 
the fetus. Offspring exposed to 
pollution dring pregnancy 
showed behavioural and deve 
lopmental changes after birth Re 
in animal experiments. 
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Researchers said the fin 
dings provided fresh evidence 
that air pollution was not only 
arespiratory and cardiovascu-
lar health issue but also a sig 
nificant threat to maternal 
and child health. They stres 
sed the need for stronger pollu- t 
tion-control measures, 
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bAS PARKINSON'S PRoGRESSIVELY ERODED HIS ABILITY TO PLAY GUITAR, MUSsICIAN SAMUEL SMITH USED A.[-GENERATED DEMOS TO HELP COMPLETE TRACKS ON HIS SECOND ALBUM, THE ART OF LETTING GO 

He could no longer play guitar because of Parkinson's; Al helped him finish an album 
Mustakim Hasnath 
London, June 7 

SAMUEL SMITH spent years 
writing songs with a guitar in 
his hands. 

Now, the London-based 
singer-songwriter is using ar 
tificial intelligence toolsto help 
him continue making Ameri 
cana music after Parkinson's 
disease largely took away his 
ability to play guitar. 

Smith, who was diagnosed 
with the progressive neurologi 
cal disorder in 2020, recently re 
leased his second album, The 

t An ofLetting Go. For one of the 
eight tracks, an instrumental 
piece titled Horizon, he relied 
onplatforms thatuse AItogen 

erate music to create demo ar 
rangements that would convey 
his vision to the musicians who 
recorded the song. 

The denoelodies in s he created i by humming 
hisphone and uploading the re 
cordings into song generators 
like Suno and Udio weren't for 
mixing into the final studio ver 
sion of Horizon, Smith stressed 
But tremors, stiffness and fa 
tigue, which are common symp 
toms of Parkinson's, caused his 
guitar skills to deteriorate during 
the more than a year he worked 
on the album, he said. 

"So then I'm faced witha 
question," Smith, 49, said. 
Don't play, don't be creative, 
or find a way out, find a route.' 

And for me, this was the route." 
Generative Al has divided 

the music industry, whose art 
ists and record labels have com 
plained of their copyrighted work being used to train the 
models behind AI-powered 
musictools. Sony Music Enter 
tainment, Universal Music 
Group and Warner Records 
sued Suno and Udio in June 
2024, although Universal later 
reacheda settlement and part 
nership deal with Udio and 
Warner did the same with Suno. 

Less discussed is what those 
platforms can do when em 
ployed by a serious musician 
like Smith, whose disease af 
fects the tools central to his 
songwriting and identity asa 

Sam Smith editing audio tracks at his home in London. AP 

guitarist: his hands. He re 
leased his debut altbum, "In the 
Springtime" in 2023, saying he 
wanted to give his two sons a 

way to remember when he 
could perform and record 
music himself 

"Id always written, I'd also 

played, I always sung," he saíd. 
"And immediately it becanme 
clear to me that Iwas in trouble, 
that my music was going to be 
seriously compronmised. 

esys AImusicgenerators 
tems trained on large datasets 
of recorded music and audio. 
The platforms analyze patterns 
in melody, harmony, and 
rhythm before generating new 
audio based on prompts or up 
loaded recordings. Users don't 
need musical talent to end up 
witha serviceable song, or even 
a popular one. 

Smith said producing con 
vincing demos from the syn 
thetictracks the apps generated 
often required "S0, 100, 150 at 
tempts" and extensive editing 

"to get something that sounds 
close to my music." After hum 
minga song into his phone and 
uploading the recording, he 
gives S prompts describing in strumentation, mood and style. 

"AIis not replacing anything 
forme," he said. "It's unlocking, 
it's enabling. It's allowing me to 
keep writing. I upload my 
lyrics; AI doesn't create my 
lyrics. I upload my music; AI 
does not create my music. 

He added: "It then brings it 
to life in away that I can play to 
session players and say, Here, 
that's what I'm thinking, that is 
what I'm The albur as produced by 
Grammy-winning pianist and 
producer Matt Rollings, who 

T 
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assembled a group of estab 
lished roots and bluegrass 
musicians for the project. They 
included dobro player and 16 
time Grammy winner Jerry 
Douglas, Grammy-winning 
banjo player Alison Brown, 
fiddler Stuart Duncan, guitarist 
Bryan Sutton, bassist Viktor 
Krauss and singers Jonatha 
Brooke and Glen Phillips. 

For Smith, the experience of 
singing in a Nashville studio 
alongside musicians he had ad 
mired for decades was "an 
extraordinary moment." 

Smith said he thinks his ex 
perience demonstrated how AI 
could benefit society and ex 
pand creative access, if it's de 
veloped responsibly. AP 


