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A regulation meant to protect students from discrimination has itself become the center of one of

2026's biggest legal controversies. That is the strange story of the UGC Promotion of Equity in

Higher Education Institutions Regulations, 2026.

Framed with good intentions, these rules were stayed by the Supreme Court within just sixteen

days of being notified. In this blog, we break down what these regulations actually say, why they

were introduced, and why they landed in the middle of a constitutional storm.

<strong>Why These Regulations Were Introduced</strong>

To understand the 2026 Regulations, you need to understand the tragedy behind them. The case

traces back to a 2019 writ petition filed by Radhika Vemula and Abeda Salim Tadvi, the

mothers of Rohith Vemula and Payal Tadvi.

Both Rohith Vemula, a doctoral scholar at the University of Hyderabad, and Payal Tadvi, a

postgraduate medical student in Mumbai, died by suicide after allegedly facing sustained caste

based discrimination on their campuses. Their case, Abeda Salim Tadvi v Union of India, argued

that the existing UGC Regulations of 2012 were purely advisory and had failed to prevent such

tragedies.

Over the years, the Supreme Court repeatedly pushed the UGC to strengthen this framework,

even inviting suggestions from various stakeholders while a new draft was being prepared. This

eventually led to the notification of the new Regulations on January 13, 2026.

<strong>What the 2026 Regulations Actually

Introduced</strong>

The core shift brought by these Regulations was moving from advisory guidelines to a binding,

enforceable legal framework. Institutions that fail to comply now risk real consequences,
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including debarment from UGC schemes and restrictions on offering degree or online

programmes.

Every higher education institution was required to set up two key bodies under these rules.

The Equal Opportunity Centre, a dedicated administrative unit meant to run inclusion policies,

provide academic, financial, and psychological counselling, and coordinate with external

stakeholders like NGOs and the police for support.

The Equity Committee, chaired by the head of the institution, meant to investigate

discrimination complaints, with mandatory representation from Scheduled Castes, Scheduled

Tribes, Other Backward Classes, women, and persons with disabilities.

The Regulations defined discrimination broadly, covering explicit, implicit, indirect, and structural

bias affecting admissions, academics, hostels, employment, or general campus interactions. On

paper, this was meant to be one of the most comprehensive anti-discrimination frameworks ever

introduced for Indian campuses.

Example: If a student from a marginalised community faces subtle exclusion in a hostel allotment

process, or repeated informal remarks from faculty that create a hostile academic environment,

the new framework was designed to let that student approach the Equity Committee, rather than

having no formal recourse at all, as was often the case earlier.

<strong>The Problem: Who Got Left Out</strong>

Despite its intentions, the Regulations ran into a serious legal problem almost immediately, and it

centred on how the rules defined who could actually claim protection.

Critics pointed to an inconsistency between two provisions. Clause 3(e) defined discrimination

broadly, covering grounds like religion, race, caste, gender, place of birth, and disability.

However, another related clause was read as being far narrower in practice, effectively limiting

formal caste based protection specifically to Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and Other

Backward Classes.

This meant that a student from a general or unreserved category who faced targeted caste based

harassment, for instance being told to leave a campus purely because of their caste identity, could

find themselves without a clear institutional remedy under these specific rules.
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Petitioners cited real incidents, including reported graffiti during protests at a major university in

2022 targeting students of a specific caste, to argue that discrimination is not a one way street,

and that any anti-discrimination framework which protects some students but not others fails the

basic constitutional promise of equality.

<strong>The Supreme Court Steps In</strong>

Multiple writ petitions challenging the constitutionality of the Regulations reached the Supreme

Court within days of their notification. On January 29, 2026, a Bench led by Chief Justice of India

Surya Kant, along with Justice Joymalya Bagchi, delivered a sharp interim order.

The Court observed that the Regulations were prima facie vague, capable of misuse, and could

have sweeping and divisive consequences for society if left unexamined. It specifically noted that

non-intervention at that stage could lead to a dangerous impact and further divide society.

Exercising its powers under Article 142 of the Constitution, the Bench directed that the 2026

Regulations be kept in abeyance, meaning temporarily suspended, and that the older 2012

Regulations would continue to apply until further orders. The Court also framed four substantial

questions of law for detailed consideration and directed the Union Government and the UGC to

respond to the petitions.

<strong>What Has Happened Since</strong>

The controversy did not end with the January stay. When the matter came up again before the

Court, government and student groups continued to spar over how the framework should look

going forward.

On August 20, 2026, the Centre informed the Supreme Court, through Solicitor General Tushar

Mehta, that the 2026 Regulations are currently under reconsideration. A Bench led by Chief

Justice Surya Kant, along with Justices Joymalya Bagchi and V. Mohana, directed the UGC to file a

comprehensive counter affidavit within four weeks, with petitioners given two more weeks after

that to file any rejoinder.

This means that, as things stand today, the 2012 Regulations remain the operative legal

framework for anti-discrimination measures in Indian higher education institutions, while the

UGC works on redrafting the 2026 rules in a manner that can withstand judicial scrutiny.
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<strong>Why This Story Matters Beyond Just Education

Policy</strong>

This controversy sits at a genuinely difficult constitutional intersection. On one side is the

undeniable and tragic reality that caste based discrimination on Indian campuses is a real and

persistent problem, one that has cost young lives and demanded urgent institutional response.

On the other side is the equally important constitutional principle that any protective framework

must apply its safeguards consistently, without arbitrarily excluding any group from access to a

remedy, since this too can amount to a denial of equal treatment under Article 14.

The core challenge for the UGC and the government going forward is to design a framework

broad enough to genuinely protect vulnerable groups like SC, ST, and OBC students who face the

vast majority of documented discrimination, while not leaving any student, regardless of category,

entirely without recourse if they too face targeted bias.

<strong>A Simple Way to Remember This Story</strong>

Keep three dates in mind to follow this story clearly.

January 13, 2026 is when the UGC notified the new Regulations, replacing the older 2012

advisory framework with binding rules built around Equal Opportunity Centres and Equity

Committees.

January 29, 2026 is when the Supreme Court stayed these Regulations, citing vagueness and the

risk of dividing society, and restored the 2012 Regulations in the meantime.

August 20, 2026 is when the government told the Court that the Regulations are being

reconsidered, with a fresh counter affidavit due within a month.

<strong>Conclusion</strong>

The UGC Equity Regulations, 2026 story is a powerful reminder that even well intentioned

reforms can stumble if their drafting leaves gaps in coverage. Born out of genuine tragedy and

years of litigation, the Regulations aimed to finally give Indian campuses an enforceable anti-

discrimination framework, only to be paused over concerns that the protection itself was too

narrowly defined.
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As the redrafting process continues, this remains a story worth following closely, since its

outcome will shape how discrimination complaints are handled across every UGC recognised

university and college in the country.
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