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Draft health research policy proposes 
Overhaul of India's research ecosystem 
Bindu Shajan Perappadan 

NEW DELHI 

The Centre has released 
the draft National Health 
Research Policy, 2026, that 
seeks to align the country's 
scientific research more 
closely with its disease bur 
den and public health 
priorities, proposing a 
wide-ranging restructuring 
of India's health research 
ecosystem with a sharper 
focus on indigenous inno 
vation, evidence-based 
policymaking, and meas 
urable outcomes. 

Prepared by the Depart 
ment of Health Research, 
the draft is the first attempt 
at a unified national frame 
work spanning biomedical 
science,,clinical medicine, 
public health, epidemiolo 
gy, digital health, health 
systems, behavioural 
sciences, and emerging , technologies. 

The Ministry has invited 
stakeholder feedback be 

Among the key proposals is a 
system for identifying priority 
research areas. 

fore the policy is finalised. 
It aims to address long 
standing problems, includ 
ing fragmented research 
efforts, wide regional dis 
parities in research capaci 
ty, and the slow translation 
of scientific findings into 
actual healthcare delivery 
and policy. 

While India has built 
considerable scientific cap 
ability through institutions 
such as the Indian Council 
of Medical Research 

(ICMR), universities, medi 
cal colleges and other re 
search bodies, the policy 
points out that this capabil 
ity remains concentrated 
in a handful of institutions 
and States. 

Research priorities, 
notes, do not always track 
the country's real disease 
burden, health-system 
gaps, equity concerns or 
its preparedness for future 
public health emergencies. 
Administrative and regula 
tory delays, it adds, conti 
nue to slow down research 
even when funding is not 
the constraint. 
Among the key propo 

sals is a systerm for periodi 
cally identifying priority 
research areas, based on 
disease burden, scientific 
opportunity, equity, pan 
demic preparedness and 
strategic national interest 
an agenda to be drawn 

up in consultation with 
States, Union Territories, 
researchers, health profes 

sionals, patients and com 
munity representatives. 
Three-tier structure 
The draft also lays out a 
three-tier governance 

National 
Health Research Steward 
ship Committee for overall 
strategic coordination, the 
Department of Health Re 
search as the nodal imple 
menting agency, and the 
ICMR as the scientific and 
technical-lead. States, in 
turn, will be expectęd to 
weave research more tight 
ly into local health pro 
grammmes and service 
delivery. 

structure: 

Ethics, research integri 
ty, data governance, cyber 
security and community 
participation have been 
placed at the core of this 
framework. Long-term na 
tional targets have also 
been proposed for re 
search investment, medi 
cal science Ph.D., publica 
tions, and patents. 
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Researchers increasingly turned to aptamers - synthetic DNA or RNA strands that bind selectively to target proteins - because they are cheaper, more stable and easier to manufacture than antibodies. GETIY IMAGES 

How protein biosensors can shrink 
the timeline of medical emergencies 
Proteins are important diagnostic targets because they are involved in almost every biological process: over the last two decades, scientists have 
developed aptamers for hundreds of disease-relevant proteins and have become the recognition element of choice in adyanced biosensor designs 

Manjeera GowTavaram 

patient arrives at a hospital 
showing signs of sepsis, a 
deadly condition where the 
immune system attacks its own 

body after an infection. Sepsis kills 11 
million people every year. Doctors must 
treat it within hours to save lives, but 
standard blood tests take up to 48 hours 
for results. 

Last year, researchers reported a 
sensor platform capable of detecting 
multiple immune proteins linked to sepsis 
from a blood sample in real time. It was 
also compact enough for bedside use. The 
device was a protein biosensor - and it 
was based on six decades of research and 
technological development to read the 
body's molecular signals at a speed 
compatible with acute medical needs. 

Early-warning system 
Proteins are important diagnostic targets 
because they are involved in almost every 
biological process. At any given moment, 
thousands of them are circulating in the 
blood: they einflammation, caTy een cells, and hght oxygen, signal 
infection. 

When something goes wIong, proteins 
often change first. Troponin levels in the 
blood rise within hours of a heart attack. 
Procalcitonin levels increase during 
bacterial infections. Certain 
cancer-associated proteins appear in 
blood long before a tumour i r is visible on 
any scan. If these protein levels are 
measured accurately and quickly, 
clinicians can gain time to optimise 
treatrnent before the disease becomes too 
severe. 

Scientists conceived of protein 
bíosensors when they were studying ways 
to monitor glucose. In 1962, the American 
biochemist Leland C. Clark, Jr. and microbiologist Champ Lyons described 
the first functional biosensor in the form 

of an electrode coated with an enzyme 
that reacted with glucose to produce a 
measurable electrical current. 

Modern biosensor researchers 
continue to use this basic design, pairing 
a biological recognition element with a 
signal-converting transducer. However, 
glucose is a comparatively simpler target 
than proteins. Blood contains thousands 
of structurally diverse proteins at the 
same time. Identifying a single target 

ires a way nrecision. 
molecules 

with extraordinary 
Antibodies provided first viable 

solution to detect proteins in a targeted 
way. Since they are produced naturally by 
the immune system, they can be attached 
to sensor surfaces to capture and identify 
specific proteins. The flip side was that 
antibodies are expensive to produce and 
even snmall amounts of heat, movement or 
improper storage e can render them 
useless. This pushed researchers towards 
aptamers - short, synthetic strands o DNA or RNA that bind to target proteins 
with high selectivity. They are also 
cheaper, more stable, and, unlike 
antibodies, can be produced entirely 
within a laboratory, sidestepping the 
biological systems that make antibody 
manufacturing difficult. 

reo 

Over the last two decades, scientists 
have developed aptamers for hundreds of 
disease-relevant proteins and have 
become the recognition element of choice 
in advanced biosensor designs. 

Current landscape Today, protein biosensing lies at the 
materials intersection of chemistry 

science, and electronics. 
Nanotechnology significantly enhanced 

the sensitívity of biosensors by 
incorporating gold nanoparticles, carbon 
nanotubes, graphene, and materials 
called MXenes to build sensor surfaces. 
The high surface area of these 
nanomaterials gives more protein binding 

sites while their electrical properties 
generate stronger signals. Thus biosensors 
have become able to detect proteins even 
at low concentrations, when a disease is 
just setting in. 

This nanotechnology infrastructure has 
more recently converged with 
biotechnological tools like Clustered 
Regułarly Interspaced Short Palindromic 
Repeats (CRISPR). Although best known 
for gene editing, when CRISPR enzymes 
are coupled with aptamers on a sensor's 
surface, a target protein's binding can be 
made to trigger a large and distinct signal. 
This approach has already been 
demonstrated to detect malaria, 
SARS-CoV-2, and many biomarkers of 
cancer. Finally, the CoVID-19 pandemic 
allowed these technologies' developers to accelerate scaling, e pandemic 
presented a strong dernand for rapid, 
portable diagnostics. 

The sepsis platform mentioned earlier 
paired a gold-silver alloy nanostructue 
with a machine-learning systemt 
analyse complex signals. This setup could 
confirm an infection and also distinguish 
between disease stages to guide treatment 
decisions. 
Healthcare workers are also applying 

multi-marker detection to pancreatic 
cancer, a disease with high mortality 
because it is currently usually detected 
only when it has become advanced. In a 
June 2025 review, University of Science 
and Technology Beijing researchers said 
several protein markers can now be 
simultaneously directed using a single 
platform, offering the best chance of 
imp Researay diagnosis. are also exploring 
wearable monitoring. For example, in 
December 2025, a (separate) team from 
China reported an aptamer-coated 
microneedle array that could sample 

skin of animals it proteins through the s was tested with. Their goal was to make a 
patch that could stick on the skin and 

monitor inflammatory or cardiac issues 
continuously and send data to a phone. 

Scientists and engineers are also 
adapting this technology for 
environmental and industrial uses in the 
form of cetrl machinery like ebiosensors. Here, using 
isolated 
enzymes and regulatory molecules 
without maintaining live cells, these 
platforms can detect heavy metal 
contamination in water, trace antibiotic 
residues, identify foodborne pathogens in supply chains, and screen for biological 
threat agents. 

Different future 
The next step involves closed-loop 
systems - devices that can use artificial 
intelligence to interpret multi-protein 
sensor outputs and feed that information 
directly to automated therapeutic 
responses. This mnodel could, in principle, 
trigger a drug delivery mechanism or 
adjust an ongoing infusion in response to real-time protein data. To this end. in 
November 2025, Turkish researchers 
published a proof-of-concept implantable 
sensor that used genetically engineered 
bacteria to detect target molecules in 
surrounding tissue and transmit data 
wirelessly from inside the body. 

Several logistical hurdles remain before 
widespread clinical implementation. 
Biological recognition elements degrade 
over time, particularly due to heat. 
Baseline protein levels vary between 
individuals, complicating universal 
calibration. Many perfornnant sensors are 
only laboratory prototypes, with no 
indications as to their scalability. 
Regulatory approval also requires 
extensive clinical validation, demanding 
substantial investments. 

However, the field seems set to address 
them over time. 

Manjeera Gowravaram has a PhD in 
RNA biochemistry and works as a freelance 
science writer. 

Please send in your answers t 
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Weekly Insulin Shots Now In 
India. Here's How They Work 

What does insulin do? 

For those with high diabetes that cannot be controlled by 
medicines, insulin jabs are the only 
effective management tool, but a 
painful one because they need to 
be administered daily. That 
changed last week with the launch 
of Awiqli, the first weekly insulin 
jab, which was introduced in lndia 
by pharma giant Novo Nordisk. India 
is the seventh country to get Awiqli 

Acts like a key, helping 
glucose move from blood 
into muscle and fat cells for 
energy or storage 

Tells liver to stop making 
and releasing extra glucose 
into bloodstream 

Without enough insulin, 
glucose builds up in blood 
and cells starve, leading to 
organ damage over time 

How many types of 
insulin do we have? 

Rapid-acting: Starts 
in 10-20 minutes; 
taken just before 
meals to control 
post-meal spikes 

Short-acting (regular): 
Starts in 30-60 
minutes and 
lasts 6-8 hours; 
often taken 

30 minutes 
before meals 

Intermediate-acting: Lasts 
12-18 hours; gives 
"background" 
cOverage, usually 
twice daily 

Long-acting basal: Flatter 
24-hour effect; 
taken once a 
day for steady 
background 

insulin 

India's Diabetes Burden 

TOI HealthTech 

101 million 

TIPS TRENDS & TECH 

136 million 

Awigli' 

Asaiol 

What makes Awigli different? 
It's a new type of ultra-long 

basal insulin (insulin icodec) 
in which the molecule has 
been altered so that it clears 
more slowly from the blood 

That ensures it replicates 
the low, steady trickle of 
insulin a healthy pancreas 
normally releases between 
meals and overnight 

E When injected under the 
skin, icodec sticks to albumin 
to create a circulating 
"storage depot 

From this depot, very small 
amounts of insulin detach and 
bind to insulin receptors on 
cells continuously over 7 days 
DOne weekly dose is 
calculated to match seven 
daily basal doses, giving 
similar total glucose-lowering 
Over a week 

What Trials Showed 

Time spent in healthy 
blood sugar range was 
similar; some studies 
showed a slight advantage 
for weekly insulin in 
Type 2 diabetes 

WEDNESDAY, JULY 15, 

I In Type 2 diabetes, weekly 
insulin had broadly similar 

Indians estimated to have diabetes; 
among the highest globally 

may be prediabetic, many 
undiagnosed 

What does it 
mean for costs? 
Awigli dose (70 units) 

ONWARDS trials (a global clinical programme evaluating 
once-weekly insulin icodec for adults with Type 1 or 
Type 2 diabetes) conducted in more than 4,000 patients 
worldwide, including Indian participants, showed overall 
drop in HbAlc with weekly insulin was very close to daily 
basal insulin (differences generally within a few tenths of 
a percentage point) 

7261 
Equivalent units of 
daily basal insulin 
345-453 

rates of low sugar 
epis0des compared with 
daily basal insulin 
In Type 1 diabetes, weekly 

insulin showed more 
hypoglycemia than daily 
basal insulin, especially in 
early phase of treatment 

Prevalence rose to 114% of 
the population In 2023, from 
7.5% In 2017 (Lancet) 

Only about 6 milllon 
use insulin 
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In Census, caste category 
must not be open-ended 

GowD KIRAN 
KUMAR 

The experience 
of the Socio 

Economic and 
Caste Census, 

2011 is a 
cautionary 

example. The 
use of an open 

column 
resulted in over 

46lakh 
different caste 
entries, largely 
due to spelling 
variations, sub 

castes and 
inconsistent 
reporting 

RE ECENTNEWS 
reports indicate that therehearsal for 

the second phase of Census2027 includes an "open column" forrecording caste. While thegovernment 
has clarified that the final methodology will be de 
cided after evaluating feedback from the test exer 

cise, experience fromprevioussurveyssuggests that relyingsolely 
on an open-text response without a standardised coding frame 
work can undermine the objective of caste enumeration. 

The experience of the Socio-Economic and Caste Census 
(SECC), 2011 is a cautionary example. Theuse ofan open column 
resulted in over46 lakh different caste entries, largelydueto spell 
ing variations, regional names, sub-castes, synonyms, and in 
consistent reporting, Asaresult, the data could not be effectively 
classified orofficially released forpolicypurposes. Thisstands in 
contrastto earlier and morestructuredexercises.The1931 Census 
recorded approximately 4,147 castes, while the Anthropological 
Survey of India identified around 6,325 castes in 1951. More re cently, stațes that adopted a standardised codingmethodology 
have shown that accurate enumeration is feasible and reliable. 

The Bihar Caste Survey (2023) identified209 castes, including 
112 in therecognised state list ofExtremely Backward Classes,30 
under OBCs, 22 SCs, 32 STs, seven Upper Castes, and two Other Related Castes. The Telangana Socio-Economic, Educational, 
Employment, Political and Caste Survey, 2024 identified 242 castes: 133 Backward Classes, 59 Scheduled Castes, 32Scheduled 
Tribes, and 18 Other Castes. Both relied on officially recogised 
caste lists and assignedstandardişed codesto each caste, ensuring 
consistency and minimising duplication. 

AstheUniongovermment finalises the methodologyfor Cen 
sus2027, it must constitute an expert committee to determine the 
authoritative source for caste coding. The committee should , 
examinewhat the framework should be based on: State-wise lists 
ofSCs, STs, and OBCs; the central list of OBCs maintained by the 
National Commission for Backward Classes; the caste database 
maintainedby the Anthropological Survey ofIndia; or aharmon 

ised national masterlistintegratingthese while accommodating 
state-specific variations. The identification ofUpper Castes also 
requires a clear framework. Since EWS certificates are issued to 
persons belongingto communities not included in the SC, ST, or 
OBC categories, the government already has an administrative 

basis for identifying such communities. This can be refined and 
incorporated into the Census codingmethodology. Anopen col 
umnshould remain available only to capture genuine omissions, 
new caste names, or regional variations. 

A well-designed caste census is not merely about counting 
communities; it is about generating accurate data to identify 
deprivation, measure inequality, and formulate targeted policies 
for communities that remain socially and educationally back 
ward. The success of Census 2027 will depend on the govern 
ment's abilityto classifyevery recorded castethrough atranspar 
ent, standardised, and nationally accepted coding system. 

The writer is nationalpresident, All india OBC Students Association 



president of Iran. 

Congo launches trial, 
of experimental drug 
for rare Ebola strain 
Reuters 
July 14 

RESEARCHERS IN the Demo 
cratic Republic of Congo said on 
Tuesday they have started en 
rolling participants in a trial 
testing Gilead Sciences' experi 
mental antiviral obeldesivir as 
a post-exposure treatment for 
the ongoing Bundibugyo Ebola 
outbreakin Congo and Uganda. 

do what you can to make them 

Congo's National Institute 
for Biomedical Research and France's ANRS Emerging Infec tious Diseases,'with support 
from humanitarian aid groups, AllianceforInternational Medi cal Action (ALIMA) and Mede cins Sans Frontieres, are leading the trialin Ituri proince, the epi centre of the outbreak, the agencies said in astatement. 

The trial is designed to as 
sess whether post-exposure 
treatment can reduce the risk 
of developing Ebola infection 
after contact with the virus. 

The study aims to enroll 
about 1,000 people aged 12 
years and older, who had high 
risk exposure tO a confirmed 
Ebola case within the previous 
five days but have not devel 
oped symptoms. 

Participants will be moni 
tored daily for 21 days, with a final follow-up at 42 days. Obeldesivir has shown ac 
tivity against filoviruses, in 
cluding the Bundibugyo Ebola 
virus, in pre-clinical studies. 

Gilead said it has donated 
2,400bottles of obeldesivir and 
2,000vials ofremdesivir to sup 
port thetrial. 
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The dangers of being a cool teacher' 
oday, there is a 
particular kind of 
teacher that parents 
and students celebrate. 

She explains quadratic equations 
through trending audio. He goes 
live on Instagram at eleven at night to give a "real talk" on board 
exams. They reply to student DMs 
(direct messages), post staffroom 
videos, and caption it all with 
something like "school doesn't 
have to be boring." The intent is 
warm but the consequences are 
serious. In 2026, being a "cool 
teacher" increasingly means being a content creator. That shift from 
educator to influencer is quietly 
dismantling a crucial structure in a 
child's life: the boundary between adult and child. 
The legal architecture around I teacher-student relationships is not accidental. The Protection of 

Children from Sexual Offences 
(POCSO) Act, 2012, imposes specific statutory duties on 
teachers; loco parentis imposes a 
judicially recognised duty of care; 
the Juvenile Justice Act, 2015, 
imposes general duties on persons 
in charge of a child, which can 
extend to teachers in somne 
circumstances, but does not target 
them asa distinct category. That 
duty does not come with a digital 
off-switch. When a teacher follows 
a 15-year-old on Instagram, sends 
memes at midnight, or commėnts 
on a student's personal reel, the 
adult-child boundary carefully 
maintained in physical spaces 
dissolves in digital ones. 

Grooming rarely begins with 
explicit harm - it exploits access, 
trust, and eroding distance. A 
teacher sliding into a student's DM 
with no ill intent can still create 
such conditions, which is why the 
boundary matters regardless of 
motives. Such informal chats do 
not stay private forever; their 
screenshots can easily end up as 
evidence in a POCSO complaint. 

Teaching as performance 
There is also a subtler problem: 
when teaching becomes content, 

it begins obeying the logic of 
content. That ogic - shaped by 

Nabeela Siddiqui 
Assistant Professor, 
Vinayaka Mission's 
Law School, 
VMRF-DU, Chennai 

When the 
classroom meets 
the algorithm, it 
is children who 
pay the price 

Meta's recommendation engine -
rewards outrage, 
oversimplification, and para-social 
intimacy. The semiotics of the 
classroom shift. The teacher is no 
longer a symbol of institutional 
knowledge and fair authoríty. She 
becomes an influencer: a personal 
brand whose value depends on 
likeability scores. Here, enforcing 
discipline, giving a student a poor 
grade, or delivering hard feedback 
become threats to the brand. 
Recent research (Ljungblad, 2022; 
Roy et al., 2024) separates genuine 
relational teaching from 
transactional or performative 
approaches driven by institutional 
pressure. This is a conceptual 
distinction, though not one 
backed by data linking it to grade 
inflation or student entitlement. 
The teacher who runs emotional 
candid sessions with adolescents 
on YouTube Live is not building 
connections. She is monetising the 
vulnerability of her students and, 
eventually, of her own. 

India's Digital PerSonal Data 
Protection Act, 2023, provides that 
a child below the age of 18 cannot 
provide valid consent for the 
processing of their personal data. 
Yet, classroom reels featuring 
identifiable voices, contexts, and 
reactions are published daily by 
teacher-influencers. Even with 
faces blurred, a student's laugh, a 
Wrong answer, or a moment of 
embarrassment become raw 
material for a stranger's algorithm. 
The UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child, in its General 
Comment 25, affirms children's 
right to privacy in digital spaces. 
Indian law is catching up. But the 
ethical gap between what is legal 
and what is right has already 
widened considerably. 

Also, the social approval that 
"coolness" promises is not 
available to every such teacher 
equally. Discrimination creeps in 
there too based on gender, caste, 
and religion. And, schools 
increasingly and informally expect 
teachers to build the institution's 
brand online. 
The regulatory framework is 

clearer than its enforcement 

suggests. CBSE Affiliation 
Bye-Laws also require teachers to 
maintain professional dignity and 
avoid conduct unbecoming of 
their role. Teachers who collect or 
publish students' personal data 
without appropriate consent or 
lawful authority may incur liability 
under applicable privacy, data 
protection, institutional, or 
information technology laws. 
Tamil Nadu educational 
authorities have issued guidelines 
regulating digital communication 
between teachers and students 
and emphasizing professional 
boundaries. The POCSO Act 
criminalises sexual harassment, 
sexual solicitation, grooming, and 
other sexual communications 
directed at children. Collectively, 
these legal framewotks 
underscore that teacher-student 
interactions whether ofline or 
online-must remain professional, 
transparent, and centred on 
students' welfare and safety. 

Understanding of algorithm 
None of this is an argument for 
returning to fear-based, 
authoritarian pedagogy. But the 
answer to a rigid classroom is not 
a boundary-less one. Schools need 
enforceable guidelines for 
teachers: no personal following of 
students, no DMS, no late-night 
Lives, and no classroom reels on 
personal accounts. Teachers nėed 
the understanding that the 
algorithm of a digital platform 
built to maximise engagement is 
not a neutral medium for 
education. And, schools must 
extend legal protection to teachers 
when students screen-record, 
misrepresent, or harass them 
online. The vulnerability in this 
relationship runs both ways. 
The job of a teacher has never 

been to be liked, It has been to be 
trusted. Before the next reel is 
filmed and the caption typed, it is 
worth asking one question 
honestly: who is this for? The child 
in front of you, or the count at the 
bottom of the screen? Those two 
answerS are not the same. And the 
gap between them is exactly 
where harm begins. 
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MIXED BAG Sector braces for slower growth 
amid macro headwinds, pricing pressure 
Health Insurers Seen 
Outpacing General, 
Life Peers in Q1 Show 

Our Bureu 

Mumhai: The insurance sector is 
expeted to post a mixed set of ear 
nings for the June quarter. with life 
insurers likely to report slower 
premium growth amid macroeco 
nomic uncertainty while health 
insurers may remain the standout 
performers aided by sustained de 
mand and ìmproved affordability 
General insurers, meanwhile, are 
expected to continue grappling 
with intense pricing pressure in 
motor and commercial lines. 
For life insurers, annualised pre-
mium equivalent (APE) growth is 
expected to soften after a strong 
April, as geopolitical tensions and 
a cautious macroeconomic envi-
ronment weighed on customer de-
mand during May. Even so, profi-

tability is expected to remain 
strong with value of new business 
(VNB) margins stable, supported 
by product mix and 
growth in protection 
products, according to 
Emkay Research. 
Amongprivatelife in 
surers, Axis Max Life is expected 
to remain the fastest-growing pla-
yer. with retail APE projected to 
rise 179S year on-year in the June 
quarter followed by SBI Life at around 15%. ICICI Prudential Life 
İs likely to report a more modest 
9% increase, while HDFCLife's re 
tail APE growth is seen at 7.5%, re 
flecting slower momentum in the HDFC Bank distribution channel. 
LIC is expected to post about 99% growth during the quarter. 

Earnings 
Preview 

Emkay expects VNB margins to 
improve for Max Life and LIC, re 
main broadly flat for HDFC Life 
and 1CICI Prudentíal, and decline 
slightly for SBI Life because of a 
higher contribution from group 
business. 

ted input tax credits may put pres 
sure on insurers' profitability. 
the growing focus on higher-mar 
gin protection and non-participa 
ting products is expected to offset 
this impact partly,"Care Edge Ra 
tings said. 

-While the removal of GST-rela 

"Additionally increasing parti 
cipation by private insurers in the 
group single business segment is 
likely to intensify competition." 
the report said. "The pace of 
growth will also be influenced by 
evolving interest rate expecta tions, financial market volatility 
stemming from global geopoliti 
cal developments, and the perfor 
mance of the group business." 
The general insurance segment 

is likely to remain under pressure 
as the absence of a motor third 
party premium hike, aggressive 
competition in the motor own-da 
mage business and pricing pres 
sure in commercial lines weigh on 
premium growth and underwri 

ting profitability. 
ICICI Lombard is ex 

pected to report aro 
und 8% gross written 
premium growth, hel 

ped by motor and health insuran 
ce, while mainta ining a modest 
improvement in claims and com 
bined ratios due to its profitability 
focus. Go Digit, however, could see flat premium growth along with 
higher claims ratios amid conti 
nued pricing pressure. 
Health insurers are expected to 

outperform the broader sector. 
Star Health is projected to deliver 
about 19% growth in gross written 
premiums, supported by higher 
affordability following GST ex 
emption on health insurance pre 
miums. 
Claims ratios are also expected to improve modestly as the company 

benefits from strong fresh busi ness and operational neasures 
undertaken over the past year. 
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10 HEALTH+ 
Statins protect the heart. But 
are they bad for your muscles? 

NUTRITION 

As 2 global studies renew 
debate on widely taken 
drug doctors here say 

severe side effects are rare 
Shimona.Kanwar®timesofindia.com 

ritish epidemiologist Dr Tim 
Spector had dodged statins 
for nearly a decade, though 
he ticked all the high-risk 
boxes-high blood pressure, 

mini stroke in early 50s, a family his 
tory of heart attack. Statins, he was 
convinced, would lead to muscle 
cramps till another doctor coaxed him 
to try it to ease chronic inflammation 
in 2025. "I'm 67 and will likely be on 
the pill for life," he wrote in The Tel 
egraph UK last week. 

B 

The first-line drugs used to lower 
elevated LDL-C (l0w density lipopro 
tein, or bad' cholesterol) and thereby 
reduce heart attack and stroke risks 
have been lifesavers for high-risk 
groups. Doctors view them as an indis 
pensable tool for public health. But side 
effects- such as muscle damage, sleep 
and hormonal issues -have been de 
bated for years. A June study gave those 
fears fresh fuel when researchers re 
ported in Science Advances that statins 
do cause genuine muscle damage or 
myalgia. It happens, they said, as the 
drug accidentally switches off a sepa 
rate chemical pathway in muscle cells 
and not because it lowers cholesterol. 

Why docs bet on statins 
But there's nothing like statins for long 
term preventive defence since chronic 
heart conditions develop over decades 
of urban living and processed diets. 
Statin benefits were underlined by re 
sults of a recently published Lancet 
study that looked at data from nearlya 
million adults in England, Japan, South 
Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, Finland and 
the US between 1990 and 2024 to con 
clude that for obese people over 40 on 
statins, unhealthy cholesteroland blood 
pressure levels successfully declined 
over time, putting them on the same 
risk spectrum as those who are slim. 

TOI 
PREVENTION 

Dr Upendra Kaul, cardiologist and 
chairman of Batra Heart Centre, Delhi, 
says the myalgia reported by Science 
Advance is a"arare exception'". "While 
minor muscle aches occur in 56% of 
Datie severe musCe. scle destruction is 
very rare, with ott risks limited to 
cataracts and mild blood sugar rise. In 
my decades of experience, I am yet to 
Come aCross severe statin síde effects," 

What do statins do? 
Stop liver from making LDL 
cholesterol, cut inflammation in 
blood vessels. This 'glues down' 
fatty plaques, keeping them 
from breaking open & causing 
sudden, deadly blood clots 
Recommended for.. 

190 mg/dL or higher LDL. 
Normal is below 100 mg/dL 

Patients of heart attack, 
stroke or heart disease where 
plaque builds up in arteries 

Most aged 40-75 with 
diabetes, family history of very 
high cholesterol, those with 
high 10-year heart risk 

Side effects, rare risks 

Dr Kaul stresses that for diabetics, 
statins are often more effective at pre 
venting adverse cardiac events than glucose control alone. "For them, guide 
lines call for aggressively lowering 
LDL-C to below 70 mg/dL, 50 mg/dL, or even 35 mg/dL for young patients with 
multiple events," he says, assuring that 
such extreme lows don't cause mental 
decline. AIIMS Delhi cardiologist Dr 
Nitin Naik says lifestyle changes are 
the ideal first defense, but modern con 
straints mean physical compliance 
alone rarely brings down LDLC to safe 
levels. "That's where statins step in," 

The argument against it 
Cholesterol is a waxy, fat-like substance 
naturally there in every cell, explains 
Dr Rajesh Vijayvergiya, interverntional cardiologist at PGIMER, Chandigarh. 
"Despite its bad reputation, it's essen tial for life. It helps build healthy cell 
membranes, produces hormones such 
as estrogen, testosterone and cortisol, 
is needed for vitamin D and bile acid 

Image: Al 

Muscle soreness: Mild, in 
around 1 in 100 people, 
usually during first year 

Blood sugar: Slight rise, in 
borderline diabetics mostly 

Liver enzyme: Mild 
fluctuation in blood tests 
when starting drug harmless 

Rhabdomyolysis: Rare 
condition where muscles 
rapidly break down, harming 
kidneys. Only in 2-3 out of 
every 100,000 

Others: Brain fog. memory 
loss, erectile dysfunction,: 
sleep issues, headaches 

synthesis, and playsa vitalrole in brain 
development. Nearly one-fourth of the 
body's cholesterol is in the brain." 

High LDL-C is not always a bad 
thing, especially for older adults, argues 
UK-based cardiologist Dr Aseem Mal 
hotra, author of A Statin-Free Life'. In 
a 2019 article out in European Scientist, 
he cites data that makes LDL-C inverse 
ly proportional to all-cause mortality in 
those over 60. "And for people who nev 
er hada heart attack, takinga statin for 
five years yields an absolute benefit of 
only 1% in preventing a non-fatal event, 
while for past heart attack patients, it's 
roughly l in 39 over five years," he says. 

Dr Malhotra points out in a 2020 
BMJEyidence-Based Medicine analysis 
that statin over-prescription is a symp tom of colonialmedicine influenced by 
Big Pharma. "It lacks a clear linear relationship between lowering LDL-C 
and preventing heart events," he says, 
citing the case of three women in their 
50s who had their cholesterol checked 
for the first time, after being advised a 

What are c 
Read t 

WELL NES 

statin protocol. Their LDLS were as 
high as 580 mg/dIL (normal below 100 
mg/dL), but they had no insulin resist 
ance markers. And imaging showed 
their arteries were completely normal. 

Nocebo effect 

He says a high-fibre vegetarian 
diet, 40 minutes of daily yoga, and 
meditation has been shown to reverse 
coronary artery blockages by around 
20% over two years, calling for trans 
parency with patients, so they can eval 
uate under medical supervision wheth 
er stopping statins for two weeks re solves side effects like muscle fatigue, 
brain fog, or erectile dysfunction". 

But Dr Naik attributes much of the 
muscle pain to a nocebo effect", some 
thing Dr Spector also highlights. It's 
when patients forewarned about side effects incorrectly blame routine sore 
ness on the drug. "This was proven in 
double-blind trials where patients re 
ported identical muscle pain rates with 
a statin and a dummy pill, but said side 
American Heart Association 
recommends heart healthy 
lifestyle, regular screening and 
Overall heart risk tests rather 
than cholesterol values alone 

effects spiked the moment they were 
told they were taking the real drug," 
says Dr Naik. In fact, Oxford scientists 
have comne up with anew calculator that 
predicts risk of serious muscle disor 
ders from statin use. And their data has 
found that more than 98% people qual 
ifying for statins are at low risk. 

Lipid Association of India recom 
mends statins for those at high risk of 
atherosclerotic cardiovascular disease 
(ASCVD, or plaque build-up in arter 
ies) as they are likely to benefit the 
most. When in genuine discomfort, 
doctors strongly advise patients 
against abruptly halting therapy, as 
cholesterol levels quickly rebound to 
hazardous baselines, erasing years of 
protection. "Instead, doctors should 
lower dosage, switch to a different drug 
within statin family, or give other pills 
like Ezetimibe, which reduces choles 
terol absorption in the gut and enhanc 
es effects of a lower statin dose," advis es Dr Kaul. Injectables like Evolocum 
ab and Inclisiran are also powerful options, he says, though they have side 
affects too, , and can be prohibitively 
expensive. And newer gene-silencing 
therapies are still awaiting data on 
long-term outcomes. 
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