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Towards Smarter Health Systems:  

India’s Emerging Priorities 
January 01 - March 31, 2026 

 

During the quarter January-March 2026, this news wrap highlights a significant transition 

in India’s public health priorities, marked by a stronger push toward regulation, 

preventive healthcare, and technology-driven systems. A key trend has been the growing 

emphasis on food safety and nutrition, with stricter requirements for scientific validation 

of claims, continued debates on front-of-pack labelling, and renewed focus on regulating 

junk food advertising to tackle the rising burden of non-communicable diseases. 

At the same time, structural challenges within the health system remain prominent, 

including low public spending, increasing privatisation, policy gaps, and weak 

governance and leadership. While the Union Budget 2026-27 signalled progress through 

increased healthcare allocation and a focus on mental health and affordable treatment, 

experts note that these efforts may fall short without deeper systemic reforms. 

The period also reflects a shift toward digital and data-driven healthcare, with initiatives 

aimed at strengthening disease surveillance, integrating artificial intelligence, and 

improving pandemic preparedness at the national and global levels. Additionally, rights-

based advancements, such as recognising menstrual health as a fundamental right, 

indicate a more inclusive and equity-focused approach.  

Overall, the quarter underscores a gradual but important move toward a more accountable, 

preventive, and resilient public health system in India. 
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1. FSSAI to Require 

Scientific Evidence for 

Food Safety Claims 

from January 2026 

Institute of Good 

Manufacturing 

Practices India (IGMPI) 

January 03, 2026 

The article highlights a major regulatory shift by the Food 

Safety and Standards Authority of India (FSSAI), which, 

from January 01, 2026, mandates that scientific evidence 

rather than manufacturer assertions must back all food 

safety, health, and nutritional claims. This move aims to 

strengthen consumer protection and ensure that claims 

made about food products are credible, verifiable, and 

supported by robust research. 

It further explains that companies will need to submit 

detailed data, such as nutritional composition, 

consumption patterns, and safety studies, in a 

standardised format for regulatory approval. The shift 

from a “trust-based” to a science-based regulatory 

framework is expected to improve transparency, enhance 

risk assessment, and increase accountability within 

India’s food industry.  

2. Privatisation and 

policy gaps threaten 

India’s public health 

system 

The Hindu  

January 07, 2026 

India’s public health system is increasingly strained due 

to unchecked privatisation, low public spending, and 

weak regulatory oversight. The growing dominance of 

private healthcare, without adequate safeguards, has led 

to rising out-of-pocket expenses, fragmented service 

delivery, and reduced access for vulnerable populations.  

Furthermore, policy gaps have led to the neglect of 

preventive and primary healthcare, with a stronger focus 

on profit-driven tertiary care. 

3. Lack of leadership 

appears to be the 

biggest public health 

crisis of our times 

Express Healthcare 

January 08, 2026 

The article, based on an interaction with Dr Rajendra 

Pratap Gupta, argues that the biggest challenge in public 

health today is not resources but the lack of effective 

leadership and accountability. It highlights that 

fragmented decision-making, weak governance 

structures, and limited ownership across institutions are 

slowing down health system transformation despite the 

availability of knowledge and tools. 

It emphasises that strong, visionary leadership is essential 

to drive reforms, ensure coordination, and translate 

policies into real impact. The piece calls for building 

leadership capacity, fostering accountability, and 

creating systems that enable timely and evidence-based 

decision-making to strengthen public health outcomes. 

https://igmpi.ac.in/news/food-gmp/fssai-to-require-scientific-evidence-for-food-safety-claims-from-january-2026#:~:text=(PGDBM/EDBM)-,FSSAI%20to%20Require%20Scientific%20Evidence%20for%20Food%20Safety%20Claims%20from,Safety%20Claims%20from%20January%202026
https://igmpi.ac.in/news/food-gmp/fssai-to-require-scientific-evidence-for-food-safety-claims-from-january-2026#:~:text=(PGDBM/EDBM)-,FSSAI%20to%20Require%20Scientific%20Evidence%20for%20Food%20Safety%20Claims%20from,Safety%20Claims%20from%20January%202026
https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/health/privatisation-and-policy-gaps-threaten-indias-public-health-system/article70478257.ece
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4. India to Grow at a 

Healthy 7% Despite 

Global Uncertainties: 

CareEdge 

The Economic Times 

January 18, 2026 

India’s economy is projected to grow at around seven 

percent in 2026–27, supported by strong domestic 

demand, stable macroeconomic conditions, and a 

resilient banking sector. However, the outlook remains 

cautious due to global uncertainties, including external 

demand slowdown, currency pressures, and fluctuating 

capital flows, which could pose risks to sustained growth. 

5. India's thriving online 

delivery platforms face 

a year of reckoning 

Nikhil Inamdar 

BBC News 

January 19, 2026 

India’s online delivery platforms like Swiggy and 

Zomato are entering a critical phase marked by 

profitability pressures, rising competition, and growing 

concerns over gig worker conditions.  

It underscores the increasing scrutiny of low earnings, the 

lack of social security, and the sustainability of the 

business model, indicating that stronger regulation and 

reforms in the gig economy may be needed to balance 

growth with worker welfare.  

6. Why is it time to audit  

India’s National 

Health Policy 2017 

C. Aravinda  

The Hindu 

January 24, 2026 

India’s National Health Policy (2017), while ambitious in 

aiming for universal and affordable healthcare, now 

requires a thorough audit to assess its real-world impact. 

It highlights that several key targets, especially increasing 

public health expenditure and strengthening primary 

healthcare, remain unmet or only partially achieved. 

It further stresses that gaps in implementation, weak 

monitoring, and an over-reliance on insurance-based and 

private-sector models have limited the policy’s 

effectiveness. The piece calls for a systematic review to 

align programmes, financing, and outcomes, ensuring the 

policy delivers equitable and accessible healthcare, 

particularly in the post-COVID context, where systemic 

weaknesses have become more visible. 

7. Healthcare Budget 

2026 crosses ₹1 lakh 

crore for the first time 

as focus shifts to 

mental health and 

cheaper cancer drugs 

The Economics Times  

February 01, 2026 

The Union Budget 2026–27 marked a major policy shift 

by allocating over ₹1 lakh crore to healthcare, with a 

strong focus on expanding mental health infrastructure 

(NIMHANS 2.0) and improving affordability through 

cheaper cancer drugs.  

The budget also emphasised strengthening domestic 

pharma capabilities and positioning healthcare as a key 

driver of economic growth.  

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/indicators/india-to-grow-at-a-healthy-7-in-2026-27-despite-global-uncertainties-careedge/articleshow/126640283.cms?from=mdr
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cx20qlglgw5o
https://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/health/why-it-is-time-to-audit-indias-national-health-policy-2017/article70528959.ece
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/policy/healthcare-budget-2026-from-mental-health-nimhans-2-0-to-cheaper-cancer-drugs-healthcare-takes-centre-stage/articleshow/127836763.cms?from=mdr
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8. As Budget 2026 looms, 

junk food advertising 

returns to policy 

spotlight 

Kashmeera 

Sambamurthy 

February 01, 2026 

Junk food advertising, particularly for high-fat, sugar- 

and salt (HFSS) products, is back in the policy spotlight 

ahead of Budget 2026, amid rising concerns over obesity 

and diet-related diseases. It notes growing discussions 

about stricter regulations on advertising, especially 

targeting children across digital and broadcast platforms, 

and potential alignment with broader measures such as 

front-of-pack labelling and public health campaigns.  

The key takeaway is that regulating food marketing is 

increasingly being seen as a critical policy lever to 

promote healthier consumption patterns and strengthen 

preventive healthcare efforts. 

9. Healthcare allocation 

rises, but structural 

gaps remain 

Policy Circle Bureau  

February 02, 2026 

The article highlights that while the Union Budget 2026 

has increased healthcare allocation, the rise remains 

inadequate to address India’s deep-rooted public health 

challenges. It argues that spending continues to fall 

short of what is needed to strengthen primary 

healthcare, reduce out-of-pocket expenditure, and 

address workforce gaps.  

The key takeaway is that incremental budget increases 

without structural reforms, especially in preventive 

care, public health infrastructure, and equitable access, 

will not significantly improve health outcomes, 

underscoring the need for a more holistic and 

adequately funded approach. 

10. Make front - of -pack-

warning labels a must 

on packaged food 

The Times of India  

February 11, 2026 

The Supreme Court urged the Food Safety and Standards 

Authority of India (FSSAI) to prioritise public health by 

introducing clear front-of-pack warning labels on foods 

high in sugar, salt and fat, highlighting the growing 

burden of non-communicable diseases. 

11. India’s Health 

Minister to launch 

SAHI, BODH 

initiatives at India AI 

Summit 2026 

DD News/Ministry of 

Health 

February 17, 2026 

The government launched the Strategy for Artificial 

Intelligence in Healthcare for India (SAHI) and 

Benchmarking Open Data Platform for Health AI 

(BODH) to integrate AI into healthcare systems.  

The initiative aims to improve data-driven decision-

making, diagnostics, and health system efficiency, 

reflecting a shift toward technology-led health 

governance.  

https://www.storyboard18.com/author/kashmeera.sambamurthy
https://www.storyboard18.com/author/kashmeera.sambamurthy
https://www.policycircle.org/economy/budget-2026-healthcare-allocation-gap/
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/sc-make-front-of-pack-warning-labels-a-must-on-packaged-food/articleshow/128180622.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/sc-make-front-of-pack-warning-labels-a-must-on-packaged-food/articleshow/128180622.cms
https://ddnews.gov.in/en/indias-health-minister-to-launch-sahi-bodh-initiatives-at-india-ai-summit-2026-on-feb-17/?utm
https://ddnews.gov.in/en/indias-health-minister-to-launch-sahi-bodh-initiatives-at-india-ai-summit-2026-on-feb-17/?utm
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12. From Menstrual 

Hygiene to Menstrual 

Justice: India’s 

Landmark Ruling 

Fòs Feminista 

February 24, 2026 

 

India’s 2026 Supreme Court ruling recognises menstrual 

health as a fundamental right under Articles 14, 15, and 

21, linking it to dignity, equality, education, and health. 

The Court directed governments to ensure free sanitary 

products, functional gender-segregated toilets, safe 

disposal systems, and menstrual awareness in schools, 

aiming to reduce absenteeism and improve girls’ 

participation in education. 

While the ruling marks a significant policy milestone, its 

impact depends on effective implementation, as 

persistent challenges such as menstrual stigma, poverty, 

and structural inequalities continue to limit access, 

highlighting the need to move beyond hygiene toward a 

broader framework of menstrual justice. 

13. Karnataka Govt 

Launches Training 

Manual to Reduce Salt 

Consumption 

Jahnavi T.R. 

The Times of India 

February 26, 2026 

The Karnataka government has launched a training 

manual on salt reduction as part of its broader public 

health initiative to tackle non-communicable diseases. 

The manual, developed in collaboration with health 

institutions and partners, provides guidelines on reducing 

salt intake, promoting healthier dietary habits, and raising 

awareness among healthcare professionals and citizens.  

It highlights that Indians consume significantly more salt 

than recommended levels, and reducing intake is critical 

to preventing conditions such as hypertension and 

cardiovascular diseases.  

14. Food labelling isn't 

anti-industry, it's pro-

health 

Arun Gupta 

The Economics Times  

March 09, 2026 

The article argues that stronger front-of-pack food 

labelling (FOPL) in India is a public health necessity, not 

an anti-industry move. It highlights the Supreme Court of 

India’s intervention, which criticised the FSSAI's slow 

progress and called for clearer, more effective warning 

labels on packaged foods. 

It emphasises that simple warning labels for high salt, 

sugar, and fat can help consumers make informed choices 

and tackle rising lifestyle diseases like obesity and 

diabetes. The piece also notes that such regulations can 

encourage food companies to reformulate products and 

improve transparency, making labelling a pro-health and 

pro-consumer reform rather than an anti-industry 

regulation.  

https://fosfeminista.org/news-and-stories/from-menstrual-hygiene-to-menstrual-justice-the-promise-and-limits-of-indias-landmark-ruling/
https://fosfeminista.org/news-and-stories/from-menstrual-hygiene-to-menstrual-justice-the-promise-and-limits-of-indias-landmark-ruling/
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/bengaluru/salt-consumption-karnataka-govt-launches-training-manual/articleshow/128792343.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/opinion/et-commentary/food-labelling-isnt-anti-industry-its-pro-health/articleshow/129347567.cms?from=mdr
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/opinion/et-commentary/food-labelling-isnt-anti-industry-its-pro-health/articleshow/129347567.cms?from=mdr
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15. Indian Expanding 

Digital Health 

Infrastructure, 

Enhancing Disease 

Surveillance, Says 

Ayush Minister 

NDTV (Health) 

March 10, 2026 

India is strengthening its healthcare system by expanding 

digital health infrastructure and disease surveillance 

mechanisms, with a focus on improving efficiency and 

early detection of health risks. The government is 

leveraging initiatives like the Ayushman Bharat Digital 

Mission to integrate technology into service delivery and 

make healthcare more accessible. 

The Minister also highlighted efforts to enhance 

immunisation coverage, introduce new vaccines, and 

build institutional capacity for better public health 

response. These steps aim to create a more responsive, 

data-driven health system capable of effectively 

addressing emerging health challenges. 

16. Delay in Front-of-Pack 

Labelling Regulations 

Raises Public Health 

Concerns 

Reema Naagraj  

The Times of India 

March 19,  2026 

The FSSAI has remained in the consultation phase on 

front-of-pack labelling (FOPL) for eight years since the 

first draft in 2018. The prolonged delay has raised 

concerns among public health experts, as FOPL is a key 

policy tool for helping consumers make healthier food 

choices and address the rising burden of lifestyle 

diseases. 

17. Health Ministry 

launches disease 

surveillance program 

to strengthen response 

to bio-emergencies 

Asian News 

International (ANI) 

March 24,  2026 

The Ministry of Health and Family Welfare strengthened 

India’s disease surveillance framework under the 

Integrated Disease Surveillance Programme to improve 

preparedness for bio-emergencies. The initiative focuses 

on early detection, real-time data systems, and 

coordinated response mechanisms, supported by SOPs 

and capacity-building for frontline agencies. 

18. Delay in FSSAI 

Finalising Front-of-

Pack Labelling Rules 

Raises Concerns 

Rema Nagarajan 

The Times of India 

March 25, 2026 

The FSSAI has taken nearly a decade to finalise Front-of-

Pack Labelling (FoPL) regulations, far exceeding its 

usual timeline of about two years for similar rules.  

The delay, currently under Supreme Court scrutiny, 

raises concerns about regulatory inefficiency and its 

impact on consumer awareness, as FoPL is a key public 

health measure to inform people about unhealthy food 

content. 

https://www.ndtv.com/health/india-expanding-digital-health-infrastructure-enhancing-disease-surveillance-minister-11190501
https://www.ndtv.com/health/india-expanding-digital-health-infrastructure-enhancing-disease-surveillance-minister-11190501
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/8-years-on-food-regulator-still-just-consulting-on-front-of-pack-labelling/articleshow/129679006.cms
https://www.aninews.in/news/national/general-news/health-ministry-launches-disease-surveillance-program-to-strengthen-response-to-bio-emergencies20260324144811/#:~:text=(Photo/ANI)-,Health%20Ministry%20launches%20Disease%20surveillance%20program%20to%20strengthen%20response%20to,to%20manage%20bio%2Demergencies%20efficiently.
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/business/india-business/delay-in-fssai-finalising-front-of-pack-labelling-rules-unusual-by-its-own-norm/articleshow/129802711.cms
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19. WHO Member States 

agree to extend 

negotiations on the key 

annex to the Pandemic 

Agreement 

WHO News 

March 28, 2026 

WHO Member States have agreed to extend negotiations 

on the Pathogen Access and Benefit Sharing (PABS) 

annex, a core component of the Pandemic Agreement, 

with discussions scheduled to continue ahead of the 

World Health Assembly in May 2026.  

The extension reflects ongoing differences over critical 

issues such as equitable sharing of pathogens and 

benefits, including vaccines and treatments, while 

reaffirming the global commitment to strengthening 

pandemic preparedness, cooperation, and equity. 

20. Experts Urge Global 

Recognition of AI as 

Public Mental Health 

Concern 

European Medical 

Journal (EMJ Reviews) 

March 31, 2026 

The article highlights increasing calls from global experts 

and the World Health Organisation (WHO) to recognise 

generative AI as a public mental health concern, given its 

growing use for emotional support, particularly among 

young users. While these tools are widely accessible, they 

are not designed or clinically validated for mental 

healthcare, raising concerns around misinformation, 

emotional dependence, and inadequate responses in 

crises. 

It stresses the need for stronger governance mechanisms, 

including impact assessments, regulatory oversight, and 

collaboration between AI developers and mental health 

professionals. The article concludes that coordinated 

global action is essential to understand better and mitigate 

the long-term mental health implications of AI 

technologies. 

 

https://www.who.int/news/item/28-03-2026-who-member-states-agree-to-extend-negotiations-on-key-annex-to-the-pandemic-agreement#:~:text=Sixth%20meeting%20of%20the%20Intergovernmental,pandemic%20prevention%2C%20preparedness%20and%20response.
https://www.emjreviews.com/general-healthcare/news/experts-urge-global-recognition-of-ai-as-public-mental-health-concern/

