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BUDGETS, at their most honest, 
are economic documents. At their 

most revealing, they are political texts 
written in the language of infrastruc-
ture, incentives and intent. Union Fi-
nance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman’s 
ninth consecutive Budget appears to 
belong firmly to the latter category, of-
fering a compelling illustration of how 
impending elections can subtly — and 
sometimes not so subtly — shape eco-
nomic policy.

Consider the conspicuous atten-
tion paid to two poll-bound, non-BJP-
ruled states: West Bengal and Tamil 
Nadu. Both go to Assembly elections 
in 2026 — Tamil Nadu likely between 
April and May, and West Bengal by 
early May. Both are governed by strong 
regional parties — the DMK and the 
Trinamool Congress,  that remain out-
side the BJP’s electoral fold. And both 
emerged from the Budget with mar-
quee announcements that are difficult 
to dismiss as coincidence.

For West Bengal, the centrepiece is 
the proposed East–West 
Dedicated Freight Corri-
dor connecting Dankuni, 
near Kolkata, to Surat. 
The announcement is 
strategically significant. 
Dankuni already serves 
as the eastern terminal 
of the Eastern Dedicated 
Freight Corridor (EDFC), 
giving Bengal a natural 
logistical advantage. Extending this 
connectivity westwards promises to 
enhance trade efficiency, reduce freight 
costs and integrate the state more 
deeply into national supply chains.

Equally eye-catching is the proposal 
for a Varanasi–Siliguri high-speed rail 
corridor. For North Bengal — long 
plagued by connectivity bottlenecks 
— such a link could be transforma-
tive, tying Siliguri more directly to the 
national capital via faster rail services. 
Yet the Budget leaves a crucial ques-
tion unanswered: what exactly quali-
fies as “high-speed”? The absence of 
clarity on whether this refers to bullet 
train–grade infrastructure or upgrad-
ed semi–high-speed lines (130–180 
kmph) injects ambiguity into an other-
wise bold promise.

The freight corridor announcement, 
however, rests on firmer ground. Dedi-
cated Freight Corridors are exclusive 

goods lines designed to move cargo 
faster, heavier and more reliably than 
conventional mixed-use tracks. In-
dia’s two flagship DFCs — the West-
ern (Dadri to JNPT) and the Eastern 
(Ludhiana to Dankuni) — are largely 
operational, with full end-to-end com-
missioning reportedly in its final stag-
es. In this context, the proposed exten-
sion appears less speculative and more 
an acceleration of an existing vision.

Political reception in Kolkata, how-
ever, has been frosty. Chief Minister 
Mamata Banerjee dismissed the an-
nouncements as a “Humpty-Dumpty 
Budget”, accusing the Centre of repack-
aging projects already in progress. Her 
sharp rhetoric underscores a broader 
political reality: infrastructure an-
nouncements, however grand, do not 
automatically translate into political 
goodwill, particularly when trust be-
tween the Centre and the states is 
strained.

Still, to reduce the Budget’s implica-
tions for Bengal to transport corridors 

alone would be to miss 
the finer print. The up-
grade of seven National 
Institutes of Pharma-
ceutical Education and 
Research (NIPERs), in-
cluding the one at Pani-
hati near Kolkata, could 

strengthen the state’s 
pharmaceutical ecosys-
tem. A new scheme to 

boost jute production directly benefits 
India’s largest jute-producing state. The 
proposed revival of 200 legacy indus-
trial clusters could also place Bengal’s 
historic jute, textile and engineering 
hubs back on the growth map.

Tamil Nadu, meanwhile, walked 
away with its own electoral bouquet — 
a Rare Earths Corridor, high-speed rail 
proposals, cash crop incentives and re-
newed attention to a key archaeological 
site. The symmetry is hard to ignore.

Ultimately, the Budget reflects a deli-
cate political calculus. It offers enough 
to signal intent, enough to suggest in-
clusivity, while leaving the real test to 
execution. Whether these promises 
crystallise into projects — and whether 
they translate into votes — remains un-
certain. What is clear, however, is that 
as elections loom, economic blueprints 
often acquire a distinctly political con-
tour.

Where economics 
ends and electoral 

strategy begins

EDIT

UNION Finance Minister 
Nirmala Sitharaman pre-
sented the Union Budget for 
2026–27 in the Lok Sabha, 
marking her ninth budget and 
a historic first in independent 
India, as it was delivered on a 
Sunday. The budget focuses 
on economic growth, capac-
ity building and inclusive de-
velopment under the vision 
of ’Sabka Saath, Sabka Vikas’. 
Among its standout features 
is a strong push for the crea-
tive industries, often referred 
to as the ‘Orange Economy’, 
with several measures that 
directly benefit content crea-
tors.

The Orange Economy 
broadly covers animation, 
visual effects, gaming, comics 
(AVGC) and digital content 
creation.

Why the ‘Orange Economy’ 
matters and its place in the 
Budget

Globally, the ‘Orange Econ-
omy’ is expanding rapidly, 
and in India it is emerging 
as a major source of employ-
ment and cultural exports. 
In her budget speech, the 
Finance Minister noted that 
the AVGC sector alone will 
require nearly 20 lakh profes-
sionals by 2030. Recognising 
this potential, the govern-
ment has proposed measures 
to energise the creative indus-
tries by equipping young peo-
ple with future-ready digital 
skills.

Young scientist Shreyans 
Jain from Delhi-NCR believes 
the budget offers renewed 
hope to researchers and in-
novators. Many research pro-

jects had slowed due to lim-
ited government support, he 
says, but that is now chang-
ing. Jain, who is associated 
with Celestial Aerospace and 
works with IIT collabora-
tors, is developing a balloon-
assisted rocket launch system. 
In this technology, a large 
balloon carries a rocket to 
the upper atmosphere, where 
thinner air reduces resistance, 
saving fuel and increasing 
payload capacity by two to 
three times.

The budget describes the 
‘Orange Economy’ as a “new 
engine for creative jobs”, ca-
pable of driving services-
led growth. While India has 
witnessed a surge in creative 
startups and digital careers, a 
persistent skills gap remains. 
The budget addresses this by 
proposing practical training 
infrastructure within educa-
tional institutions, ensuring 
that students are exposed to 
professional tools and tech-
niques early on.

Key Announcement:  
Content Creator Labs

The most significant initia-
tive is support for the Mum-
bai-based Indian Institute of 
Creative Technologies (IICT) 
to establish content creator 
labs. The Finance Minister 
announced that such labs will 
be set up in 15,000 second-
ary schools and 500 colleges 
across the country. These cen-
tres will train students in ani-

mation, visual effects, gaming 
and comics.
Why are these  
labs important?

Shreyans Jain points out 
that while many content crea-
tors today earn substantial 
incomes on platforms like 
YouTube and Instagram, ac-
cess to professional training 
and equipment remains lim-
ited for most young Indians. 
These labs will bridge that gap 
by offering hands-on train-
ing in video production, ed-
iting, digital storytelling and 
extended reality (XR). Led 
by IICT, the initiative is ex-
pected to nurture grassroots 
talent and strengthen India’s 
creative workforce, while also 
encouraging the development 
of original Indian intellectual 
property.

The budget also proposes 
setting up a new National In-
stitute of Design and Devel-
opment in the eastern region, 
further expanding opportuni-
ties for training in visual and 
creative design.
Digital Knowledge Grid: 
New Opportunities for 
Creators

Another notable an-
nouncement is the crea-
tion of a Digital Knowledge 
Grid to document India’s 
historical, cultural and tour-
ism assets. This open digital 
platform will generate new 

opportunities for historians, 
researchers and content crea-
tors to develop videos, docu-
mentaries and educational 
content rooted in India’s her-
itage.

For creators who often 
struggle to access authen-
tic source material, the grid 
promises reliable, high-qual-
ity data. It is also expected to 
boost tourism, with a pilot 
programme to upskill 10,000 
tourist guides across 20 
iconic destinations, opening 
further avenues for content 

monetisation.
Indirect Support  
and the Road Ahead

The budget also provides 
indirect support to the crea-
tive sector, including a pro-
posed Rs 10,000 crore fund 
for startups and incentives 
for municipal bonds aimed at 
improving urban infrastruc-
ture. These measures could 

help develop creative hubs 
in major cities. According 
to Prof. Prabhanshu Ojha of 
Delhi University, the budget 
encourages content creators 
through education, skilling 
and job creation. Initiatives 
such as creator labs and the 
Digital Knowledge Grid, 
he says, mark an important 
step towards making India a 

global creative powerhouse. 
With its strong youth focus, 
Budget 2026 reinforces the 
vision of a “Viksit Bharat”.

(The author is Delhi-based 
senior journalist and writer. 

He is author of Gandhi's 
Delhi which has brought to 

the forth many hidden facts 
about Mahatma Gandhi)

How Budget 2026 puts content creators 
at the centre of India’s growth story
From classrooms to creator labs, Sitharaman’s big push for the Orange Economy

Vivek Shukla

Globally, the ‘Orange 

Economy’ is expanding 

rapidly, and in India it 

is emerging as a major 

source of employment 

and cultural exports. In 

her budget speech, the 

Finance Minister noted 

that the AVGC sector 

alone will require nearly 

20 lakh professionals by 

2030. Recognising this 

potential, the government 

has proposed measures 

to energise the creative 

industries by equipping 

young people with future-

ready digital skills

The Union Budget 

provides indirect support 

to the creative sector, 

including a proposed Rs 

10,000 crore fund for 

startups and incentives 

for municipal bonds 

aimed at improving urban 

infrastructure. These 

measures could help 

develop creative hubs in 

major cities

Jordan Miller

THE US departure from the World 
Health Organisation became official 
in late January 2026, according to the 
Trump administration a year after Presi-
dent Donald Trump signed an executive 
order on inauguration day of his second 
term, declaring that he was doing so. He 
first stated his intention to do so dur-
ing his first term in 2020, early in the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The US severing 
its ties with the WHO will cause rip-
ple effects that linger for years to come, 
with widespread implications for public 
health. The Conversation asked Jordan 
Miller, a public health professor at Ari-
zona State University, to explain what 
the US departure means in the short and 
long term. 
Why is the US leaving the 
WHO? 

The Trump administration says it's 
unfair that the US contributes more than 
other nations and cites this as the main 
reason for leaving. The White House's 
official announcement gives the exam-
ple of China, which, despite having a 
population three times the size of the US, 
contributes 90 per cent less than the US 
does to the WHO. The Trump adminis-
tration has also claimed that the WHO's 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic 
was botched and that it lacked account-
ability and transparency. The WHO has 
pushed back on these claims, defending 
its pandemic response, which recom-
mended masking and physical distanc-
ing. The US does provide a dispropor-
tionate amount of funding to the WHO. 
In 2023, for example, US contributions 
almost tripled those of the European 
Commission and were roughly 50 per 
cent more than the second-highest do-
nor, Germany. But health experts point 
out that preventing and responding 
quickly to public health challenges is far 
less expensive than dealing with those 
problems once they've taken root and 
spread. However, the withdrawal process 
is complicated, despite the US assertion 
that it is final. 

Most countries do not have the abil-
ity to withdraw, as that is the way the 
original agreement to join the WHO was 
designed. But the US inserted a clause 
into its agreement with the WHO when 

it agreed to join, stipulating that the US 
would have the ability to withdraw, as 
long as it provided a one-year notice and 
paid all remaining dues. Though the US 
gave its notice when Trump took office 
a year ago, it still owes the WHO about 
USD 260 million in fees for 2024-25. 
There are complicated questions of in-
ternational law that remain. 
What does the US withdrawal from 
the WHO mean in the short term? 

In short, the US withdrawal weakens 
public health abroad and at home. The 
WHO's priorities include stopping the 
spread of infectious diseases, stemming 
antimicrobial resistance, mitigating nat-
ural disasters, providing medication and 
health services to those who need them, 
and even preventing chronic diseases. So 
public health challenges, such as infec-
tious diseases, have to be approached at 
scale because experience shows that co-
ordination across borders is important 

for success. The US has been the largest 
single funder of the WHO, with contri-
butions in the hundreds of millions of 
dollars annually over the past decade, so 
its withdrawal will have immediate op-
erational impacts, limiting the WHO's 
ability to continue established programs. 
As a result of losing such a significant 
share of its funding, the WHO an-
nounced in a recent memo to staff that 
it plans to cut roughly 2,300 jobs a quar-
ter of its workforce by summer 2026. It 
also plans to downsize 10 of its divisions 
to four. In addition to a long history of 
funding, US experts have worked closely 
with the WHO to address public health 
challenges. Successes stemming from 
this partnership include effectively re-
sponding to several Ebola outbreaks, ad-
dressing mpox around the world and the 
Marburg virus outbreak in Rwanda and 
Ethiopia. Both the Marburg and Ebola 
viruses have a 50 per cent fatality rate, on 
average, so containing these diseases be-
fore they reached pandemic-level spread 
was critically important. The Infectious 
Diseases Society of America issued a 
statement in January 2026 describing the 
move as "a shortsighted and misguided 
abandonment of our global health com-
mitments," noting that "global coopera-
tion and communication are critical to 
keep our own citizens protected because 
germs do not respect borders." 

What are the longer-term impacts of 
US withdrawal? By withdrawing from 
the WHO, the US will no longer partici-
pate in the organisation's Global Influ-
enza Surveillance and Response System, 
which has been in operation since 1952. 
This will seriously compromise the US's 
ability to plan and manufacture vaccines 
to match the predicted flu strains for 

each coming year. Annual flu vaccines 
for the US and globally are developed 
a year in advance using data that is col-
lected around the world and then ana-
lysed by an international team of experts 
to predict which strains are likely to be 
most widespread in the next year. 

The WHO convenes expert panels 
twice per year and then makes recom-
mendations on which flu strains to in-
clude in each year's vaccine manufactur-
ing formulation. While manufacturers 
will likely still be able to obtain informa-
tion regarding the WHO's conclusions, 
the US will not contribute data in the 
same way, and American experts will no 
longer have a role in the process of data 
analysis. This could lead to problematic 
differences between WHO recommen-
dations and those coming from US au-
thorities. The Centres for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention estimates that each 
year in the US, millions of people get the 
flu, hundreds of thousands of Americans 
are hospitalised, and tens of thousands 
die as a result of influenza. 

Diminishing the country's ability to 
prepare in advance through flu shots will 
likely mean more hospitalisations and 
more deaths as a result of the flu. This 
is just one example of many of how the 
US's departure will affect the country's 
readiness to respond to disease threats. 
Additionally, the reputational damage 
done by the US departure cannot be 
overstated. The US has developed its 
position as an international leader in 
public health over many decades as the 
largest developer and implementer of 
global health programs. I believe sur-
rendering this position will diminish the 
United States' ability to influence public 
health strategies internationally, and that 
is important because global health af-
fects health in the US It will also make it 
harder to shape a multinational response 
in the event of another public health 
crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Public health and policy experts predict 
that China will use this opportunity to 
strengthen its position and its global in-
fluence, stepping into the power vacuum 
the US creates by withdrawing. 

(The writer is a Teaching Professor 
and Program Director for the Population 

Health at the Arizona State University, 
United States)

Trump administration’s WHO exit 
reshapes global health politics

Funding cuts, loss of expertise and eroding US leadership mark a turning point in international health governance
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COSMIC radio pulses repeat-
ing every few minutes or hours, 
known as long-period tran-
sients, have puzzled astrono-
mers since their discovery in 
2022. Our new study, published 
in Nature Astronomy today, 
might finally add some clar-
ity. Radio astronomers are very 
familiar with pulsars, a type of 
rapidly rotating neutron star. 
To us watching the skies from 
Earth, these objects appear to 
pulse because powerful radio 
beams from their poles sweep 
our telescopes much like a cos-
mic lighthouse. 

The slowest pulsars rotate 
in just a few seconds this is 
known as their period. But in 
recent years, long-period tran-
sients have been discovered as 
well. These have periods from 
18 minutes to more than six 
hours. From everything we 
know about neutron stars, they 
shouldn't be able to produce 
radio waves while spinning this 
slowly. So, is there something 
wrong with physics? Well, 
neutron stars aren't the only 
compact stellar remnant on the 
block, so maybe they're not the 
stars of this story after all. Our 
new paper presents evidence 
that the longest-lived long-pe-
riod transient, GPM J1839-10, 
is actually a white dwarf star. 
It's producing powerful radio 
beams with the help of a stel-
lar companion, implying others 
may be doing the same. 
Enter white dwarf pulsars 

Like neutron stars, white 
dwarfs are the remnants of 
dead stars. They're about the 
size of Earth, but with an entire 
Sun's worth of mass packed 
in. No isolated white dwarf 
has been observed to emit ra-
dio pulses. But they have the 
necessary ingredients to do so 
when paired with an M-type 
dwarf (a regular star about half 
the Sun's mass) in a close two-
star system known as a binary. 
In fact, we know such rapidly 
spinning "white dwarf pulsars" 
exist because we've observed 
them the first was confirmed 

in 2016. Which raises the ques-
tion: could long-period tran-
sients be the slower cousins of 
white dwarf pulsars? More than 
ten long-period transients have 
been discovered to date, but 
they're so far away and embed-
ded so deeply in our galaxy that 
it's been difficult to tell what 
they are. Only in 2025 were two 
long-period transients conclu-
sively identified as white dwarf-
dwarf binaries. This was quite 
unexpected. However, it left 
astronomers with more ques-
tions. Even if some long-period 
transients are white dwarf-

dwarf binaries, do they radiate 
in the same way as the faster 
white dwarf pulsars? And are 
the long-period transients only 
visible at radio wavelengths, 
doomed to be a mystery forev-
er? What we needed is a model 
that works for both, and a long-
period transient with enough 
high-quality data to test it on. 
A uniquely long-lived 
example 

In 2023, we discovered GPM 
J1839-10, a long-period tran-
sient with a 21-minute period. 
It was the second-ever such 
discovery, but unlike its prede-
cessor or those found since, it 
is uniquely long-lived. Pulses 
were found in archival data go-
ing back as far as 1988, but only 
some of the times that they 
should have been detected. As 
it's 15,000 light-years away, we 
can only see it in radio waves. 
So we dug deeper into this 
seemingly random, intermit-
tent signal to learn more. We 
watched GPM J1839-10 in a se-
ries dubbed "round-the-world" 
observations. These used three 

telescopes, each passing the 
source to the next as Earth ro-
tated: the Australian SKA Path-
finder or ASKAP, the Meer-
KAT radio telescope in South 
Africa, and the Karl G. Jansky 
Very Large Array in the United 
States. The intermittent signal 
turned out not be random at 
all. The pulses arrive in groups 
of four or five, and the groups 
come in pairs separated by two 
hours. The entire pattern re-
peats every nine hours. Such a 
stable pattern strongly implies 
the signal is coming from a 
binary system of two bodies 

orbiting each other every nine 
hours. And knowing the period 
also helps us work out their 
masses, which all adds up to be-
ing a white dwarf-dwarf binary. 
Checking back, not only were 
the archival detections consist-
ent with the same pattern, but 
we were able to use the com-
bined data to refine the orbital 
period to a precision of just 0.2 
seconds. 
A heartbeat pattern 

Radio data alone tells us 
GPM J1839-10 is definitely a 
binary system. What's more, 
the peculiar heartbeat of its 
pulses gives clues to its nature 
in a way that's only possible 
from looking at radio signals. 
Inspired by a previous study on 
a white dwarf pulsar, we mod-
elled GPM J1839-10 as a white 
dwarf generating a radio beam 
as its magnetic pole sweeps 
through its companion's stellar 
wind. 

(The writers are associated 
with Curtin University, Perth, 

Australia)

Astronomers crack the case 
of baffling slow radio bursts

Observations of a long-lived space signal point to an unexpected source: a white dwarf–companion star pair
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