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Stem cell therapy for autism only
in approved clinical trials: Centre

Bindu Shajan Perappadan
NEW DELHI

The Union Health Ministry
has asked States and Union
Territories to ensure that
stem cell therapy is offered
as standard clinical care
only for disease conditions
and indications approved
by the Ministry, with its use
for Autism Spectrum Dis-
order (ASD) restricted to
duly approved clinical
trials.

In an advisory issued on
September 16, the Ministry
reiterated the existing reg-
ulatory framework govern-
ing stem cell research and
therapy. The advisory was
issued to States and Union
Territories that have adopt-
ed the Glmiual Estabhsh
ments ion and

gl ...ttﬁﬂ) ﬁﬂh 2010, fol-
lowing a January 30, 2026,
]udgment of the Supreme
Court in Yash Ch. le
Trust & Ors. v. Union of In-
dia & Ors.

For ASD, the Ministry

said therapeutic use of any

YK

ICMR review said that available
evidence does not support
stem cell therapy for ASD.

type of stem cell must re-
main confined to duly ap-
proved clinical trials in ac-
cordance with the National
Guidelines for Stem Cell
Research, 2017, issued by
the Indian Council of Med-
ical Research (ICMR) and
the  Department  of
Biotechnology.

Stem cell interventions
that have not been ap-
proved for routine clinical
use, including those of-
fered for autism, and

should not be provided as
routine, standard or com-
mercial clinical services,
the advisory said.

No supporting evidence
The move comes against
the backdrop of the conti-
nuing use of stem-cell in-
terventions for autism des-
pite the lack of established
evidence supporting them
as a standard treatment.
An ICMR review has said
that available evidence
does not support stem cell
therapy over behavioural
and supportive therapies
for ASD and recommend-
ed that such therapy be
restricted to approved clin-
ical trials.

The Ministry has asked
States and Union Territo-
ries to disseminate the Su-
preme Court’s directions
to State and district regula-
tory authorities as well as
government and private
clinical establishments in-
volved in stem cell re-
search, treatment, promo-
tion or administration.
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Melanoma in India: messaging about skin
cancer needs to change, to catch it early

[voti Bajpai

housands of patients in
T India are diagnosed with

melanoma, a type of skin
cancer, each year.

While melanoma is far less
common here than in Western
populations, it is far from rare and
the way it presents in our patient
population makes it uniquely
difficult to detect early. Too many
patients come to us when the
disease is already advanced,
precisely at a time when
treatment options have never
been more powerful or more
personalised. This contrast
between available therapies and
the stage at which patients are
diagnosed defines one of the most
pressing challenges in melanoma
care in India today.

The warning signs most people
associate with skin cancer come
from research developed for
fairer-skinned populations, where
melanoma tends to appear on
sun-exposed areas as an irregular
or darkening mole. That picture
does not reflect what clinicians
see in India.

Melanoma here, most
commonly presents on the soles
of the feet or beneath the nails,
sites that are rarely examined and
even more rarely associated with
cancer. This condition is called

MELANOMA
(skin cancer)

Pbtlane

Mataroma

Spreading awareness: Thousands of
patients in India are diagnosed with
melanoma, a type of skin cancer, each
year. GETTY IMAGES

acral lentiginous melanoma, a
subtype that accounts for 35 to
60% of cases in dark-skinned
individuals. Such lesions are
frequently mistaken for bruises,
fungal infections, or diabetic
ulcers, and by the time a biopsy is
taken, the disease has often
progressed.

Mucosal melanomas, a rare
type of cancer that starts in the
mucots membranes, are highly
aggressive with a very low chance
of recovery and produce few early
warning signs. Most are diagnosed
only after spread has occurred.

Any pigmented lesion that
changes or persists, wherever it
appears on the body, deserves
investigation rather than
reassurance.

Matarazyte

When [ began my oncology
career, managing advanced
melanoma meant offering patients
limited and rarely durable
options. That has fortunately
changed significantly.

The foundational shift came
from James Allison and Tasuku
Honjo, whose discoveries on
CTLA-4 and PD-1 earned them the
2018 Nobel Prize in Physiology or
Medicine. Their research
established the principle of
immune-checkpoint blockade:
rather than attacking a tumour
directly, we can sometimes
release the biological brakes that
stop the patient’s own immune
system from doing so. The results
can be extraordinary.

Precision medicine has
reshaped the approach in parallel.
Some melanomas carry specific
mutations, particularly in the
BRAF pathway, that can be
directly targeted with molecularly
designed therapies. This is where
next-generation sequencing, or
NGS, becomes critical. In simple
terms, it reads the genetic
blueprint of a patient’s tumour
and identifies the alterations that
should guide treatment, turning
what was once a single clinical
decision into a detailed,
individualised process.

The melanoma story is not
over; it is only becoming more

exciting. TIL therapy takes
fumour-infiltrating lymphocytes,
expands them in the laboratory,
and reinfuses them in far greater
numbers, a step toward truly
personalised cellular treatment.
In August 2026, intismeran, a
personalised mRNA vaccine built
from the patient’s own tumour
sequence, was combined with
pembrolizumab in high-risk
melanoma patients after surgery.
The results were striking: a
significant reduction in
recurrence compared with
pembrolizumab alone, making it
the first positive late-stage trial of
a personalised mRNA cancer
vaccine, though survival data
remain pending.

What still needs to change

All of these advances deliver their
best results when treatment
begins early. The more
sophisticated our therapies
become, the more clearly we see
that they work best before the
disease has spread. In India,
awareness and referral gaps
continue to push diagnosis toward
advanced stages.

(Prof. Jyoti Bajpai is director —
medical precision
immuno-oncology, Apollo
Hospitals, Mumbai & Western Zone

dri‘ﬁﬁ basu)apoﬂohospim.'s.com)
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The crucial Uttar Pradesh test of the BJP’s hegemony
he political dominance of the Bharativa leading in only 51 of those Assembly segments ~ protests earlier in the year. U.P. has seen repeated
Janata Party (BIP), which appeared 50 fewer than the number it had won in 2022, examination leaks and cancellations. In 2024, the
almost unassailable after 2014, is The timing made the 2024 general election police constable examination, taken by around 48
beginning to show cracks. The 2024 result extremely significant. It followed the lakh candidates for 60,244 posts, was cancelled
general election was an important sethack: the inauguration of the Ram temple in Ayodhya, following a paper leak. The Review
party lost its parliamentary majority and had to which was the culmination of a political and Officer/Assistant Review Officer examination was
depend on its allies to form the government. Zoya Hasan cultural project that had animated the BJP and similarly cancelled amid allegations of
Since then, disillusionment has acquired greater P the wider Hindu right for decades. vet, the irregularities, where out of a total of 10.76 lakh
political salience through youth protests, rising Contre for Political inauguration did not produce the electoral registered candidates, about 6.8 lakh candidates
prices, unemployment and failures of Studies, Jawaharlal impact that might have been expected: most appeared, competing for just 411 posts. For a
governance, particularly irregularities in the Nehru University strikingly, the BJP’ lost the Faizabad seat, which generation that invests years in its preparation for
lucation and examination sy To these can includes Ayodhya itself. It also lost in many scarce government jobs, such failures are not
be added the defeat of the Constitutional constituencies around it. This does not mean that |~ merely administrative lapses. They can mean the
Amendment Bill on delimitation and women's Ayodhya or the majoritarian politics surrounding  loss of money spent on coaching and
reservation in April, the Cockroach Janta Party it has ceased to matter. The consequential pointis =~ applications, income and opportunity in a State
(CJP) protests that led to the resignation of the that it was no longer enough to win elections where government employment remains a highly
then Union Education Minister and the complete even in the movement’s heartland. The fact that valued path to economic security.
washourt of the monsoon session of Parliament, the erosion was most visible in this region adds to
as both the Prime Minister and Home Minister its significance, given the subsequent controversy |~ The battle lines are being drawn
stayed away. Questions over accountability for over donations to the temple. The episode, In these circumstances, the 2027 U.P. election is
the excessive police action against student whose effects are still being felt across the State, likely to be more closely contested than those
protesters on July 20, compounded by the showed that even powerful ideological symbols that the BJP* has faced in the State in recent years.
absence of the two leaders from Parliament, are not beyond questions of integrity. The party remains the strongest contender, but
reinforced the impression of a government This matters because the BIP's political holdin ~ the 2024 result has opened space for the
unwilling to answer for its actions. U.P. has rested on a combination of communal Opposition and revealed strains at various levels
But these setbacks do not by themselves meobilisation, a durable electoral base and social that were barely perceptible in earlier elections.
amount to an erosion of hegemony. The BIP coalitions built around the temple campaign. The  The government is working overtime to address
remains a formidable political force, retaining a 2024 general election showed that this alignment the gap on several fronts, reflected in a slew of
substantial electoral base and considerable could be disrupted. Its longer-term implications measures o promote local entrepreneurship and
ideological appeal. What is now at issue is will depend on whether that disruption proves provide stipends for students in corporate and
whether the forces that produced the BJP's temporary or marks a lasting shift in the technical institutions.
dominance are beginning to encounter limits. electorate’s preferences and expectations. It is also set to introduce new schemes for
Uttar Pradesh is where this can be most clearly women, such as the Mahila Udyami Credit
tested. Some of the prominent fault lines Yojana, under which around one crore women
The 2024 result also suggests that voters are associated with self-help groups are expected to
‘The citadel of the party’s power, 2024 result becoming less willing to let a single dimension of receive interest-free credit of up to U lakh in
LLP. is not merely India’s most populous State; it politics overwhelm all others, especially when stages. The Opposition, too, sees an opening.
is the citadel of B]P power, central to the party's claims of economic performance do not match Both the SP and the Congress are seeking to
rise to national prominence. In the 2014 general the realities on the ground. L.P. remains among strengthen their appeal among yvounger voters,
election, the BIP won 71 of the State’s 80 seats, the poorer-performing economies of the north with their leaders, Akhilesh Yadav and Rahul
establishing it as a erucial pillar of its national and east — as it has for decades. Its economy has Gandhi, focusing on student unrest,
power. In the 2019 general election, it won 62 grown, but growth has not fundamentally altered = unemployment and widening caste fault lines,
seats on its own despite the formidable alliance of its relative economic position or generated particularly divisions among upper castes and
the Samajwadi Party (SP) and the Bahujan Samaj The State’s enough productive employment. The gap between them and the Other Backward Classes.
Party. The State's electoral weight was thus changing between the rhetoric of transformation and Convergence between the two parties, as in 2024,
instrumental to its successive parliamentary IR ] economic experience on the ground is could bolster the Opposition’s chances in the
majorities at the Centre. U.P. is still the crucible of clectoral particularly visible in the State’s industrial 2027 U.P. election.
the BIP’s majoritarian politics and its landscape, clusters, In Kanpu, Firozabad, Bhadohi and The 2027 election will therefore reveal more
Hindu-Muslim mobilisation. A weakening of the marked by the Moradabad, exporters have faced serious than the BJI's ability to recover lost seats. It will
BJP here would therefore have implications far BIP losing disruption from the tarifl regime of the United show whether the political template that carried
beyond the State. ground in 2024, States, and the duties raised on Indian goods, the party to power from Lucknow to New Delhi
The 2024 general election strongly indicates raises questions with falling orders, shrinking market access and still commands the same electoral force, The
that the BJP had lost ground in ULP. Its tally fell about how lang risks to employment, principally among 2024 result has already shown that this template
from G2 seats in 2019 to 33, while the SP won 37 hia pariv's temporary and contract workers, is no longer invulnerable in U.P. The 2027
and the Congress six. The sharpest erosion L 5 L_)‘-" s The frustration among young voters is election will determine whether the shift revealed
occurred in Awadh, once the heartland of the DUIH!G“ strikingly evident in the precarity of employment | in 2024 becomes more durable. What happens in
Ayodhya temple movement. In 2022, the BJP won dominance and recruitment. Many were actively involved in U.P. could therefore alter the political balance on
101 of Awadh’s 154 Assembly seats. In 2024, it was can endure the anti-National Eligibility cum Entrance Test which the BJP's national dominance has rested.
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How melting
glaciers could ‘put
20% of GDP atrisk’

Yashee
New Deihi, Seprember 17

WWHILE THE Himalavas® melting glaciers areunder the
spotlight due to the WNepal floods, damage from the
warming mountains also means econonilic drain — as
glaciers retreat. water supplies become less reliable and
the rivers that sustain agriculture, industry. cities and
hydropower change. A new report purs a number to this
cconomic dependence: More thana fifth of India's GDPis
underpinned by the Himalavas.

The report. ‘A resilient I limalaya: protecting a region at
risk and securing furure prosperity’, was compiled by the
consultancy Systemiq. in partnershipwith Integrated
Mountain Initiative. and supported by the International
Centre for Integrated Mountain Development, Nepal. and
GB Pant National Tnstitute of Himalayan Environment,
Ulttarakhard, ¥ titnat a)
2L.5% of India’s Fy24 % is deper
Glaciers and the econony

The Himalayas feed the Indus, Ganga and Brahmaputcra
river systerns, supporting agriculture. cities and industry
downstream. “The rivers that carry risk downstream also
carry the water that sustains India’s economy: wheart and
rice acrossthe Indo-Gangertic plain, tea in Assam and Ben-
gal, hydropower in the Northeast, and pilgrimage

209 I ure, there-
portexpl three lavers it

PEAKWATER

® Glaciers hold water as ice and
release meltwater into rivers,
particularly during the dry sea-
son. Butas warming accelerates
melting. this flow cannot con-
tinue indefinitely.

® Himalayan river basins are
expected to reach ‘Peak Water”
around the middle of this cen-
tury — the point at which glacier
meltwater reaches its maxi-
mum. afterwhich flows beginto
decline as ice reserve shrinks.

used: “(1) direct: GEDP of
Himalayan scates: (2) indi-
rect: downstream agricul-
mire, manufacmiring,
hydropower, and services
reliant on Himalavan-fed
rivers and groundwater
recharge (rain-fed produc-
tion excluded): and (3)in-
duced:supply-chain (e.g..
tractors sold from southern
states toIndoGangetic
Plains) and wage-spending
effects{e.g.. spenton food
andservices).”

The report highlights thatthe I limalayvas are already a
major disaster hotspot. They account for 18% of India’s
land but around 35% ofits disasters. Disasters can create
food and water insecurity. disrupt supply chains. displace
people and increase macroeconomic and sovereign-debt
pressures, creating a cycle inwhich reconstruction
spending leaves less money for future resilience.

The black carbon connection

The report identifies black carbon — soot produced
by incomplete combustion — as a polluter that is causing
damage and which Indiahas the power to act on fast, un-
like global warming. It suggests modernising the brick
kiln industry as a sclurion. Otherexperts agree with the
dangers of black carbon. “Black carbon has a real,. major.
and measurable effect on the LHimalayva. When itlandson
snow, itdarkens the surface. sothe snow absorbs more

ghtins
darl

Nimish Si‘ngfn: president and direc

ad of reflecting it. Modelling shows

is

Rescarch. the India arm of the Institute for Governance
and Sustainable Development, told The Indian Express.
Singh said while fixing brick kilns would have
measurable benefits, “brick kilns are not the whole
story™, “Conwverting kilns to zigzag technology (a method
offiring the bricks in a way that fuel is burnt more
efficiently) cuts black carbon and particulate emissions
by roughly 7026 and fuel use by 20-30%. But adoptionis
uneveninIndia. Punjab and Haryvana have completed
the switch to zigzag kilns. Uttar Pradesh. India’s largest

brick producer.

ssrill ar only 56%. The restof India is

running on traditdonal tech,” Singh said. But he added
that “real progress needs kilns, cookstoves, transport,
and crop-residue burning to be tackled together.”
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Skincare to sporting success: How collagen is powering athletes

AmitKamath
Mumbai, September 17

FOR YEARS, skincarecompanies have mar-
keted e products by focusi ol-
lagen. claiming it to be a miracle worker of
an ingredient that can ward off wrinkles,
hydrate the skin and activate the “fountain
of youth". But there’s demand for collagen
fremanotherspecific sub-set, too: high-per-
for hl } i Wl. udr'ﬁ'ef
skin, but perfection on th field.

athletes use collagen is because it helps
with joint regeneration in ligaments, me-
niscus, labrum — all areas of the body that
are relatively avascular (having few or no
blood vessels, which means that there’s not
much blood supply there).”

Supplements not the answer
Collagen is the most abundant protein

inanimals, found as astructural component

of connective tissues, Itis found in fibrous

cantilage

Itisused particularly by athletes — con-
sumed orally as peptides or powder —
coming back from injury and those who
compete insportsthat puta higherload on
thebody.

Wayne Lombard, the head of athletic
performance for the Indian women’s
hockey team, told The Indian Express: “The
science is still developing about the use of
collagen by athletes. But we know that
using it asasupplement probably gives you
1:3% improvement in certain things. Why

dalkd

butits production slows with age.
Lombard, who also helps athletes, in-
cluding badminton player PV Sindhu, de-
cathlete Tejaswin Shankar, and long
jumper Murali Sreeshankar, said that ath=
letes use collagen tostrengthensoft tissues
toensure they are ina “robust state”.
“Thisissothey don't sustain overuseor
acute injuries. When someone is injured,
supplementing with collagen tends to help
with notonly regeneration of those soft tis-
sues, but also some sort of help with blood

Rangeof
benefits

@ Collagen has been
found useful for joint
health and pain man-
agement.
®tisbeing used by
athletes inrowing.
swimming and ath-
letics, particularly
the triplejumpers,
since these disc/
plines put ahigh load
onthe body.

flow,” he added.

It's not just Lombard. Over at the Inspire
Institute of Sport (I1S) in Vijayanagar —
where many of India’s Asian Games-bound
athletes are training — the belief is that
supplementation is not the answer to
everything. The high-performance train-
ing centre in Karnataka has enforced a
“food first approach”, meaningathletes ar¢
encouraged as much as possible to get
whatever their body needs from natural
food st g1 s, But
collagen is used by athletes in sports like
rowing, swimming and athletics, particu-
larly the triple jumpers, since these disci-
plines put a high load on the body.

“Collagen is useful for joint health and
pain management. In elite athletes, some
regular supplementation, which is timed
at specific phases in training or during
rehab, will helpmaintain cartilage density,
the cushioning of the joints,” Samuel Pul-
linger, head of sport science at IIS Vijaya:
nagar, told The Indian Express.

‘Golden window’

Pullinger added that collagen has a
“golden window” of whenit should be taken
and ideally should be paired with vitamin C.

“This is a majorissue, unfortunately, in
Indiansport. Athletes will see someone use
aspecificsupplement or they will have read
thatasupplement is used and they will just
use it, right? Like three times a day. With
collagen, there’s a specific time period
where it is going to be extremely valuable:
around 4510 60 minutes before trainingor
arehabsession,” said Pullinger.

“This timing window is better than
some of the other timings because it’sin
and around the presence of aminoacidsin
the bloodstream,” he said.

Pullinger also warned against athletes
thinking of collagen as some sort of secret
ingredient toathletic performance. “Some
supplements are extremely valuable. But
this is not going to mean that all of a
sudden, you will go from finishing 28th to
winning the gold medal in your event.”
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Orangutans in Odisha: The laws governing animal trade and repatriation

Nikhil Ghanckar
Now Delli, Seprenber £7
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