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DGP warns of anti-CAA stir consequences
UOFA urges Prez to repeal CAA, warns of stir Daily loss of ` 1,643 cr by
bandh recoverable from agitators: GP Singh Who is DGP, questions Akhil

GUWAHATI, Feb 29: A day after opposition
parties of Assam threatened a state-wide bandh
if the Citizenship (Amendment) Act is imple-
mented, DGP Gyanendra Pratap Singh on
Thursday warned that financial losses, esti-
mated to be ` 1,643 crore a day due to the agi-
tation, can be recovered from the organisers.

The United Opposition Forum Assam
(UOFA), formed in the state in line with Indian
National Developmental Inclusive Alliance
(INDIA), on Wednesday announced that a state-
wide bandh will be called the very next day of
the contentious Act coming into force, followed
by ‘gherao’ of the Janata Bhawan (the secre-
tariat) on next day.

In a post on X, Singh shared two pages of a
Gauhati High Court order on bandhs, pro-
nounced in 2019, and re-posted his own state-

ment on the issue from June 2022.
“Needless to say that with the GSDP of

Assam pegged at ` 5,65,401 crore, loss from a
day’s bandh would be approximately ` 1,643
crore recoverable from those who call for such
a bandh in accordance with para 35(9) of the
aforementioned order of the Hon’ble Gauhati

High Court order,” he added. Reacting to the
DGP’s post, Raijor Dal chief and MLA Akhil
Gogoi said there will be no problem at all if the
CAA is not implemented.

“You (Centre) will bring a draconian law and
if we protest, then we will be punished for mak-
ing the losses. Who is to be blamed for this loss?
Is it BJP or us? They are planning to give citi-
zenship to 15-20 lakh Bangladeshis and we can-
not even protest!

“Who is this DGP? Why does he not tell the
Centre to withdraw this law if he is so con-
cerned about the financial losses to the state?”
asked Gogoi, who had spent 567 days in jail for
his alleged role in violent anti-CAA agitation of
2019 before a Special NIA Court cleared him of
all charges.  Gogoi, who is the Chief Spokesper-
son of the UOFA, (CONTD. ON PAGE-2)
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Putin warns that sending Western troops
to Ukraine risks a global nuclear conflict
Sunak: UK is descending into mob rule; Critics
accuse him of undermining protest rights
TMC strongman Shajahan 
arrested, CID takes over probe
Modi, Jugnauth inaugurate airstrip, jetty, 
6 other India-assisted projects in Mauritius
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5,400 seizures
worth `330 cr in

FY’24 in NE
GUWAHATI, Feb 29: The BJP
will contest 11 seats in the forth-
coming Lok Sabha polls in Assam,
leaving three for its allies Asom
Gana Parishad (AGP) and the
United People’s Party Liberal
(UPPL), chief minister Himanta
Biswa Sarma said on Thursday.

The AGP will contest from Bar-
peta and Dhubri, while UPPL will
field its candidate in Kokrajhar.

The allies will support each
other’s candidates in all the 14
constituencies, Sarma said.

”Yesterday, BJP state chief
Bhabesh Kalita and I had a meet-
ing with our national president J P
Nadda, Union Home minister Amit
Shah and our national general sec-
retary B L Santosh, during which
the seat-sharing was discussed,” he

told a press conference at the party
headquarters here.

He said UPPL had requested for
the Kokrajhar seat, which the BJP
agreed to.

“The AGP, which has its base
across the state, wanted more seats.
But, I conveyed to them the re-
quest of our central leadership to
contest from two seats this time,
and they have obliged us,” the CM
said.

“Of the total 14 seats, we are op-
timistic of winning 11,” he said.

The BJP has nine MPs in the
outgoing Lok Sabha from the state,
while the AGP and UPPL have no
representation. The Congress holds
three seats and the AIUDF one,
while another is with an independ-
ent candidate. (PTI)

Assam LS polls: BJP to contest 
11 seats, allies rest three

GUWAHATI, Feb 29: The customs
department has recorded nearly
5,400 seizure cases of various con-
traband items worth almost Rs 330
crore while trying to smuggle them
across international border during
the current financial year, a senior of-
ficial said on Thursday.

Addressing a press conference,
Bandhana Deori, the chief commis-
sioner of Central Excise and Cus-
toms (Guwahati Zone), highlighted
the department’s efforts in combat-
ing smuggling activities, particularly
focusing on the smuggling of gold
and narcotics.

“Coming to the role of customs in
combating smuggling, the commis-
sionerate of customs (preventive)
has booked 5,364 seizure cases val-
ued at Rs 329 crore in this financial
year so far,” (CONTD. ON PAGE-2)

HT Bureau
DIPHU, Feb 29: The Karbi Anglong Autonomous Council
(KAAC) presented the budget for the ‘Entrusted Subjects’ and
‘The council budget (inherent Subject)’ for the financial year
2024-2025 during the 247th budget session held at KAAC’s
session hall here on Thursday.

Amarsing Tisso, executive member of the Land and Revenue
Department of KAAC, was tasked with presenting the budget
for the 2024-25 session on behalf of the chief executive mem-
ber, Tuliram Ronghang, who was out of station.

EM Tisso presented the ‘Entrusted Subjects’ with a proposed
budget estimated under State Owned Priority Development
(SOPD)/ establishment expenditure at ` 209636.33 lakh and
‘the council budget’ with a probable estimated expenditure of
` 80015.57 lakh for the financial year 2024-25. 

The expected revenue receipt from the Council’s sources is
` 37415.57 lakh, and Grand in Aid (GIA) from the state gov-
ernment and administrative charges etc. is ` 42600.00 lakh.

While presenting the budget, Tisso stated, “There is a signif-
icant amount of arrear administrative charges to be released by

the state Government, approximately ` 7000.00 lakh, as well
as arrears in the share of Motor Vehicle Tax. The state govern-
ment is therefore requested to release the Motor vehicle tax for
Karbi Anglong Autonomous Council during this financial year
to enable meeting the normal expenditure of the Council and
fulfill the Annual expenditure required for the financial year
2024-25 by placing the fund at the disposal of the council.”

The council revenue is derived from its own sources as well
as from the state government and the government of India in
the form of grants-in-aid (CONTD. ON PAGE-2)

KAAC unveils budget for 2024-2025 fiscal yearDeparture of Rana Goswami won’t 
affect party: Jorhat cong president

HT Correspondent
JORHAT, Feb 29: Jorhat District Congress president, Putul Buragohain,
on Thursday asserted that the departure of Rana Goswami would not ad-
versely impact the party’s standing in Jorhat.

Speaking to reporters at the Congress Bhawan, Buragohain emphasised
the high morale among party workers and various affiliated wings, in-
cluding youth, students, women, and Seva Dal. Addressing concerns
about potential defections, Buragohain reassured that he had been receiv-
ing calls from party members and leaders (CONTD. ON PAGE-2)
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NEW DELHI, Feb 29: The Union
Cabinet on Thursday approved set-
ting up three semiconductor-mak-
ing units by firms, including Tata
Group and Japan’s Renesas, at an
investment of ` 1.26 lakh crore as
part of an attempt to cut India’s de-
pendence on imports to meet re-
quirements of chips.

The units which will make chips
for sectors including defence, au-
tomobiles and telecommunica-
tions, will begin construction
within the next 100 days, Telecom
Minister Ashwini Vaishnaw told
reporters after the cabinet meeting.

The three units will be set up
under the ‘Development of Semi-
conductors and Display Manufac-
turing Ecosystem’ programme that
provides government support of up
to ` 76,000 crore.

Tata Electronics Pvt Ltd will set
up a semiconductor fab in partner-
ship with Taiwan’s Powerchip
Semiconductor Manufacturing
Corp at Dholera in Gujarat. The
plant will have a capacity to pro-
duce 50,000 wafers per month and
will involve an investment of
`91,000 crore.

Tata Semiconductor Assembly
and Test Pvt Ltd (TSAT) will set
up a semiconductor unit in Mori-
gaon, Assam, at an investment of ̀
27,000 crore. CG Power in part-
nership with Renesas Electronics

Corp and Stars Microelectronics of
Thailand will set up a unit in
Sanand in Gujarat at an investment
of ` 7,600 crore.

In June last year, the Cabinet ap-
proved a proposal of Micron for
setting up a semiconductor unit in
Sanand, Gujarat.

The approvals are part of the
Modi government’s ambitions to
make India a chipmaker for the
world and cutting reliance on
countries like Taiwan.

Vaishnaw said the Tata plant at
Dholera will produce high-perfor-
mance compute chips with 28 nm
technology for electric vehicles
(EV), telecom, defence, automo-
tive, consumer electronics, display
and power electronics.

The unit in Assam will have a

capacity of 48 million per day for
automotive, electric vehicles, con-
sumer electronics, telecom, and
mobile phones. The CG power
semiconductor unit will manufac-
ture 15 million chips for consumer,
industrial, automotive and power
applications.

“Within a very short time,
India’s semiconductor mission has
achieved four big successes. With
these units, the semiconductor
ecosystem will get established in
India. India already has deep capa-
bilities in chip design. With these
units, our country will develop ca-
pabilities in chip fabrication. Ad-
vanced packaging technologies
will be indigenously developed in
India with today’s announcement,”
he said adding the three units will

generate direct employment of
20,000 advanced technology jobs
and about 60,000 indirect jobs.

These units will accelerate em-
ployment creation in downstream
automotive, electronics manufac-
turing, telecom manufacturing, in-
dustrial manufacturing, and other
semiconductor-consuming indus-
tries.

Construction of Micron’s
Sanand unit is progressing at a
rapid pace and a robust semicon-
ductor ecosystem is emerging near
the unit, he said.

Tata Electronics’ partner PSMC
is renowned for its expertise in
logic and memory foundry seg-
ments. PSMC has 6 semiconductor
foundries in Taiwan. Power man-
agement chips the two will manu-
facture are high voltage, high
current applications.

TSAT semiconductor is devel-
oping indigenous advanced semi-
conductor packaging technologies
including flip chip and ISIP (inte-
grated system in package) tech-
nologies.

Renesas is a leading semicon-
ductor company focussed on spe-
cialised chips. It operates 12
semiconductor facilities and is an
important player in microcon-
trollers, analogue, power, and Sys-
tem-on-chip ( SoC)’ products.
(PTI)

Union Cabinet nod to ̀ 1.26 lakh cr chip-making units
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NEW DELHI, Feb 29: The gov-
ernment has fixed a conservative
target of wheat procurement in the
range of 30-32 million tonnes dur-
ing the 2024-25 rabi marketing
season, according to the food min-
istry.

The lower target has been fixed
despite the Ministry of Agriculture
hoping for a record wheat produc-
tion of 114-115 million tonnes in

the 2023-24 crop year (July-June).
The target was fixed after delib-

erations with state food secretaries
in a meeting chaired by Union
Food Secretary Sanjeev Chopra in
the national capital on Wednesday.

“After deliberations, the esti-
mates for wheat procurement dur-
ing the ensuing rabi marketing
season of 2024-25 were fixed in
the range of 30-32 million tonne,”
the ministry said in a statement.

Apart from wheat, the ministry
has also fixed the target for paddy
procurement in terms of rice for
rabi season in the range of 9-10
million tonnes.

Besides, the government has set
a procurement target of 6,00,000
tonnes for rabi coarse grains /mil-
lets (Shri Anna).

In the meeting, the Centre has
asked states and Union Territories
to focus on procurement of millets
for diversification of crops and en-
hanced nutrition in dietary pat-
terns.

In the 2023-24 season, the gov-
ernment procured about 26.2 mil-
lion tonnes of wheat against the
target of 34.15 million tonnes. In
2022-23, wheat procurement was
only 18.8 million tonnes against

the target of 44.4 million tonnes.
The procurement was lower due to
fall in production.

Recently, the food secretary had
said the farmers’ protest at the Pun-
jab-Haryana borders is unlikely to
impact the procurement opera-
tions.

Normally, the wheat procure-
ment is carried out from April to
March. However, this time, the
Centre has decided to allow states
to procure depending on the arrival
of the crop in the market. In most
states, wheat arrivals begin in the
first fortnight of March.

Uttar Pradesh and some other
wheat growing states have indi-
cated that they will begin procure-
ment from March 1.

Government agencies buy wheat
and paddy at a Minimum Support
Price (MSP) to add foodgrain
stock to the central pool for public
distribution under the National
Food Security programme and
other welfare schemes.

At the beginning of each mar-
keting season, the procurement tar-
gets are set by the central
government in consultation with
states and the Food Corporation of
India.

In Wednesday’s meeting, the
state governments were also asked
to adopt or improve their existing
MSP procurement applications in
line with the standard and core
features of the Centre’s AgriStack
portal, for bringing about trans-
parency and efficiency in the pro-
curement system before the start
of 2024-25 kharif marketing sea-
son.

During the meeting, issues relat-
ing to supply chain optimization
for transportation of foodgrains
from designated depots to Fair
Price Shops, improving infrastruc-
ture in procurement centres, good
milling practices and on-boarding
Fair Price Shops on the govern-
ment-backed Open Network for
Digital Commerce (ONDC) were
also discussed.

In the meeting, the Telangana
government said it was able to
save ` 16 crore annually with the
adoption of supply chain optimisa-
tion, while the UP government
shared how linking of e-PoS (elec-
tronic point of sale) with electronic
weighing scale has effectively en-
sured supply of foodgrains to the
beneficiaries as per their entitled
quantity. (PTI)

Govt sets conservative target for wheat procurement
at 30-32 million tonnes in 2024-25 season

NEW DELHI, Feb 29: The government’s fiscal
deficit at ` 11 lakh crore at January end touched 63.6
per cent of the revised annual target, according to the
official data released on Thursday.

In the corresponding period last year, the fiscal
deficit or gap between the expenditure and revenue
was 67.8 per cent of Revised Estimates (RE) of the
Union Budget 2022-23.

For 2023-24, the government’s fiscal deficit is esti-
mated at ` 17.35 lakh crore or 5.8 per cent of the GDP.

The government’s total receipts stood at ` 22.52
lakh crore (81.7 per cent of corresponding RE 2023-
24 of total receipts) as of January 2024, according to
the data released by Controller General of Accounts
(CGA).

This comprised ` 18.8 lakh crore tax revenue (net),
` 3.38 lakh crore of non-tax revenue and ` 34,219
crore of non-debt capital receipts.

Non-debt capital receipts consist of the recovery of
loans and miscellaneous capital receipts.

The total expenditure incurred by the Centre was `
33.54 lakh crore (74.7 per cent of corresponding RE
2023-24), out of which ` 26.33 lakh crore is on rev-
enue account and ` 7.2 lakh crore on capital account.

As per the CGA data, ` 8,20,250 crore has been
transferred to state governments as devolution of share
of taxes by the central government up to this period,

which is ` 1,52,480 crore higher than the previous
year. Out of the total revenue expenditure, ` 8,21,731
crore was on account of interest payments and `
3,15,559 crore on major subsidies.

Commenting on the data, Aditi Nayar, Chief Econ-
omist, ICRA, said: “While there may be some slip-
page in the disinvestment target and capex may trail
the FY2024 RE, ICRA does not expect the revised fis-
cal deficit target of ` 17.3 lakh crore for FY2024 to
be breached.”

The Prime Minister Narendra Modi-led government
in the interim Budget refrained from announcing pop-
ulist measures, which is expected to help it trim the
fiscal deficit to 5.1 per cent of the GDP next fiscal and
4.5 per cent in FY26.

The nominal GDP growth for the next financial year
has been pegged at 10.5 per cent against the 11 per
cent estimated earlier.

The nominal GDP as per budget estimate 2024-25
has been projected at ` 3,27,71,808 crore, assuming
10.5 per cent growth over the estimated nominal GDP
of ` 2,96,57,745 crore, as per the First Advance Esti-
mates of FY2023-24.

Helped by an improvement in tax buoyancy, the
government managed to achieve a fiscal deficit of 5.8
per cent against the budget estimate of 5.9 per cent for
the current financial year.(PTI)

Fiscal deficit at Jan-end touches
63.6 pc of full year target: Govt data

Cabinet nod for ` 24,420 crore subsidy
for P&K fertilisers for 2024 kharif season
NEW DELHI, Feb 29: The gov-
ernment on Thursday announced a
` 24,420 crore subsidy on Phos-
phatic and Potassic (P&K) fertilis-
ers for the kharif season and said
the farmers will continue to get
key soil nutrient DAP at ` 1,350
per quintal. Along with DAP (Di-
ammonium Phosphate), the gov-
ernment asserted that retail prices
of other major P&K fertilisers
would remain stable.

The Union Cabinet, chaired by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
has approved the proposal of the
Department of Fertilisers for fixing
the Nutrient-Based Subsidy (NBS)
rates for the kharif season 2024-25
(April 1 to September 30) on P&K
fertilisers.

Briefing reporters, I&B Minister
Anurag Thakur said, “A nutrient-
based subsidy of ` 24,420 crore on
P&K fertilisers has been approved
for the kharif season starting April
1 till September 30.” The minister
said the subsidy on Nitrogen (N)
has been fixed at ` 47.02 per kg,
phosphatic (P) at ` 28.72 per g,
potassic (K) at ` 2.38 per kg, and
Sulphur (S) at ` 1.89 per kg for
2024 kharif season, he said.

In fact, the subsidy on phos-
phatic fertilisers has been in-
creased to ` 28.72 per kg for the
2024 kharif season from ` 20.82
per kg in the 2023 rabi season.
However, the subsidy on nitrogen
(N), potassic (K) and Sulphur (S)
has been kept unchanged for 2024
kharif season.

“With this subsidy, DAP which
is sold currently at ` 1,350 per bag
(50 kg), will continue to be avail-
able at the same rate in the upcom-
ing 2024 Kharif season,” the
minister said. He also said Muriate
of Potash (MoP) will also continue
to be available at ` 1,670 per bag,
while NPK will be available at `
1,470 per bag.

In order to reduce the import de-

pendence on DAP, the cabinet also
approved the inclusion of three
new fertiliser grades under the
NBS scheme.

The subsidy would be provided
to the fertiliser companies as per
approved and notified rates so that
fertilisers are made available to
farmers at affordable prices.

The government is making
available 25 grades of P&K fer-
tilisers to farmers at subsidised
prices through fertiliser manufac-
turers/importers. The subsidy on
P&K fertilisers is governed by the
NBS scheme since 2010.

In accordance with its farmer-
friendly approach, the government
is committed to ensure the avail-
ability of P&K fertilisers to the
farmers at affordable prices, the
minister added.

As per the official data, the gov-
ernment has provided nearly `
1.71 lakh crore as fertilisers sub-
sidy till January in this fiscal year.

For the 2024-25 fiscal, the gov-
ernment has allocated fertiliser
subsidy of ` 1.64 lakh crore as
against the revised estimates of `
1.89 lakh crore for the ongoing fi-
nancial year. (PTI)

OPPO India Unveils
F25 Pro 5G with 

Premium Features

HT Bureau
GUWAHATI, Feb 29: OPPO
India has launched its latest smart-
phone, the F25 Pro 5G, offering
consumers premium features at
competitive prices. The device
comes in two storage variants,
priced at ` 23,999 for 128GB and
` 25,999 for 256GB. Available in
a vibrant Lava Red color, the F25
Pro 5G boasts a 64MP rear triple-
camera setup capable of 4K video
recording on both front and rear
shooters. Highlighted by a sleek
6.7-inch borderless AMOLED dis-
play, the smartphone is powered
by the octa-core Dimensity 7050
SoC and features a 67W 5000mAh
fast-charging battery. Director of
Product Communications at OPPO
India, Savio D’Souza, expressed
enthusiasm about the device, em-
phasizing its premium features and
sophisticated design. The F25 Pro
5G's borderless design offers an
immersive viewing experience
with a 93.4% screen-to-body ratio,
enhanced by its 120Hz AMOLED
display and 10-bit color technol-
ogy, providing over 1 billion hues
for natural gradients. Moreover,
the smartphone's durability is rein-
forced with Panda Glass protection
for the display and a PC-GF body
fabrication for added strength.
With an IP65 rating, the F25 Pro
5G ensures resistance to dust and
water jets from all directions, mak-
ing it suitable for various environ-
ments. Additionally, rigorous
quality tests guarantee long-term
reliability, including 1,00,000 vol-
ume key presses, 2,00,000 power
button presses, and 20,000 in-
stances of USB-C cable plugging
and unplugging. Available in Lava
Red and Ocean Blue colors, the
F25 Pro 5G offers consumers a
stylish and durable smartphone op-
tion with top-tier features at an af-
fordable price point.

Contd. from Page 1...

HT Bureau
GUWAHATI, Feb 29: In a pioneering move for the
Indian telecom sector, Bharti Airtel has announced its
transition from virgin plastic to recycled PVC SIM
cards, marking a significant step towards sustainable
business practices. Collaborating with IDEMIA Se-
cure Transactions, a division of the IDEMIA Group
renowned for its payment and connectivity solutions,
Airtel aims to reduce environmental impact while pro-
moting circularity. By adopting recycled plastic SIM
cards, Airtel anticipates a reduction of over 165 tonnes
of virgin plastic usage, resulting in a decrease of ap-
proximately 690 tonnes of CO2 equivalent emissions
annually. This initiative underscores Airtel's steadfast
commitment to mitigating greenhouse gas emissions
and fostering sustainability across its supply chain and
stakeholder ecosystem. Pankaj Miglani, Director of
Supply Chain, Bharti Airtel, expressed delight at the
company's latest achievement, emphasizing its dedi-
cation to aligning with sustainable measures and con-

tributing to India's net zero ambitions. He highlighted
the collaboration with IDEMIA as a testament to
shared values in driving towards a greener future.
Rahul Tandon, Senior Vice President, Connectivity
Services, India, IDEMIA Secure Transactions, com-
mended Airtel for its proactive approach in reducing
carbon footprint and providing eco-friendly solutions
to subscribers. He credited the innovative efforts of
both companies' research and development teams for
making such advancements possible.

Airtel has committed to reducing absolute scope 1
and 2 greenhouse gas emissions by 50.2% by FY
2030-31, with FY 2020-21 serving as the base year.
Additionally, the company aims to slash absolute
scope 3 GHG emissions by 42% over the same period.
Key initiatives include promoting energy efficiency,
leveraging green energy sources, and implementing
renewable energy solutions across operations, along-
side building a climate-resilient network and enhanc-
ing resource efficiency and waste management.

Airtel Introduces Recycled
Plastic SIM Cards

DGP warns of anti-CAA
claimed that Assamese identity and culture will die if the CAA is implemented in the state.
The Citizenship (Amendment) Act, 2019 (CAA) seeks to provide Indian citizenship to Hindus, Jains, Chris-

tians, Sikhs, Buddhists and Parsis entering India on or before Dec 31, 2014 from Bangladesh, Pakistan and
Afghanistan after five years of residence here.

Meanwhile, activists of Krishak Mukti Sangram Samiti (KMSS) and Satra Mukti Sangram Samiti (SMSS)
staged protests at several places, including Guwahati and Upper Assam districts such as Tinsukia, and demanded
repeal of the Act.

“The government is not allowing us to protest peacefully. It is our democratic right to lodge our opposition,
but they are using police force to stop us,” an agitator said while being dragged by police into a vehicle.

A police official said the agitators tried to obstruct traffic in Tinsukia town, following which they were de-
tained and taken to the nearby police station. The KMSS and SMSS are sister organisations of the Raijor Dal.
Meanwhile, the UOFA on Thursday sought the intervention of President Droupadi Murmu for repealing the
CAA, asserting that they would undertake a “democratic mass movement” across the state if their demand is
not met. They submitted a memorandum to Murmu through Governor Gulab Chand Kataria.

”This act is not only unconstitutional, but it is also going to nullify the historic Assam Accord of 1985 by
putting in danger the history, culture, social fabric, economy and the very identity of the Assamese people,”
they said.  The UOFA urged her to intervene in the matter and direct the Centre to desist from its decision to
implement the Citizenship Amendment Act, 2019 in Assam, and repeal the “unconstitutional and anti-national”
act.

“We further inform you, if the Government of India pays no heed to it, we the opposition political parties
and the people of Assam will have no alternative except to go for democratic mass movement to compel the
government to repeal it,” the memorandum said.

Union home minister Amit Shah has recently declared that the CAA is going to be implemented in Assam
before the upcoming Lok Sabha elections, they said. After submitting the memorandum, Assam Congress pres-
ident Bhupem Kumar Borah said: “We will not accept the CAA at any cost, and we told it very categorically
to the governor. He said that he has some limitations and will duly forward the memorandum to the President.”

The UOFA also decided to seek an appointment of Prime Minister Narendra Modi to register its opposition
to the CAA implementation plan, and said they will write to him in this regard on Thursday. Assam TMC chief
Ripun Bora said the opposition parties will hit the streets if the government goes ahead with its plan to imple-
ment the CAA. Lurinjyoti Gogoi, the president of the Assam Jatiya Parishad (AJP), claimed that the contro-
versial law is being rolled out for “religious polarisation” ahead of the general elections. (PTI)

KAAC unveils budget
and administrative charges every year. 

The Council’s main sources of revenue are derived mostly from forest products, entry tax, professional tax, trading
callings and employment, land revenue, share of motor vehicle tax, sale proceeds from weekly markets, ghats, fish-
eries, cattle pounds, besides other sources of revenue such as the sale of revenue district council receipts, court fees
stamps royalty from mines and minerals, said EM Tisso. Under grant in aid, ` 1008.60 lakh has been made available
for pension benefits to former Members of Autonomous Council, `330.00 lakh for IAS & ACS coaching for ST (H)
students, and ` 1621.00 lakh for payment of honorarium to Karbi language teachers. KAAC also proposed a budget
of ` 3 lakh for the celebration of various community festivals, Langkhon, Domahi, and Tihar, has been allocated re-
spectively. Moreover, EM Tisso stated that this budget is the people’s budget, and the people of Karbi Anglong and
West Karbi Anglong under the Karbi Anglong Autonomous Council will benefit from it.

Departure of Rana Goswami 
across the district reaffirming their loyalty to the party’s cause. Further, as a former Zila Parishad chairman,

Buragohain underscored the enduring strength of the 130-year-old party, noting that the departure of one indi-
vidual would not significantly alter its trajectory. Expressing confidence in his leadership role during this
critical period, Buragohain pledged to fortify the party’s position in the days ahead.

“People are observant and discerning, capable of distinguishing right from wrong,” he remarked.
Buragohain further disclosed that a team from the Assam Pradesh Congress Committee (APCC) would arrive

from Guwahati on Friday to assess the situation, following which the Congress would launch an intensive cam-
paign across constituencies to highlight government shortcomings.

Asserting his commitment to duty, Buragohain affirmed, “I will not shy away from my responsibilities.”
Meanwhile, jubilant party workers and leaders celebrated outside the party office, symbolising a sense of

relief at Goswami’s departure. Workers expressed satisfaction at the prospect of operating without the perceived
constraints imposed by Goswami, whom they accused of stifling the rise of other leaders within the party.

5,400 seizures worth
she added. Deori said the seizure of narcotics includes 2.08 metric tons of ganja and 3.06 kg of heroin,along with

other drugs valued at ` 48.56 crore. She also said that the authorities intercepted 40 cases of gold weighing 29.76
kg, valued at ̀ 18.96 crores, a case of Fake Indian Currency Notes (FICN) with face value of ̀ 23.72 lakh, 127 cases
of foreign origin cigarettes worth at `75.38 crore and 336 cases of areca nuts valued at ` 132.02 crore. “Other major
commodities include wildlife and wildlife items such as baby orangutan and pangolin scales, foreign currency, gar-
ments, medicines and liquor. The officers are committed to serve the nation with dedication and professionalism as
guardians of the economic frontiers in this part of the country,” Deori said. (PTI)

MUMBAI, Feb 29: Benchmark
stock indices Sensex and Nifty
closed with gains on Thursday in a
highly volatile trade amid the
scheduled monthly expiry of deriv-
ative contracts.

The 30-share BSE Sensex re-
bounded 195.42 points or 0.27 per
cent to settle at 72,500.30. During
the day, the benchmark oscillated
between a high of 72,730.00 and a
low of 72,099.32.

The broader Nifty of NSE
gained 31.65 points or 0.14 per
cent to close at 21,982.80.

“Domestic benchmark traded
near a flat-line trend throughout
the session, but some buoyancy
emerged by the end of the day. In-
vestors adopted a cautious wait &
watch approach on the verge of a
heavy economic data week,” said
Vinod Nair, Head of Research at
Geojit Financial Services.

Among Sensex shares, IndusInd
Bank, Mahindra & Mahindra,
HCL Tech, Power Grid, Maruti,
State Bank of India, Titan, Asian
Paints, Nestle and UltraTech Ce-
ment were the major gainers.

Reliance Industries climbed

nearly 2 per cent intra-day before
closing more than half-a per cent
higher after the company and Walt
Disney announced the signing of
binding pacts to merge their media
operations in India to create a `
70,000 crore behemoth.

Hindustan Unilever, Bharti Air-
tel, Tata Motors, ITC, Tech Mahin-
dra and Axis Bank were among the
laggards.

“Markets traded volatile on the
monthly expiry day but managed
to end marginally higher,” said Ajit
Mishra, SVP - Technical Research,
Religare Broking Ltd.

In the broader market, the BSE
midcap gauge climbed 0.84 per
cent and smallcap index went up
by 0.50 per cent.

Among the indices, services
jumped 1.46 per cent, power
climbed 1.01 per cent, commodi-
ties (0.79 per cent), industrials
(0.74 per cent), metal (0.74 per
cent) and capital goods (0.65 per
cent).

In Asian markets, Seoul, Tokyo
and Hong Kong settled lower
while Shanghai ended in the green.

European markets were trading
mostly in the green. The US mar-
kets ended marginally lower on
Wednesday.

Foreign institutional investors
(FIIs) offloaded equities worth Rs
1,879.23 crore on Wednesday, ac-
cording to exchange data.

The BSE benchmark fell by
790.34 points or 1.08 per cent to
settle at 72,304.88 on Wednesday.
The Nifty slumped 247.20 points
or 1.11 per cent to settle at
21,951.15.

Global oil benchmark Brent
crude declined 0.43 per cent to
USD 83.32 a barrel. (PTI)

Sensex, Nifty close higher in volatile
trade; RIL gains after mega-merger deal
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HT Correspondent
KOKRAJHAR, Feb 29: Chief
minister Himanta Biswa Sarma
graced the occasion of the Vishwa
Shanti Maha Jagya as the chief
guest, which was organised at the
Green Field, Bodofa Nwgwr in
Kokrajhar on Thursday. The event
saw tens of thousands of devotees
and followers of the Brahma
Dharma from different districts of
the state.

The event was organised by the
Brahma Dharma Coordination
Committee to offer prayer and
worship to the almighty Brahma
God. CM Sarma offered his prayer
and worship to the Brahma God on
the occasion, which marked a
mega praying event amongst the
Brahma Dharma devotees and fol-
lowers. CM Sarma also offered
tributes to Gurudev Kalicharan
Brahma, an eminent social re-
former of the Bodo and other tribal
communities of the state. He re-
called the contributions of Gu-
rudev Kalicharan Brahma, who
united the Bodo community
through spirituality. His vision has
given a place as the form of Agnik

Param Brahma.
CM Sarma announced financial

support to construct Gurudham of
Gurudev in Kokrajhar and Gurud-
ham at Rowmari Brahma Jyoti in
Chirang district. “It is the most
revered Gurudev Kalicharan
Brahma who united the elders
through spirituality. Feeling hon-
oured to participate in the Ma-
hayagya in Kokrajhar with 50,000
devotees. His vision has given a

place as the form of Agnik Param
Brahma. Gurudev Kalicharan
Brahma united the Bodo Commu-
nity through spirituality. Felt a
happy moment while joining
50,000 of his devotees to perform
Maha Yagya in a mega praying
event,” CM Sarma said.

Pramod Boro, the chief execu-
tive member of Bodoland Territo-
rial Region (BTR), said that the
Vishwa Shanti Maha Jagya wit-

nessed grand participation from
different districts of the state and
prayed for peace and tranquility
among the citizens. CEM Boro
said that the sacred occasion has
been made even more auspicious
by the gracious presence of chief
minister Himanta Biswa Sarma
and several dignitaries across the
state. He said that the BTR govern-
ment has been emphasising
restoration of peace and tranquility
among the communities since its
inception of government in the
Bodoland region.

“It was a warm & hearty wel-
come to our beloved CM Himanta
Biswa Sarma to the Maha Yagya
for Vishwa Shanti in Kokrajhar.
This sacred occasion has been
made even more auspicious by
your gracious presence,” Boro
said. Among others, Assembly
Speaker Biswajit Daimary, state
cabinet ministers, Urkhao Gwra
Brahma, Dr Ranoj Pegu, BTCLA
speaker Katiram Boro, Rajya
Sabha MP Rwngwra Narzary,
Bodo Sahitya Sabha president Dr
Surath Narzary were prominent at-
tendees at the event.

Himanta attends Vishwa Shanti
Maha Jagya in Kokrajhar

HT Correspondent
DEMOW, Feb 29: In a press release issued by
Chinmoy Pritam Borah, president, and Chan-
dan Barua, general secretary of Nitai Panide-
hing Regional Students Union on Wednesday,
it was stated that in the Nitai Panidehing area
(arts stream), the only higher educational insti-
tution is HCDG College. The information that
came to light regarding the amalgamation of
HCDG College, Nitaipukhuri, with another
college was strongly opposed by them. They
stated that at a time when the Nitai Panidehing
Regional Students Union has demanded the
initiation of a science stream in HCDG Col-
lege, Nitaipukhuri, the decision to close the
college has raised serious concerns for them.
The Nitai Panidehing Regional Students Union
has demanded the government to abolish the
decision to amalgamate HCDG College, Ni-
taipukhuri.

Student union opposes
amalgamation of college

HT Correspondent
NAGAON, Feb 29: With the ob-
jective of supporting capacity
building & skill development of
unemployed youth through train-
ing and demonstration, encourag-
ing fish farmers to maximise their
earnings through the adoption of
small-scale Biofloc Fish Farming
(BFF), and promoting high-yield-
ing intensive fish farming in small-
sized areas, NABARD has
supported the establishment of two
BFF units in Nagaon district. The
project is implemented by the Col-
lege of Fisheries (CoF), AAU,
Raha. One unit is installed on the
premises of CoF, Raha, and the
second unit is installed at Gramsri
Krishak Sangha (GKS), Garajan,
Rupahihat. The implementation of
the project is collectively super-
vised by DDM-NABARD, Rajen-
dar Perna, and Kaustubh
Bhagawati, assistant professor,
CoF.

Both these units are now opera-
tional and are undertaking stocking
and cultivation of a variety of fish
like singhi, magur, koi, amur carp,
etc. These units are also available
for demonstration, exposure, and
learning purposes.

Under the project, special train-
ing was organised by NABARD
and CoF for local educated youth
and fish farmers, wherein the par-
ticipants were guided regarding the

selection of different species of
fish, identification and manage-
ment of diseases, economics of
BFF, setting up enterprises, etc.

Biofloc is a protein-based or-
ganic matter considered as micro-
bial protein for fish. It is an
aggregate of algae, beneficial bac-
teria, protozoa, living and dead
particulate matter that floats on
water. It is a protein-rich food for
fish formed as a conversion of un-
used feed and excreta into natural
food in a culture system. The BFF
technology is an environmentally
friendly aquaculture technique
based on in-situ microorganism
production. It involves the utilisa-
tion of microbial processes within
the tank/pond itself to provide food
resources for cultured organisms.

The Biofloc culture tanks are

generally circular in shape with a
diameter of 4 meters that can hold
around 10,000 liters of water. The
tanks are generally made of tarpau-
lin plastic sheets of 450-650 GSM.
The water depth in the tanks is
maintained up to 1.0-1.5 meters.
To withstand high water pressure,
the tarpaulin sheets are tied to a
circular iron mesh frame, and the
bottom of the tank is cemented &
lined with tarpaulin. To remove the
sludge, an outlet pipe is fitted at
the center of the tank.

Recently, a team of R-TAG offi-
cers from NABARD consisting of
S S Waghode and Aishwarya
Priyadarshi, along with the DDM
Rajendar Perna, visited both these
BFF units and interacted with the
dean, professors, associate profes-
sors of CoF, and the representa-

tives of GKS, Garajan regarding
the utility of the BFF units and
their replicability. During the dis-
cussions, assistant professor Kaus-
tubh Bhagawati briefed the
NABARD officials that under the
project, so far, CoF has trained
around 165 fish farmers of Nagaon
and Morigaon districts, and that
around 145 school and college stu-
dents have visited the BFF units on
study visits. These units are be-
coming a profitable venture and
are encouraging youths to take up
this low-cost fish farming enter-
prise. He further informed that the
BFF unit at CoF has been included
under the revenue generation
model of the Revolving Fund
scheme of AAU so that this BFF
system can be disseminated among
a larger number of marginal fish
farmers, in addition to generating
substantial revenue for continuing
the unit.

The visiting officers from
NABARD appreciated the efforts
of the College of Fisheries, Raha
in successfully implementing the
project and requested the dean Dr
P C Bhuyan to continue popularis-
ing this sustainable model of aqua-
farming among the fish farmers of
the state and uplift their socio-eco-
nomic status. They also assured
complete support of NABARD in
this new endeavour, an official
press note asserted here.

NABARD and College of Fisheries
spearhead BFF initiative in Nagaon

CM announces financial aid for sacred constructions
in honour of Gurudev Kalicharan Brahma

The Biofloc culture tanks are generally circular in shape with a diameter of 4 meters that can hold around 10,000 liters of water

HT Correspondent
MARGHERITA, Feb 29: A cere-
monial land patta distribution pro-
gram was organised on Thursday
at North Margherita Rangamanch,
Margherita under 83-Margherita
LAC in Tinsukia district. A total of
4059 land pattas were distributed
to eligible beneficiaries of Mission
Basundhara 2.0.

Leena Pawe, ADC(Revenue)
Tinsukia, welcomed the digni-
taries, and Swapneel Paul, deputy
commissioner of Tinsukia district,
informed the beneficiaries about
the DigiLocker facility, where the
electronic copy of the land docu-
ment can be stored and accessed
from any device with the help of
the internet.

Sanjoy Kisan, state minister of
Tea Tribes Welfare & Labour Wel-
fare Department, graced the occa-
sion and pointed out the drastic
positive change that the society is
going through during the present
regime of the government. He
highlighted that land patta is a vital
document, and citizens with land
documents, specifically the agri-
culturalists, can reap benefits of
many government schemes. Min-
ister Kishan also praised the gov-
ernment officials for their
relentless efforts in the completion
of Mission Basundhara 2.0 and ex-

pressed hope that the recently
launched Mission Basundhara 3.0
will fulfill many aspirations of the
indigenous community in the near
future. The ceremony was also at-
tended by Parikshit Thoudam
(IAS), SDO(Civil), various gov-
ernment officials, media, and the
general public. Our Nagaon corre-
spondent adds: Local MLA Rupak
Sarma ceremonially launched the
distribution of land pattas among
the beneficiaries of Nagaon-
Batadroba assembly constituency
under the Mission Basundhara 2.0
scheme initiated by the state gov-
ernment on Thursday. The event
took place at a meeting held at the
Nagaon district library auditorium.

Sarma distributed land pattas

under the scheme among ten ben-
eficiaries on Thursday. It is perti-
nent to mention that a total of 119
beneficiaries have been selected in
the Nagaon-Batadroba delimited
legislative assembly constituency.

Manuroma Morang, additional
district commissioner, Nagaon, de-
livered the welcome address. Am-
bika Mazumder, chairman of
Nagaon Municipality Board, Ishan
K Singh, circle officer, Nagaon,
Dhruba Jyoti Sharma, chairman of
District Development Authority, Na-
gaon, Silpirekha Pandit, assistant
commissioner, and other officials
from the district administration
participated in the distribution cer-
emony on Thursday, an official
press note stated here.

Land patta distribution ceremony held

HT Correspondent
DIBRUGARH, Feb 29: Hundreds of people, under the banner of
CPI(M-L), Dibrugarh district unit, staged a demonstration in front of the
Dibrugarh Deputy Commissioner’s Office on Thursday after being de-
prived of getting ration under NFSA. “There are many poor families who
are deprived of getting ration. In the Tingkong and Lohowal Legislative
Assembly of Dibrugarh Lok Sabha constituency, there are many families
who were deprived of ration. In a total, nine villages of Tingkong and
Lohowal, there are more than 200 people who were deprived of getting
ration,” said Bitupon Bokulia, CPI(M-L) secretary, Dibrugarh district.

He said, “The BJP government has announced that those with an an-
nual income of less than Rs 4 lakh will get the benefits of ration, but it
seems that many poor people who have a monthly income of less than
Rs 3000 are also deprived of ration.” “The BJP government in Assam,
under Himanta Biswa Sarma, has recently stated that over 42 lakh bene-
ficiaries under the National Food Security Act (NFSA) have been pro-
vided free ration cards by the government in January 2024, but in reality,
many people are deprived of the ration. The government is busy in pub-
licity, but the ground reality is different,” the release stated.

Bolen Saikia, CPI(M-L), central committee member said, “We have
seen that under one fair price shop, a total of 150 people were deprived
of getting ration. The people have submitted their Aadhaar cards, but still,
they are not getting ration. Due to the Aadhaar card mismatch, many of
them are deprived of getting ration.”

The CPI(M-L) has submitted a memorandum to the Dibrugarh deputy
commissioner and stated that every poor person should get a ration card.

Protest erupts over ration
card deprivation in Dibrugarh

HT Bureau
GUWAHATI, Feb 29: Winsome Tea Plantations Pvt
Ltd, a prominent player in the Assam Tea Industry and
owner of Chandana Tea Estate situated in Udalguri
district, has taken a significant step towards ensuring
the welfare of its workforce. In a pioneering move, the
company has introduced a comprehensive Group
Mediclaim policy, covering all 350 permanent work-
ers at Chandana Tea Estate in Udalguri. This initiative
marks a historic milestone in the Assam Tea Industry,
establishing a new benchmark for employee welfare
and corporate responsibility.

The implementation of the Mediclaim policy under-
scores Winsome Tea Plantations Pvt Ltd’s steadfast
commitment to the well-being of its workforce. Ac-
knowledging the crucial role played by tea estate
workers in the company’s success, this initiative aims
to provide them with access to high-quality healthcare
services, thereby safeguarding their health and secu-

rity. “We are immensely proud to announce the launch
of the Group Mediclaim policy for all our workers at
Chandana Tea Estate,” stated Chetan Joshi, director
of Winsome Tea Plantations Pvt Ltd. “This initiative
reflects our dedication to the welfare of our workers,
who are the backbone of our operations and work tire-
lessly for the company. By extending comprehensive
healthcare coverage, we aim to improve their quality
of life and offer them peace of mind.”

“Despite the challenging times faced by the Indian
Tea industry, we believe it is crucial to prioritise soci-
etal well-being. We remain committed to the indus-
try’s success and are optimistic about its future.”

The Group Mediclaim policy includes a wide range
of medical services, such as hospitalisation. Addition-
ally, it provides coverage for pre-existing conditions
and emergency medical expenses, ensuring that work-
ers and their families receive adequate support during
times of need.

HT Correspondent
MARGHERITA, Feb 29: Indian
Army and Assam Rifles orches-
trated a thought-provoking lecture
series titled ‘Changing Lives
through Science’ to commemorate
‘National Science Day’ at Ma-
hatma Gandhi High School in Bor-
dumsa, Arunachal Pradesh, and
ARPS Chariduar, Assam on
Wednesday.

Attended by students from
grades 8 to 10 and educators from
the respective institutions, the
event aimed to underscore the sig-

nificance of fostering a scientific
mindset in contemporary society.
The lectures, delivered by com-
pany commanders from COB Bor-
dumsa and Chariduar, facilitated
engaging discussions with stu-
dents, exploring the pivotal role of
science in daily life.

Emphasising the indispensable
role of science and technology in
addressing present-day challenges,
the COB commanders underscored
their relevance in inspiring future
generations toward the noble pur-
suit of nation-building.

In addition to the impactful lec-
tures and discussions, practical
demonstrations showcasing scien-
tific principles were conducted,
further enriching the learning ex-
perience for students and educators
alike. Hands-on experiments and
interactive sessions allowed partic-
ipants to witness firsthand the
wonders of scientific inquiry and
innovation. By providing a plat-
form for experiential learning, the
Indian Army aims to ignite a pas-
sion for science and technology
among the youth, empowering
them to become catalysts for posi-
tive change in their communities
and beyond.

A total of 194 students and 28
educators enthusiastically partici-
pated in the event, actively engag-
ing in discussions and committing
to a pledge titled ‘Striving to Build
a Scientific Temper’, reaffirming
their dedication to the principles of
science. The event not only fos-
tered a sense of unity but also kin-
dled goodwill among the youth,
who pledged their unwavering
support to the security forces. The
Indian Army looks forward to or-
ganising similar initiatives in the
future, further fostering scientific
curiosity and national spirit.

Winsome Tea Plantations introduces Group
Mediclaim policy for tea estate workers

HT Bureau
GUWAHATI, Feb 29: The Regional Meteoro-
logical Centre, Guwahati, has installed auto-
matic weather stations in remote and hilly
regions in the state of Arunachal Pradesh with
the help of the Indian Army. It is a great chal-
lenge to maintain the systems for continuous re-
ceipt of weather data from such regions. A
training program on ‘Installation, Preventive,
and Corrective Maintenance of Satellite-Based
Automatic Weather Stations’ was organised by
the Regional Meteorological Centre, Guwahati,
during February 27– 28, 2024 for army person-
nel. In the inaugural function, KN Mohan, sci-

entist-G, delivered a lecture on ‘Introduction to
Automatic Weather Station and its Compo-
nents’. On this occasion, Dr Sanjay O’Neill
Shaw, scientist-F, Sunit Das, scientist-F, Sailen
Saikia, scientific officer, and AC Roy, meteor-
ologist, were also present. On the concluding
day, Dr M Mohapatra, director-general of Me-
teorology, India Meteorological Department, in-
teracted with the army officials through video
conferencing. Dwipen Bezbaruah, professor and
former head of the department, Anthropology,
Gauhati University, distributed certificates and
mementoes to the army officials for successfully
completing the training program.

HT Correspondent
DALGAON, Feb 29: A severe
water crisis grips a village in Dal-
gaon as residents of Duliapara face
a lack of clean drinking water. The
situation has led to the discovery of
new diseases, raising concerns
about public health. Despite initia-
tives like Har Ghar Nal, Har Ghar
Jal, and Jal Jeevan Mission, the
problem persists, with slow
progress blamed on contractor neg-
ligence. Residents are demanding
water testing to assess the quality.
Although tap installations were
made under the Jal Jeevan Mission
scheme, households still lack ac-
cess to clean water.

The government’s efforts
through the Jal Jeevan Mission to
provide clean drinking water to the
village have fallen short, leaving
Duliapara residents to consume
water tainted with excessive iron
content, evident from its reddish
hue. Consequently, various health
issues, including kidney and skin
diseases, have emerged in the area
due to the use of contaminated
water, causing widespread concern
and panic among the residents.
Anger mounts against the contractor
responsible for the delayed imple-
mentation of the Jal Jeevan Mission
scheme, which was supposed to
cover an area of 1000 square meters. 

HT Correspondent
SIVASAGAR, Feb 29: The Radio
Drama Festival - 2024, organised
by Akashvani Dibrugarh Station on
the occasion of its 56th anniver-
sary, is considered to be a big in-
spiration for amateur drama groups
in the state. The festival will be
aired until March 15, and of the 13
radio plays to be aired, the play
‘Rangamancha’, written by
Devabrat Barthakur and directed
by Swastika Devi, will be aired on
March 7 at 9.30 pm. The play was
earlier staged by Shivsagar Jyoti
Sangha. The play is directed by
Abhinav Dev Kashyap and pro-
duced by Khurshid Ahmed.

The playwright exposes the self-
ishness and idiosyncrasy of a sec-
tion of people in our society
through the play. Debabrata
Barthakur, Jadumani Bora, Abhi-
nav Dev Kashyap, Kankana
Bezbarua, Anjima Pathak, Nipa
Rajkhowa, Swastika Devi, Ban-
dana Shaikia, Sunmoy Gogoi, and
Popi Das are the actors in the play.

Indian Army and Assam Rifles
organises National Science Day

Regional Meteorological Centre installs weather stations

HT Correspondent
BOKAJAN, Feb 29: The Asom Jatiyatabadi Chatra Parishad (AJYCP-
Bokajan) commemorated the death anniversary of Semson Sing Ingti, the
founder of Karbi Anglong district. At 9 am, lamps were ceremoniously
lit in front of Semson Sing Ingti’s statue, followed by floral tributes paid
by AJYCP leaders. The event was attended by notable figures including
Barim Engti, former president of Karbi Lammet Amei; Jitu Phukon,
AJYCP executive member; SGB Borsing Bey, and others.

Iron contaminated
water plagues 

Dalgaon village

HT Correspondent
BOKAJAN, Feb 29: A wild ele-
phant raided a home in Upper Ha-
toka Sarthe Rongpi village, Karbi
Anglong, causing significant de-
struction. Owned by Sika Rong-
pipi, the house had its walls
demolished, and the elephant con-
sumed all stored food items, includ-
ing rice and paddy seeds intended for
the next planting season. The
kitchen and cooking utensils were
also damaged in the incident.

Wild elephant rampage

Dibrugarh Akashvani hosts
Radio Drama Festival

AJYCP commemorates Semson
Sing Ingti’s death anniv

HT Correspondent
HAFLONG, Feb 29: The District Road Safety Committee (DRSC) held
a meeting on road safety at the DC Conference hall in Haflong on Thurs-
day. Dima Hasao district commissioner, Simanta Kumar Das presided
over the meeting. In the meeting, the district commissioner reviewed the
accident data and dead records of 2023-24. After a prolong discussion,
he instructed the committee to conduct road safety awareness in educa-
tional institutions and among the general public. He also appealed that in
case of an accident if patient is unable to avail emergency treatment in a
health centre, then the doctors should refer him to the nearest hospital in-
stead of to Guwahati. The meeting was attended by superintendent of po-
lice of Dima Hasao, Mayank Kumar, additional district commissioner
James Aind, senior medical officer Parikshit Barman and other officials
from various departments such as MVI, DTO, NHAI, PWD (R&B).

Meeting on road safety
held at Dima Hasao
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QUOTE OF THE DAY
Great dancers are not great because of their technique, they are great because of their passion.

-Martha Graham

Bitcoin closing in on 
$60,000 as cryptocurrency

market is booming
By: Arun Kumar Shrivastav

As we go about our lives with mundane af-
fairs, Bitcoin (BTC) is on the fire. Well,
hold your breath! BTC is only a few hun-

dred away dollars from the $60,000 milestone. At
the time of writing, BTC is trading at $59,258.65 -
that is, 5.22% up on 24-hour, 14.58% up on 7-day,
39.44% on 1-month, and a massive 154.38% up on
1-year timeframe. With $60K achieved, BTC can
go berserk, with recent surge of institutional inter-
est in the coin. The overall crypto market cap has
soared to $2.2 trillion, while that of BTC is $1.164
trillion. The second most popular cryptocurrency,
Ethereum (ETH), is up 13.80% to $3,324.32 in a
7-day timeframe.

Even at this bullish moment, some investors are
not choosing profit-booking. Instead, they are still
going for more. Take the example of MicroStrat-
egy, an IT company with products in several cate-
gories, including market intelligence, mobile
software, and cloud-based services. Two days ago,
when BTC was moving around $51000-$52,000,
MicroStrategy bought 3,000 more Bitcoins, in-
creasing their total holdings to 193,000, worth
nearly $10 billion. This purchase adds to their strat-
egy of holding Bitcoin as an investment, with their
average purchase price being significantly lower
than the current market price. MicroStrategy, a
publicly traded company, currently holds the most
Bitcoin among publicly traded companies, except
for Grayscale's Bitcoin Trust.

BTC has seen its all-time high in November
2021 when it skyrocketed to $69,000, driving the
overall cryptocurrency market cap to $3 trillion.
After that momentous high, the cryptocurrency
market experienced a long winter during which
several crypto companies went bust and nearly
30,000 jobs were lost. The Bull Run is back once
again, and given the historical background, such as
bitcoin halving approaching, the bull run is ex-
pected to continue. It can drive BTC to $100,000,
a psychological milestone, in the near term. If BTC
and other coins keep going north like they are
doing now, it will be impossible for policymakers
to try to ignore cryptocurrencies. Can you think of
an investment that can give you a 150% return in
a year and, at the same time, it is as liquid as BTC?

Over the past few days, BTC has added $140 bil-
lion on average to its value. Which company would
not like a few days like this in their business? Mi-
croStrategy did not sell BTC even when it dropped
from $69K to under $20K during this crypto win-
ter. They have kept their faith in BTC, and they are
doing it even now. Well, today, they have a reason
to smile, too!

Bitcoin is experiencing a resurgence in interest
from investors and traders, fuelled by its recent
price surge and the potential for substantial profits.
On-chain data reveals a significant increase in ac-
tivity on cryptocurrency exchanges, with short-
term holders and speculators leading the charge.

One key driver of this renewed interest is the im-
proved profitability for Bitcoin investors. Since the

beginning of the year, the average investor has seen
their holdings appreciate by an impressive 120%,
highlighting the potential for significant gains. This
positive sentiment has attracted new participants
to the market, as evidenced by the near-record
daily exchange volume. This increased trading ac-
tivity indicates a rise in speculative behaviour, with
short-term holders depositing more of their Bitcoin
onto exchanges.

Furthermore, the launch of Bitcoin ETFs has
played a crucial role in driving demand. These ex-
change-traded funds have absorbed over $6 billion
in Bitcoin since their January debut, offering a con-
venient and accessible way for institutional in-
vestors to gain exposure to the cryptocurrency.
This new avenue for institutional participation fur-
ther bolsters the long-term outlook for Bitcoin.

The data reveals a significant uptick in open in-
terest for Bitcoin futures and options contracts.
This surge suggests increased leverage and poten-
tial volatility in the market as traders utilize these
instruments to amplify their gains (or losses).

However, policymakers still need to be con-
vinced, and they would want you to continue with
the old centralized financial system. United States
senator from Massachusetts, Senator Elizabeth
Warren, has once again criticized the crypto indus-
try, expressing her frustration that it appears un-
willing to adhere to established financial
regulations.

In an interview with Bloomberg Television, the
74-year-old politician and a former law professor
stated her desire to collaborate with the industry.
Still, they questioned why it seemed to resist reg-
ulations, suggesting it was creating space for ille-
gal activities. She emphasized the need for the
crypto sector to follow the same rules as the tradi-
tional U.S. financial system. Warren referred to her
proposed "Digital Asset Anti-Money Laundering
Act," which aimed to impose anti-money launder-
ing requirements on various crypto entities, includ-
ing miners, validators, and wallet providers. The
bill is awaiting approval but has faced delays in the
Senate Banking Committee. (IPA Service)

In the annals of Indian politics, the phenomenon of ‘aaya ram gaya
ram’ has become an entrenched practice, tracing its origins to the
tenure of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. Initially, it was Bhajan

Lal, the former Chief Minister of Haryana, who set the stage by or-
chestrating the wholesale defection of opposition MLAs to bolster a
Congress government, despite being in the minority after elections.
However, what began as an isolated incident has now metamorphosed
into a pervasive menace under the stewardship of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and Home Minister Amit Shah. As political analyst
and former Congress spokesperson Sanjay Jha astutely observed, the
forthcoming 2024 Lok Sabha elections seem destined to manifest as
a clash between “Congress (Nehru) versus Congress (Modi)”. This
forewarning implies that instead of achieving a ‘Congress-mukt
Bharat,’ the BJP risks transforming into a repository of Congress de-
fectors. The rampant proliferation of defections raises profound ques-
tions about the erosion of morality, particularly within the realm of
Indian politics. Unlike in mature Western democracies where indi-
viduals align with parties based on ideological affinity and a commit-
ment to public service, in India, political allegiance appears to hinge
solely on self-interest. This is especially disheartening considering
the BJP’s avowed stance as an ideology-driven party committed to
upholding moral values—a promise now betrayed by its engagement
in egregious ‘aaya ram gaya ram’ politics. Moreover, the alarming
trend of embracing tainted individuals accused of corruption and
criminality further underscores the ethical decay pervading Indian
politics. The expedient absorption of such figures into the BJP fold,
followed by the conspicuous attenuation of legal proceedings against
them, epitomizes a brazen disregard for honesty and integrity.

This moral bankruptcy is not confined to the political arena but
permeates various facets of Indian society, exposing systemic failures
in our educational system. Despite claims of progress in literacy and
educational prowess, the glaring absence of moral education remains
a critical deficiency. Our schools fail to instil values of integrity and
respect for the law, thereby perpetuating a culture where rules are rou-
tinely flouted with impunity. Corruption festers unchecked, from gov-
ernment appointments to educational admissions, subverting
constitutional guarantees meant for social upliftment. The recent case
of DMK’s Senthil Balaji, embroiled in corruption allegations yet re-
tained as a minister, epitomizes the pervasive rot within political cir-
cles. The BJP cannot evade culpability, having orchestrated similar
defections and subversions of democratic mandates in various states.
While short-term gains may accrue from such unscrupulous tactics,
the long-term repercussions are ominous. The erosion of cadre
morale, stemming from disillusionment with leadership integrity, por-
tends a perilous trajectory akin to the decline witnessed within the
Congress.

To salvage the moral fabric of Indian politics, concerted efforts are
imperative. Citizens must demand accountability and transparency,
endorsing politicians of unwavering moral rectitude. Simultaneously,
a systemic overhaul of our educational curriculum is warranted to
prioritize moral education alongside academic instruction. The road
ahead is arduous, demanding collective resolve and perseverance.
However, the imperative to restore morality to the forefront of Indian
politics transcends political affiliations, calling for a united endeavour
towards a more principled and ethical governance ethos.

Decline of morality
in Indian politics

         

The stage is set for the
holding of the Lok Sabha
elections in April/May

this year. The two Left parties
CPI and the CPI(M) which
played a major role in the for-
mation of the Congress led UPA
government after the Lok Sabha
polls in 2004, are struggling o be
relevant in Parliamentary poli-
tics. In 2019 Lok Sabha polls,
the tally of the Left was a total
of only five- three by the
CPI(M) and two by the CPI. Out
of the five, two seats each by the
CPI and the CPI(M) were won
as a part of the DMK led al-
liance. That way, on the basis of
its own strength, the Left -- the
CPI(M) got only one seat from
Kerala.

In the last five years since the
2019 polls, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has been aggres-
sively going with the implemen-
tation of the Hindutva agenda --
the latest being the inauguration
of Ram Mandir at Ayodhya on
January 22 this year. The oppo-
sition parties, after lot of discus-
sions, have finally formed the
INDIA block to take on the BJP
unitedly. The CPI, CPI(M) and
the third left party CPI(ML) are
constituents of this INDIA bloc.
The left leaders are contributing
to the discussions about the
campaign strategy as also the
contents of the programme. But
these days, the ultimate bargain-
ing power of the Left is little
since they lack the electoral
strength which is most impor-
tant in Parliamentary politics.

Can the combined Left
change the present low level of
representation to a substantial
one in the 2024 Lok Sabha
polls? There is a good possibil-
ity of an increase in the number
of seats but that depends mainly
on the performance of the
CPI(M) and the CPI in Kerala.
The Left is not considered in a
winning position in Bengal in
the current electoral scenario. So
now, the Left can increase its
2024 Lok Sabha tally mainly
from Kerala and if possible,
through some push from one or

two other states.
Why Kerala is important for

the Left’s better fortunes in
2024? Kerala has 20 seats in
Lok Sabha. In 2019 polls, the
CPI (M) got only one seat on be-
half of the LDF while the Con-
gress led UDF got 19 seats out
of which the Congress alone
won 15 seats. This was the high-
est tally of the Congress from
any state in the 2019 Lok Sabha
polls. This big tally of the Con-
gress was not commensurate
with the political situation then
since the LDF government led
by the CPI(M) was in power.
This time, this is more so. The
LDF won a big victory in 2021
assembly polls. Since then, the
Congress also won some by
polls but in the latest local body
polls, the LDF did far better than
UDF. The LDF is organisation-
ally prepared.
The CPI(M) is
contesting in 15
seats while the
CPI is fighting
in four seats,
one seat has gone to Kerala
Congress(Mani), a new member
of LDF.

At the same time, the Con-
gress high command has been
giving maximum focus on re-
taining its 15 seats in Kerala and
that is of crucial importance in
the Congress planning for cross-
ing the figure of 120 nationally
as against the 2019 tally of 52
The Congress cannot afford to
lose existing seats. The party or-
ganisation has been assured all
resources for attaining the ob-
jective. So for the LDF, it will be
a bitter battle to get a few new
seats from the Congress’s sitting
constituencies. But still it is pos-
sible-it can be near five to six.

As regards Tamil Nadu is con-
cerned, the DMK led INDIA al-
liance is strong and the Left has
to see that the DMK leader M K
Staling checkmates the Con-
gress pressure to get more seats
from the Left quota. Congress is
seeking eleven seats as against
its 2019 contesting figure of
nine. The Party got eight, in one

seat, it was defeated by
AIADMK. If the DMK leaders
stick to the present quota of the
Left for 2024 also, the CPI and
the CPI(M) can retain two seats
each in 2024 polls.

Then the most important state
for the Left is Bihar where the
CPI(ML) Liberation is the most

powerful Left
party. With the
desertion of
JD(U) to NDA,
RJD led INDIA
bloc has enough

flexibility to share more seats
among them. The CPI(ML) Lib-
eration is seeking five seats in
its strongholds, the CPI may get
two seats and the CPI(M) one or
two seats. There is a good pos-
sibility of the Left getting a total
of 4 to 5 seats from Bihar..The
CPI(ML) Liberation may get
representation in Lok Sabha for
the first time after 2024 polls.

There are two other states
Andhra Pradesh and Odisha,
where the Congress will benefit
by having alliance with the
CPI(M) and the CPI. In AP, both
the Communist parties have
their own support bases and
under alliance formula, both the
parties can get two seats each.
Similarly in Odisha, the Con-
gress will be facing a three way
contest with the ruling BJD and
the BJP. A seat sharing with both
CPI and the CPI(M) in one seat
each can be helpful for the
INDIA bloc.

That way, initial assessment
shows that in 2024 elections, the
three Left parties together can

cross the two digit figure as
against the 2019 figure of five.
This is still too low compared to
the electoral performance of the
united CPI in the first general
elections in 1951-52. The CPI
got 16 seats, and its ally PDF 8
-- a total of 24 -- the second
largest after the Congress which
got 364 seats while the
Bharatiya Jana Sangha, the par-
ent party of BJP got three seats.

In the last seventy two years
of the country’s parliamentary
democracy and 17 Lok Sabha
elections, the communists have
performed in a consistent man-
ner in terms of their seats de-
spite split of the CPI in 1964
into CPI and the CPI(M) till
2009 when there was a big set-
back in West Bengal with the
Lok Sabha seats falling drasti-
cally to 16 for the CPI(M) and 4
for the CPI . In 2014 elections ,
this plummeted further to 10-
nine for the CPI(M) and one for
the CPI. The downhill journey
of the communists in 2019 Lok
Sabha elections reached its nadir
at 5 from the peak of 61 for the
entire Left in 2004 when the
CPI(M) alone had 44 seats and
CPI 11.

The undivided CPI got 29
seats in 1957 Lok Sabha elec-
tions and 30 seats in 1962 Lok
Sabha elections. Thereafter, sig-
nificantly, despite the split in
1964 and bitter fighting between
the CPI and the newly formed
CPI(M) in 1967 Lok Sabha elec-
tions, the CPI got 24 sweats and
CPI(M) 19 seats. This means
that the two CPs together fight-

ing separately got 43 seats in the
bitterly contested 1967 elections
surpassing the earlier figure of
undivided CPI. The 1967 elec-
tions led to the formation of
non-Congress governments in
the states.. In 1971, Indira
Gandhi with her Garibi Hatao
slogan swept the Lok Sabha
elections but the CPI and the
CPI(M) managed 24 each with a
total of 48 seats in the new Lok
Sabha. From 1977 onwards, it
was a period of reaching the
peak for CPI(M) with its domi-
nance in West Bengal where it
got elected to lead the state gov-
ernment after the state assembly
elections in June 1977.In 1977
Lok Sabha elections, the
CPI(M) got 22 while the CPI
seats came down to 7 . Both the
parties fought separately. Then
from 1980 again, the two CPs
became the partners of the Left
block and in 1980 Lok Sabha
elections, the CPI(M) got 39 and
the CPI got 14.

In 1984 Lok Sabha elections
in the wake of Indira Gandhi’s
assassination, there was a wave
in favour of Rajiv Gandhi
throughout the country includ-
ing West Bengal. The CPI(M)
could get only 22 seats in new
Lok Sabha while the CPI got
just six. The Congress got a
record 414 seats. Then from
1989 elections till 2004, the
CPI(M) through its wins in Ben-
gal, could manage 34 seats in
1989, 36 in 1991, 32 in 1996, 32
in 1998 and 39 in 1999 Lok
Sabha elections .CPI got 12
seats in 1989, 14 in 1991,12 in
1996, 9 in 1998,5 in 1999 and 11
in 2004.

The 2024 Lok Sabha elections
have given an opportunity to
three Left parties to go to the
people and apprise them of both
INDIA and their own pro-
grammes. Ultimately, the people
are the arbiters in a democracy.
The CPI and the CPI(M) have to
work hard to raise their striking
power in favour of the people’s
struggles through higher repre-
sentation in Lok Sabha. The
Time is now. (IPA Service)

CPI and CPI(M) have to focus most on
improving Lok Sabha tally from Kerala

DEGREE OF THOUGHT

By: Nitya Chakraborty

By: Dipak Kurmi

The BJP's narrative in Ker-
ala is unfolding with sig-
nificant momentum.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi
not only inaugurated the party's
2024 re-election campaign in the
state but also paid two more vis-
its within a span of two months.
For the BJP, the symbolic signif-
icance of making inroads into
Kerala, a bastion of pluralism,
cannot be overstated.

The visual impact of the Prime
Minister's recent trip to Thiru-
vananthapuram was truly impec-
cable. During the visit, he
unveiled the identities of the four
chosen Indian astronauts for the
Gaganyaan mission. Notably,
among them was Kerala's pride,
Group Captain Prashanth B Nair.
The astronaut's sudden rise to
fame was magnified when it was
disclosed a few hours later that
he is married to the renowned
Malayalam film star Lena.

In the meantime, Shashi Tha-
roor, the Congress MP hailing
from the region, asserted that the
BJP would not secure a single
seat in Kerala. According to him,
the party's political approach
simply doesn't resonate with the
people of the state. Kerala has
consistently proven to be an in-
hospitable terrain for the BJP,
despite the longstanding history
and extensive influence of the
RSS in the region. Even though
Mission 400-plus urges the party
to broaden its reach, almost any
other state in the country appears
to be a more promising prospect.

However, the landscape has
undergone a transformation
since 2019, and the BJP per-
ceives a chance to break the dry
spell. What has changed? There
is now a noticeable erosion of
trust between the two minority
communities in Kerala, tradi-
tionally considered strongholds
by the Congress. In 2021, when
Bishop Mar Joseph Kallarangatt
of the Syro-Malabar Catholic
church cautioned his congrega-
tion about 'Love jihad' and 'Nar-
cotics jihad,' he garnered support
within the community.

However, this development
raised concerns within the Con-
gress-led United Democratic
Front. The situation presented a
dilemma as, on one side, the
Syro-Malabar church holds sig-
nificant influence as the largest
among the predominant Chris-
tian denominations. On the flip
side, the Indian Union Muslim

League remains a crucial ally
within the Congress front. Faced
with this delicate balance, the
party found itself compelled to
criticize the leaders of the
church.

The Congress faced a prior
setback when the Kerala Con-
gress (M), supported by the
Christian community, parted
ways with the UDF and aligned
with the CPM-led Left Demo-
cratic Front. This strategic move
significantly aided the LDF in
penetrating strongholds tradi-
tionally dominated by Christians
within the UDF during the sub-
sequent assembly elections.

The LDF's growing advantage
can also be attributed to the per-
ception that the IUML wielded
disproportionate influence
within the UDF. The Congress'
reliance on the Muslim vote has
led to an assertive IUML, to the
extent that it has requested the
Congress to concede an addi-
tional seat in the upcoming 2024
Lok Sabha elections. However,
this move could potentially
alienate the Congress' Christian
voter base.

The actions of the Popular
Front of India (PFI), a Muslim
organization with purported ter-
rorist connections, have exacer-
bated the situation. Instances of
severe violence perpetrated by
PFI activists, including the dis-
figurement of a professor's hand
over accusations of blasphemy,
have instilled a sense of fear in
the region.

Therefore, the BJP is actively
engaging with the Christian
communities in Kerala, employ-
ing a strategy that has proven
successful in the Northeast and
Goa. In the Northeast, out of the
25 seats, the BJP currently com-
mands 18. Notably, in the 2022
Goa assembly elections, one-
third of all BJP candidates were
Catholics. In Christian-majority

Nagaland, the BJP formed an al-
liance with the NDPP and se-
cured victory in 12 out of the 20
contested seats. The term
'Chrisanghi,' previously deroga-
tory for Christian supporters of
the BJP, is gradually gaining ac-
ceptance. While it's not sug-
gested that the BJP will secure a
substantial portion of the Chris-
tian vote, given the internal dif-
ferences among denominations,
it might make inroads particu-
larly among the affluent elite.

The second facet of the BJP's
strategy came to light during the
Prime Minister's rally in Thrissur
last month. The event, centered
around 'stree-shakti' (women
empowerment), drew a substan-
tial number of women attendees.
Renowned figures like former
athlete P T Usha and actor
Shobana provided the necessary
star appeal. Modi highlighted his
women-centric initiatives to the
women of Kerala, addressing
them as 'mothers and sisters.'
These initiatives ranged from of-
fering sanitary napkins at a nom-
inal cost to opening up Sainik
Schools for girls. In a state
where the gender literacy gap is
already minimal, women emerge
as a distinct and influential con-
stituency.

Beyond courting women and
celebrities, the BJP's campaign
prominently showcases the
theme of 'vikas' (development).
Positioning itself as the sole
party equipped with a compre-
hensive plan for the nation's and
the state's progress, the BJP has
been emphasizing its commit-
ment to development. In pursuit
of this objective, Modi inaugu-
rated three infrastructure proj-
ects amounting to Rs 4,000 crore
in Kochi last month, coupled
with the assurance of 'Modi's
guarantee.' Furthermore, he un-
derscored his government's ini-
tiatives specifically tailored for

the welfare of fishermen.

Prudently, the BJP has strate-
gically chosen to concentrate its
efforts on particular constituen-
cies. The objective is not merely
to accumulate numbers but to se-
cure a symbolic breakthrough.
The spotlight is on four specific
constituencies, two of which the
Prime Minister has already vis-
ited: Thrissur and Thiruvanan-
thapuram. In the 2019 elections,
the renowned actor and BJP can-
didate, Suresh Gopi, clinched the
third position in Thrissur but sig-
nificantly elevated the BJP's
vote share from 11% to 28%.
Meanwhile, in Thiruvananthapu-
ram, the BJP secured the second
position with a notable 31% vote
share.

Providing a boost to the BJP's
campaign in the state is the grad-
ual decline of the Congress, no-
tably marked after its setback in
the 2023 assembly elections in
Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, and
Chhattisgarh. The party has wit-
nessed prominent defections,
with figures like Anil Antony,
the son of the staunch Gandhi
loyalist A K Antony, contribut-
ing to the perception that the
Congress is losing momentum.
Subsequently, news surfaced
that the BJP emerged victorious
in the Rajya Sabha elections,
casting a shadow over the Con-
gress and its coalition partner,
the Samajwadi Party.

Recognizing the impractical-
ity of relying on ideological de-
bates in Kerala, the BJP has
adopted a region-specific ap-
proach. This entails concentrat-
ing efforts on women and youth,
emphasizing development, and
engaging with specific Christian
denominations. (The writer is a
journalist and commentator
based in Guwahati, can be
reached at
dipaknewslive@gmail.com)

BJP’s momentum in Kerala politics
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The truth behind the government’s claim that poverty has fallen to just 5%

By: Sohini Bose

South Asia is vulnerable to a vari-
ety of natural hazards. While arid
Afghanistan faces earthquakes

and landslides, Pakistan experiences
floods and earthquakes. Nepal and
Bhutan are also located in seismically
active zones and face flood risk from
glacial lake outbursts. Bangladesh is
one of the most disaster-prone coun-
tries and suffers from severe cyclones,
storm surges, and flooding. 

Neighbouring India, with its vast ex-
panse, witnesses a variety of natural
disasters in different parts of its terri-
tory. Northern India faces extreme tem-
peratures and earthquakes and its
eastern coastline framing the Bay of
Bengal is vulnerable to cyclones,
floods, and sea level rise. The An-
daman and Nicobar Islands are prone
to cyclones and occasionally encounter
tsunamis generated by the Andaman-
Sumatra Subduction Zone. 

Due to Sri Lanka’s proximity to the
same zone, it is also prone to tsunamis
and coastal floods. Maldives, the low-
est-lying country in the world, is ex-
posed to sea-level rise. As more than a
quarter (25.2 percent) of the world’s
population resides in this region, natu-
ral hazards take a heavy toll on life and
property. Thus, disaster management is
crucial for survival in South Asia.

Cognisant of their disaster vulnera-
bility, these countries have formed
policies, passed legislations, and im-
plemented mechanisms to combat it.
However, natural disasters are transna-
tional threats, therefore, inter-country
collaboration in disaster management
is a critical feature of foreign policy
outreach in South Asia. 

However, it is interesting to note that
although such cooperation prevails at
the multilateral level, it is essentially
functional via bilateral means. This
means that although regional institu-
tions in South Asia have sectors of co-
operation in disaster management, in
the event of a crisis, when the affected
country needs external assistance, it
usually requests help from its bilateral
partners rather than turning to a re-
gional institution despite being its
member. 

Consequently, regional systems of
disaster management have remained
underdeveloped. In South Asia, this
dearth of development led to the cre-
ation of the South Asian Association
for Regional Cooperation (SAARC)
which includes all eight countries be-
longing to the region.

Since its inception in 1985, SAARC
adopted a sector of cooperation on
“Environment, Natural Disasters, and
Biotechnology” as a core concern.
Through consequent studies, the need
for a regional approach to disaster
management surfaced and 21 years
later, in 2006, the members adopted a
Comprehensive Regional Framework
for Action 2006–2015 modelled on the
Hyogo Framework for Action 2005–
2015. 

However, since 2015, the Frame-
work has not been renewed, indicating
a lack of initiative to remain relevant
and proactive. This lackadaisical ap-
proach has resulted in the SAARC sec-
tor of disaster management being
sidelined from mainstream efforts in
the region. 

However, as the risk of climate
change increases, the need for a re-
gional system of disaster management
is more than ever before. Going be-
yond SAARC’s overarching problems
of functionality, identifying and ad-
dressing challenges in this sector is
thus vital. To an extent, this will help
SAARC respond to a crisis or even
guide minilateral cooperation on disas-
ter management in South Asia.

The dearth of political will:
Regional initiatives of disaster man-

agement in South Asia have been reac-
tionary, triggered by overwhelming
natural calamities. This is because over
time recurrent natural hazards have be-
come a part of the life of the commu-
nities living in the vulnerable zones of
these countries. 

Unless a calamity of staggering mag-
nitude occurs, the need for a regional
mechanism to collectively address the
concern is not felt. Accordingly, a
surge in extreme weather events in
1985, led SAARC to adopt a sector on
disaster management. 

The tsunami of 2004 and the Pak-
istan earthquake of 2005 triggered its
next major development: the adoption
of the Comprehensive Regional
Framework for Action. The third major
step again was undertaken in the wake
of the devastating Pakistan floods of
2010, with the SAARC Agreement on
Rapid Response to Natural Disasters
(SARRND) signed in 2011. 

As normalcy returned to the region,
the rigour generated by the calamity
was lost and it wasn’t until five years
later, in 2016, that the SARRND came
into force, once again following the
Nepal earthquake.

This indicates, that in the absence of
natural disasters or a stimulus, SAARC
loses its momentum. In the fortunate
absence of disasters, the only alterna-
tive is a political stimulus. 

Indeed, regional disaster manage-
ment can develop under SAARC if
only there is the necessary political
will in the governments of its member
states. But in a scenario complicated

by historical tension and political con-
flicts, this is difficult to achieve, which
explains SAARC’s stupor. It is only if
the growing concern of climate change
and its impacts become an overriding
political agenda in each of the SAARC
member states, that the sector be pri-
oritised and rapid developments will
follow. These states may also decide to
engage in minilateral cooperation on
regional disaster management, giving
due attention to the concern but avoid-
ing the baggage of SAARC.

Unfulfilled terms:
Although the SARRND came into

force in 2016, most of its terms are yet
to be implemented. For example, the
Agreement obligates its member states
to either jointly or individually create
Standard Operating Procedures
(SOPs), to regulate their assistance to
another member country if the latter re-
quests help in the event of a disaster.
While the member countries do have
guidelines at the national level for their
HADR programs, no such set norms
have been designed for SAARC’s re-
gional response to disaster situations. 

Similarly, while many of the mem-
ber states have earmarked resources as
standby for HADR operations, these
are mostly despatched on a bilateral
basis and are not necessarily desig-
nated for regional assistance.  Natu-
rally in the absence of such rules and
resources, it has not been possible for
the regional organisation to develop a
rapid response mechanism and extend
any institutional assistance to its mem-
ber states in crisis. Moreover, the SAR-
RND does not stipulate a time limit for
the creation of the SOP which further
dampens the possibilities of SAARC’s
coordinated response.

Multilateral cooperation is pro-
vided as an option:

The SARRND does not make joint
initiatives compulsory for disaster
management. Rather it articulates mul-
tilateralism as an alternative to bilateral
options. For example, the Agreement
provides that the Parties shall “jointly
or individually” develop strategies and
contingency response plans to reduce
losses from disasters. It does not man-
date the creation of a regional SOP. 

Similarly, it states that “Member
states shall organise periodic mock
drills… to which it may invite other
member countries to test the effective-
ness of regional preparedness for re-
sponse.” Hence, there is no legal
mandate to host regular regional disas-
ter management exercises and, only
one SAARC disaster management ex-
ercise has been held to date, in 2015.

Regarding disaster response, the
SARRND puts forth that affected
member states may request assistance
from another member state either di-
rectly or via the SAARC Secretary
General. In a political climate in which
bilateralism is the reigning paradigm of
the region, it is natural that an affected
country of SAARC would reach out di-
rectly to its bilateral partners, rather
than going via a multilateral institution
which to date has no experience of pro-
viding disaster response. 

Especially in an emergency where
time is of the essence, tested bilateral
ties would be the preferred medium of
seeking assistance. Therefore, once
again SAARC is sidelined from real-
time disaster management in the re-
gion. The need, thus, is to identify a
few specific regional actionable such
as; a regional early warning system,
regular disaster management exercises,
a regional pool of resources and ex-
pertise, and an SOP; back these with a
legal mandate and develop these areas.

Want of structured approach and
initiative:

Lastly, regional disaster manage-
ment initiatives have suffered within
SAARC for want of a centralised struc-
ture. For a long time, disaster manage-
ment efforts within SAARC were
coordinated between its multiple bod-
ies such as the SAARC Disaster Man-
agement Centre (SDMC) (India),
Meteorological Center (Dhaka),
Forestry Center (Thimphu), and the
Coastal Management Center (Male).
Coordinating between four centres is
time-intensive and does not bear well
in emergencies. Furthermore, it hinders
prompt decision-making. Hence, in
November 2016, the role of the SDMC
was expanded by merging four erst-
while SAARC Centres. 

While this integration indicates a
more structured approach to regional
disaster management, it is yet to gain
momentum. Furthermore, there is a
need for more vision and leadership.
Based on their expertise, member
countries need to be given charge of
developing specific sectors. 

This will bestow the sector with
more initiative, especially if the coun-
try in charge considers it to strengthen
diplomatic ties and multilateral part-
nerships. Such an approach will usher
in direction-driven development.

If these challenges are addressed, re-
gional disaster management will re-
ceive a boost under SAARC. Beyond
the institution, these can also be a cau-
tionary for any minilateral initiative on
regional disaster management. 

Above all, the need is to cultivate a
regional consciousness about the im-
pact of natural disasters and a regional
responsibility to address natural disas-
ters collectively and collaboratively as
South Asians. (Courtesy: ORF)

Dilemmas in disaster management:
SAARC under scrutiny

‘Even on MSP, but issues vary’: As farmers
protest globally, India stands out

By: Nabanita Sircar

Farmer protests are gripping sev-
eral countries. India is witness-
ing its second round of protests

by the farmers, which has already led
to deaths and serious injuries in
standoffs with the police. There are
continuous protests across 12 coun-
tries in Europe where farmers have
rolled out tractors through capital
cities, burnt bales and manure, and
blocked highways. But there has been
no report of injuries or deaths caused
by the police unlike the reports from
the Indian farmers’ protests.

Unlike the situation in India where
farmers are being cordoned off using
metal barriers and showered with pel-
let gun bullets and tear gas, farmers
across Europe are storming their cap-
itals in tractors and burning tyres near
government buildings.

World over, farmers are revolt-
ing against government policies

France has been seeing farmer
protests for a while now. During the
weekend, a group of French farmers
stormed the 60th International Agri-
culture Fair in Paris ahead of Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron’s visit to the
venue.

It is a major event in France, which
hosts around 600,000 visitors over
nine days. It is known to be a political
event, where presidents and their op-
ponents engage with the public under
intense media scrutiny.

There were some clashes with the
lines of French CRS riot police who
tried to contain the protestors who
were shouting, “This is our home”
and booing Macron when he arrived
at the venue, even though Macron has
said he is on the side of the farmers.

‘668 hate speech events in 2023’:
Why the India hate lab report
should worry us

Last week in Greece, farmers took
brightly coloured tractors and parked
them outside the country’s parlia-

ment, horns blaring, as thousands of
farmers, angry at high production
costs, protested in Athens. A banner
read: “Without us, you don’t eat.”
Some farmers carried mock coffins
and funeral garlands as symbols of
their plight. They have spent weeks
staging sporadic blockades along
highways and in rural towns.

In Spain, hundreds of farmers
drove their tractors into central
Madrid last week as part of ongoing
protests against the European Union
and local farming policies and to de-
mand measures to alleviate produc-
tion cost hikes.

The protest was the biggest to take
place in the Spanish capital after
more than two weeks of daily protests
across the country. The farmers rang
cowbells and beat drums. Many of
the tractors had Spanish flags on them
and some farmers carried banners
reading, “There is no life without
farming,” and “Farmers in extinc-
tion.”

What separates protests in India
from elsewhere

Similar protests are taking place,
some in coordination across a dozen
European countries, but the brutal po-
lice action seen in India stands out
distinctly.

It led to a question by Indian-origin
Labour MP and Shadow Minister for
Exports Tanmanjeet Singh Dhesi in
the UK Parliament regarding the
killing of 21-year-old farmer
Shubhkaran Singh. Representing
Slough, the MP said his constituents,
which include a high number of
Sikhs, had written to him expressing
their concerns and pointed out that
social media platform X “admitted to
being compelled against their wishes
to take down legitimate posts and ac-
counts of activists” about the protests,
adding “the freedom of expression
and the safety of protestors and their
human rights must be protected”.

In response, Leader of the House

Penny Mordaunt described Singh’s
killing as a “very serious situation”
and that the British government sup-
ports the right to protest. “I shall
make sure that the Foreign Office has
heard his [Dhesi’s] concerns and ask
the relevant minister to get in touch
with his office,” she told the House.

On Monday, Brussels was under
siege when over 900 tractors drove to
the headquarters of the European
Commission as agricultural ministers
from EU countries met to discuss the
crisis in the farming sector. Farmers
set fire to piles of tyres, sprayed ma-
nure on police, jammed parts of the
city, and destroyed and overran police
barriers to demand action on cheap
supermarket prices and free trade
deals.

Riot police fired water cannons at
protesters throwing bottles and eggs
and doused the fires, which left a
stench across the city.

Low food prices add to farmers’
woes

Farmers in the UK are unhappy
with low supermarket prices and
cheap food imports from post-Brexit
trade deals. Inspired by the French
protests along with the others across
the Channel, demonstrations, most
notably from farmers in Wales and
Southern England, have sprung
up.They began with a go-slow protest
that caused traffic jams around the
Port of Dover but are planning for
more French-style protests with trac-
tors.

Andrew Gibson, a farmer from
Kent, has been central in organising
the protests and promised to have fur-
ther protests, while calling for more
support.

Speaking to The Quint, he said, “It
needs to be a national effort because
it’s not all about us; it’s about the en-
tire industry which is on its knees. We
are just getting hammered by the su-
permarkets, by the government, by
post-Brexit trade deals, by imports of

cheap rubbish. We are getting it from
everywhere.”

Activists have appealed to the
British public: “What we ask is that
you consider why it is cheaper. How
can food from the other side of the
world be cheaper? What chemicals
are being used that are banned in the
UK?”When asked about the Indian
farmers’ protests, Gibson said he has
been reading about it on social media
and was “appalled” by the death and
police action. A spokesperson of the
National Farmers’ Union (NFU),
without specifically mentioning India
said, “We share farmers’ concerns
and frustration.”

MSP: A global issue
Issues surrounding European farm-

ers are country-specific, but the com-
mon thread is EU farm policy and red
tape.

Farmers are complaining of low
prices and high costs, cheap imports
and constraints from the EU’s Green
Deal initiative for climate change
They are urging the EU to cut red
tape and drop some changes to its
Common Agriculture Policy
(CAP).Responding to the weeks of
protests across Europe, the EU has
weakened some parts of its flagship
Green Deal environmental policies,
scrapping a goal to cut farming emis-
sions from its 2040 climate roadmap. 

However, at the Brussels protest,
Morgan Ody, General Coordinator of
farming organisation La Via
Campesina, called on the EU to set up
Minimum Support Prices (MSP) and
exit free trade agreements that enable
cheaper foreign produce. 

She has been quoted saying that for
most farmers, “It’s about income. It’s
about the fact that we are poor, and
that we want to make a decent liv-
ing.”

Clearly, MSP is a global issue and
farmers across countries are suffering
and it is time they are heard. (Cour-
tesy: The Quint)

By: Santosh Mehrotra and Rakesh 
Ranjan Kumar

After more than a decade, we finally have a
Household Consumption Expenditure Survey
2022-23 (HCES). The survey data was made

public even though the media had earlier been told
that the results of the HCES would be released only
after the general elections.

Somewhere along the line, there appears to have
been a last minute change of heart, evidenced by the
publication of a 27-page factsheet before the election.

While no reason for this has been provided, what
is certain is that no sooner was the factsheet released
than the narrative started to build about the govern-
ment’s success in ending poverty. The Niti Aayog
stated that poverty had declined to less than 5% and
applauded the government for achieving this feat.

It is prudent to understand that the 27-pager HCES
[PDF] says nothing about the poverty decline in
2022-23 as compared to 2011-12. Rather it goes
ahead and cautions readers about the change in
methodology in the current HCES as compared to
earlier ones. The factsheet lists various “Issues related
to Comparability”.

Given that HCES 2022-23 has undergone method-
ological changes, its results ought not to be compared
with the previous Consumption Expenditure Survey
(CES). In fact, the National Survey Organisation
(NSO), which conducts these surveys, has personally
informed one of the authors that the HCES is not
comparable with the earlier CES.

Nevertheless, the Niti Aayog CEO, who also knows
this surely, went ahead and compared the current sur-
vey with earlier ones in claiming poverty reduction.
Bear inn mind that the Niti Aayog has no current
poverty line by – unlike the erstwhile Planning Com-
mission – by which to measure the current level of
poverty. Additionally, it would be curious to argue
that consumption expenditure is rising when real
wages have been stagnating in recent years; yet that
is exactly what representatives of the government

have used HCES 2023 data to argue.
In HCES 2022-23, the sampling methodology has

undergone significant change. Second stage stratum
classification is now made on land for rural areas and
car availability for urban areas, unlike the previous
survey where the divisions were made based on
household status and household activity for rural
areas and monthly per-capita income for urban areas.

In a country where agricultural labourers outnum-
ber cultivators, access to land remains limited let
alone possessing land amongst the highest order as
classified in the top two second-stage stratum. 

For urban areas, households were classified based
on the availability of four-wheeler cars, with a price
of more than ` 10 Lakh, price less than ` 10 lakh and
households without cars. In a country where 8% of
households own a car, the urban second stratum will
be among the wealthiest households.

Thus, there seems to be a higher representation of
the well-off groups in the HCES 2022-23 sampling
approach, thereby resulting in higher consumption ex-
penditure.

The HCES 2022-23 factsheet lists various method-
ological changes as well. The number of items cov-
ered has increased from 347 to 405 items. Instead of
a single questionnaire, HCES 2022-23 uses four sep-
arate questionnaires to be canvassed in three separate
monthly visits in a quarter instead of the usual prac-
tice of a single visit. Therefore on account of method-
ological changes alone, the results of the current
HCES are not strictly comparable with the 2011-12
CES or the earlier CES.

HCES 2022-23 states that the average monthly per-
capita consumption expenditure (MPCE) at current
prices has increased to ` 3,773 for rural households
and ` 6,459 for urban households. These numbers
have been used in order to claim that poverty in India
has fallen to just 5%, even though the factsheet does
not make any reference to poverty eradication, nor is
there any poverty line given by the HCES. So how
has this claim that poverty has fallen been made?

The 27-page factsheet is mostly based on ratios and

proportions. 
There are no comparisons with real amounts. From

the comparative perspective, a Consumer Price Index
needs to be used to deflate current expenditure to ar-
rive at real expenditure. In making comparisons over
the years, there is a lack of data on real expenditure
and quantity of consumption. Additionally, HCES
2022-23 takes into account the imputed value of so-
cial-welfare programmes, though the same was not
undertaken for the earlier years.

With economic growth and progress, the share of
food expenditure in total household expenditure is
bound to come down. The current level of food ex-
penditure in India – 46.38% (for rural households)
and 39.17% (for urban households) – remains com-
paratively very high as compared to 6.4% for USA
and 6.9% for Singapore, and thus cannot be taken as
a sign of economic development.

Above all, how can poverty have fallen when job
growth and real wages have come down? While from
2004-05 to 2011-12 there was an unmistakable and
sustained rise in real wages, wages have stagnated be-
tween 2013 and 2017. Additionally, joblessness grew
from 10 million in 2011-12 to nearly 38 million in
2022. Moreover, 190 million workers (2021-22) in
India are earning just up to ` 100 per day (in real
terms at 2010 prices) which can be categorised as ab-
solute poor, as compared to just 106.1 million work-
ers in 2011-12. There has been a massive surge in the
number of poor workers in recent times. T

here are 144.0 million workers (2021-22) that are
earning between ` 100 and ` 200 per day which can
be categorised as poor and vulnerable. Additionally,
there are still 127.5 million workers (2021-22) who
earn between ` 200 and ` 300 per day, which can be
categorised as non-poor but definitely vulnerable.The
number of working poor and the decline in real wages
indicate the need for interrogating labour market con-
ditions in India, before jumping to the conclusion that
India has been able to end poverty. The CES 2022-23
is being read to mean what cannot be found in it nor
inferred from it either. (Courtesy: The Wire)

A roadmap for comprehensive socio-economic inclusion
By: Naghma Mulla

As is the case with multiple de-
veloping economies across
the world, India is faced with

wealth inequality, unemployment, ex-
isting and persisting gaps in health-
care infrastructure and delivery, and
environmental concerns. The Global
Multidimensional Poverty Index
based on data from 2021/22 finds that
16.4 % of India’s population lives in
poverty with 4.2% facing severe
poverty.

The Regional Human Develop-
ment Report 2024 by UNDP finds
that the top 10% of the population
controls 65% of the nation’s total
wealth, underlining stark wealth in-
equality. The consequences are multi-
dimensional – it negatively impacts
upward intergenerational mobility
and lowers the rate of economic
growth.

Lack of jobs has been an area of
concern for the country for decades
now. While the current unemploy-
ment rate for January 2024 is 6.8, un-
employment amongst educated youth
is concerning. The State of Working
India 2023 by Azim Premji Univer-
sity reveals that over 42% of India’s
graduates under 25 were unemployed
in 2021-22.

Marked by a distinct urban-rural di-
vide, gaps in healthcare services and

infrastructure are a major obstacle for
people in small towns and rural areas.
A large part of India’s population suf-
fers from inaccessibility to quality
healthcare – leading to delayed treat-
ments and high out-of-pocket expen-
diture.

A United Nations report empha-
sises that approximately 75% of
healthcare infrastructure, medical
personnel, and other health resources
are predominantly located in urban
regions, home to merely 27% of the
overall population.

The impact of climate change and
disasters on both people and the econ-
omy has been devastating. India ex-
perienced uninsured losses of $32.94
billion from natural disasters between
2018 and 2022. The ramifications of
human loss are even more grave and
are evident in the 55.9 million dis-
placements from 237 disasters
mapped between 2018 – 2022.

The interim budget addresses these
issues in a big way.

It presents a comprehensive
roadmap for national progress, metic-
ulously designed to touch upon criti-
cal facets of development such as
women empowerment, job creation,
environmental conservation, and
poverty alleviation. It aims to address
the needs and aspirations of diverse
social groups—'Garib' (the poor),
'Mahilayen' (women), 'Yuva' (youth),

and 'Annadata' (farmers). This inclu-
sion is notable as it envisages the sig-
nificance of marginalised social
groups in achieving a Viksit Bharat –
a developed India by 2047 – marking
a century of India’s independence.

The budget prioritises support for
the 'Micro, Small, and Medium En-
terprises' (MSME) sector with neces-
sary finances, technologies, and
training to enhance global competi-
tiveness. The rooftop solarization pol-
icy is set to offer employment and
entrepreneurial opportunities in tech-
nical and supply sectors.

Additionally, the establishment of
a separate Department for Fisheries
and the expansion of the Pradhan
Mantri Matsya Sampada Yojana
(PMMSY) underscore efforts to dou-
ble production and exports in the fish-
eries sector, aiming to create 55 lakh
new jobs and drive inclusive eco-
nomic progress.

A significant step is the focus on
provisions for the inclusion of low-in-
come groups and women. Initiatives
like the disbursement of 30 crore
Mudra Yojana loans to women entre-
preneurs and financial support to 78
lakh street vendors under PM-
SVANidhi emphasise the govern-
ment's focus on enhancing workforce
participation and providing earning
avenues that drive upward mobility.

The SHG model of development

has also proved to be successful – en-
abling nearly 10 million women to
achieve annual incomes of over INR
1 lakh. Capitalising on this success,
the goal has been expanded to elevate
the target from 2 crore to 3 crore
'lakhpati didis', showcasing a com-
mitment to  women's economic em-
powerment.  The budget made
notable health sector announcements.
The focus on preventive healthcare
through the provision of cervical can-
cer vaccinations for young girls and
the integration of various maternal
and child health schemes indicate a
push towards addressing the specific
health needs of vulnerable groups.

The expansion of the Ayushman
Bharat scheme to extend healthcare
benefits to approximately 1.5 million
ASHA workers and Anganwadi
workers acknowledges the crucial
contribution of these frontline health
workers to primary healthcare serv-
ices.  Leverage existing hospital
structures for the establishment of
more medical colleges, addresses
both – the healthcare professional
shortage and the surging demand for
medical education. This builds on the
initiative from April 2023, when the
government approved the establish-
ment of 157 nursing colleges, allocat-
ing INR 1,570 crore, with the central
government contributing INR 1,016
crore. (Courtesy: The Pioneer)
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MOSCOW, Feb 29: Russian
President Vladimir Putin vowed
on Thursday to fulfill Moscow’s
goals in Ukraine and sternly
warned the West against deeper
involvement in the fighting, say-
ing that such a move is fraught
with the risk of a global nuclear
conflict.

Putin’s warning came in a state-
of-the-nation address ahead of
next month’s election he’s all but
certain to win, underlining his
readiness to protect Russian gains
in Ukraine.

In an apparent reference to
French President Emmanuel
Macron’s statement earlier this
week that the future deployment
of Western ground troops to
Ukraine should not be “ruled
out”, Putin warned that it would
lead to “tragic” consequences for
the countries who decide to do
that.

Putin noted that while accusing
Russia of plans tp attack NATO
allies in Europe, Western allies
were “selecting targets for strik-
ing our territory and selecting the
most efficient as they think strik-
ing assets and talking about the

possibility of sending a NATO
contingent to Ukraine.”

“We remember the fate of
those who sent their troop contin-
gents to the territory of our coun-
try,” the Russian leader said.
“Now the consequences for the
potential invaders will be far more
tragic.”

Speaking before an audience of
lawmakers and top officials, Putin
said the West should keep in mind
that “we also have the weapons
that can strike targets on their ter-
ritory, and what they are now sug-
gesting and scaring the world
with, all that raises the real threat
of a nuclear conflict that will
mean the destruction of our civi-
lization.”

“Don’t they understand it?” he
said, alleging that Western leaders
are playing with options of deeper
involvement in the conflict, as in
a simulation. “Those people
haven’t been through any tough
challenges and they have forgot-
ten what war means.”

Putin emphasized that Russia’s
nuclear forces are in “full readi-
ness,” saying that the military has
deployed potent new weapons,
some of them tested on the battle-
field in Ukraine.

The Kremlin leader said they
include the new Sarmat heavy in-
tercontinental ballistic missile that
has entered service with Russian
nuclear forces, along with the Bu-
revestnik atomic-powered cruise

missile and the Poseidon atomic-
powered, nuclear-armed drone,
which are completing their tests.

At the same time, he rejected
Western leaders’ statements about
the threat of a Russian attack on
NATO allies in Europe as “rav-
ings” and again dismissed Wash-
ington’s claim that Moscow was
pondering the deployment of
space-based nuclear weapons.

In his speech that focused heav-
ily on economic and social issues
ahead of the March 15-17 presi-
dential vote, Putin argued that
Russia was “defending its sover-
eignty and security and protecting
our compatriots” in Ukraine,
charging that the Russian forces
have the upper hand in the fight-
ing.

He hailed Russian soldiers and
honored those who were killed in
fighting with a moment of silence.

Putin has repeatedly said that
he sent troops into Ukraine in
February 2022 to protect Russian
interests and prevent Ukraine
from posing a major security
threat to Russia by joining NATO.
Kyiv and its allies have de-
nounced it as an unprovoked act

of aggression.
The Russian leader has repeat-

edly signaled a desire to negotiate
an end to the fighting but warned
that Russia will hold onto its
gains.

Putin, 71, who is running as an
independent candidate in the
March 15-17 presidential elec-
tion, relies on the tight control
over Russia’s political system that
he has established during 24 years
in power.

Prominent critics who could
challenge him have either been
imprisoned or are living abroad,
while most independent media
have been banned, meaning that
Putin’s reelection is all but as-
sured. He faces token opposition
from three other candidates nom-
inated by Kremlin-friendly parties
represented in parliament.

Russia’s best-known opposition
leader Alexei Navalny, whose at-
tempt to run against Putin in 2018
was rejected, died suddenly in an
Arctic prison colony earlier this
month, while serving a 19-year
sentence on extremism charges.
Navalny’s funeral is set for Fri-
day. (AP)

Putin warns that sending Western troops to
Ukraine risks a global nuclear conflict

The warning came in a state-of-the-nation address ahead of next month’s election

ISLAMABAD, Feb 29: Pakistan’s jailed
former prime minister Imran Khan has
written to the IMF, urging it to conduct an
“audit” of at least 30 per cent of the na-
tional and provincial assembly seats to un-
earth the brazen “intervention and fraud”
during the elections before considering any
further bailout talks with the cash-strapped
country.

The 71-year-old Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaf (PTI) party founder had announced
last week that he would ask the Washing-
ton-based International Monetary Fund
(IMF) to avoid any assistance as the author-
ities rigged the electoral outcome to keep
his party out of power.

His nominated chairman of the party,
Gohar Ali Khan, addressing a press confer-
ence with party secretary General Omar
Ayub Khan, on Wednesday confirmed the
letter but he refused to share its content.

The Press Trust of India has seen a letter
addressed to IMF Managing Director
Kristalina Georgieva by party spokesper-
son Raoof Hasan under the guidance of

Khan. It begins with a clarification that the
party was not against the IMF facility to
Pakistan.

“It must be clarified at the very outset
that the PTI does not wish to stand in the
way of any IMF facility to the state of Pak-
istan that promotes the immediate as well
as the long-term economic well-being of
the country,” the letter read.

But it added that the IMF facility should
be linked with conditions. The letter al-
leged that the February 8 general elections
— which it said caused the public expen-
diture of Rs 50 billion or USD 180 million
— were “subjected to widespread interven-

tion and fraud in the counting of votes and
compilation of results”. “This intervention
and fraud have been so brazen that the
IMF’s most important member countries,
including the US, Britain, and countries
forming part of the European Union, have
called for a full and transparent investiga-
tion into the matter,” the party said.

“We, therefore, call upon the IMF to give
effect to the guidelines adopted by it with
respect to good governance as well as con-
ditionalities that must be satisfied prior to
the grant of a finance facility that is to bur-
den the people of Pakistan with further
debt.

“An audit of at least thirty per cent of the
national and provincial assemblies’ seats
should be ensured, which can be accom-
plished in merely two weeks,” the party de-
manded. It also said that PTI was not
calling for the IMF to adopt the role of an
investigative agency itself, and suggested
that two indigenous organisations, includ-
ing the Free and Fair Election Network
(Fafen) and PATTAN-Coalition38, had the

proposed comprehensive methodologies to
conduct the election audit.

“Such a role by the IMF would be a great
service to Pakistan and its people, and
could become the harbinger of enduring
prosperity, growth, and macroeconomic
stability in the country,” the letter con-
cluded. 

Meanwhile, the United States has urged
Pakistan to “continue working with the
IMF and other international financial insti-
tutions towards macroeconomic reforms”
for economic stability in the country.

“As the US knows, Pakistan needs $2
billion alone in March to be able to avoid
economic breakdown. How do you see this
effort on PTI’s part to be contacting IMF
and also talking about election rigging?” a
reporter asked US State Department
Spokesperson Matthew Miller during a
press conference on Wednesday.

Miller replied, “I’ll just say with respect
to the IMF that we support Pakistan’s ef-
forts to break free from the vicious cycle of
debt and international financing.” (PTI)

Imran Khan writes to IMF, urges Feb 8 polls
‘audit’ before any bailout talks with Pak govt

Kishida vows no more fundraising parties at
Parl’s ethics hearing over a funds scandal

ISLAMABAD, Feb 29: Three-time
former prime minister Nawaz Sharif
on Thursday took oath as an ordinary
lawmaker in the 16th session of Pak-
istan's National Assembly, days after
giving up his bid to lead the country
for a record fourth time.

A quirk of fate following the poor
show in the electoral battle led
Nawaz, 74, the supremo of the Pak-
istan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-
N) party to abandon his claim to the
prime minister's position to his
younger brother Shehbaz, 72.

Sharif is back in Parliament after
seven long years. His terms as the
prime minister include the first from
1990-1993, then 1997-1999, and the
last from 2013-2017, none of them
for a complete five years.

Amid sloganeering, Nawaz Sharif
took oath along with his brother She-
hbaz. “Historic visuals from the 16th
National Assembly oath-taking cere-
mony!” the PML-N X handle posted
along with a hashtag #MeraQuaid-
PhirSeAya and a 1:18 minute video.

The video showed the smiling
elder Sharif entering the Parliament,
then walking towards the many
members of his party and shaking
hands, with all the while a party song
that said ‘Sher Aaya' (Lion Nawaz
Sharif has come) playing in the back-
ground.

As per the Constitution, a party
must win 133 out of 265 contested

seats in the 266-member National
Assembly to form a government.

Independent candidates – a major-
ity backed by 71-year-old jailed for-
mer prime minister Imran Khan's
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party
– won 93 National Assembly seats.
The PML-N won 75 seats while the
PPP came third with 54 seats. The
Muttahida Qaumi Movement Pak-
istan (MQM-P) has 17 seats.

That left PML-N and PPP to ally
along with four smaller parties to
keep Khan's PTI out of power. As
part of the arrangement, instead of
Nawaz, it was Shehbaz who was to
don the premier's hat, a deal said to
have the backing of the powerful
military.

The nomination of Shehbaz Sharif
as the next prime minister by Nawaz
Sharif, who himself was eyeing the
plum post for a record fourth time,
had surprised many within and out-
side the party.

However, the PML-N leaders and
Nawaz Sharif's daughter Mariam
Nawaz, have reiterated that Nawaz
Sharif is not quitting politics and he
would continue to guide the party.

Ironically, a pinned post from the
President PMLN's X handle still
reads: “The President of PMLN She-
hbaz Sharif, during the news confer-
ence, reaffirmed that Quaid PML-N
Nawaz Sharif will become the Prime
Minister.” (PTI)

Three time former PM Nawaz Sharif
takes oath as ordinary lawmaker

Strike on Palestinians waiting for 
aid kills 70, Gaza officials say, 
taking war’s toll past 30,000

RAFAH, Feb 29: At least 70 peo-
ple were killed in a strike early on
Thursday on a crowd of Palestini-
ans waiting for humanitarian aid in
Gaza City, bringing the total num-
ber killed since the start of the Is-
rael-Hamas war to more than
30,000, Gaza's Health Ministry
said.

Gaza City and the rest of north-
ern Gaza were the first targets of Is-
rael's air, sea and ground offensive
launched in response to Hamas'
October 7 attack. The area has suf-
fered widespread devastation and
has been largely isolated from the
rest of the territory for months, with
little aid entering.

Aid groups say it has become
nearly impossible to deliver hu-
manitarian assistance in most of
Gaza, in part because of the crowds
of desperate people who over-
whelm aid convoys. The UN says
a quarter of Gaza's 2.3 million
Palestinians face starvation.

Health Ministry spokesman
Ashraf al-Qidra said another 280
people were wounded in Thurs-
day's strike.Fares Afana, the head
of the ambulance service at the
Kamal Adwan Hospital, said
medics arriving at the scene found

“dozens or hundreds” lying on the
ground. He said there were not
enough ambulances to collect all
the dead and wounded and that
some were being brought to hospi-
tals on donkey carts.

The Israeli military said it was
looking into the reports. The Health
Ministry said the Palestinian death
toll from the war has climbed to
30,035, with another 70,457
wounded. It does not differentiate
between civilians and combatants
in its figures but says women and
children make up around two-
thirds of those killed.

The ministry, which is part of the
Hamas-run government, maintains
detailed records of casualties. Its
counts from previous wars have
largely matched those of the UN,
independent experts and even Is-
rael's own tallies. 

The Hamas attack into southern
Israel that ignited the war killed
1,200 people, mostly civilians, and
the militants seized around 250
hostages. Hamas is still holding
around 130 hostages, a quarter of
whom are believed to be dead, after
releasing most of the others during
a weeklong cease-fire in Novem-
ber. (AP)

TOKYO, Feb 29: Japan's beleaguered
prime minister renewed his apology over
his governing party's corruption scandal,
promising to not hold any more parties
himself as leader during a political ethics
committee on Thursday.

Fumio Kishida has fought against
plummeting support ratings since his
governing party's corruption scandal
rocked the government. The scandal,
considered the biggest in decades, cen-
tres on political funds raised through
party event tickets bought by individuals,
companies and organisations. It led to 10
people — lawmakers and their aides —
being indicted in January.

While Kishida himself is not the focus
of the scandal and was not even invited
to the hearing, the surprise announce-
ment of his personal appearance broke a
deadlock between the opposition law-
makers and his governing party Wednes-
day when the five
implicated atten-
dants refused to go
public, holding up
a hearing. Kishida
expressed a “sense
of crisis” that the
deadlock on the
hearing would fur-
ther deepen the
public's distrust in
politics.

The ruling Liberal Democratic Party's
resistance to have a fully open session fu-
elled public criticism that Kishida's party
is taking the corruption lightly and trying
to hide something. Kishida's action could
help ease criticisms that he was too slow
and lax in addressing the public's distrust
and taking anti-corruption measures.

In his opening statement, Kishida re-
newed his apology for triggering public
distrust in politics, and promised to take
leadership in reforming his party, saying
seniority-based tradition, lack of compli-
ance and a sense of privilege among law-
makers need to be removed if they were
part of the problem.

Kishida said he volunteered to appear
at the hearing to provide an explanation
as head of the LDP. But he brushed off

questions from opposition lawmakers
seeking further details about the
fundraising problems, such as when and
how they began. Kishida said the gov-
erning party's internal probe focused on
preventive measures instead of digging
deeper into details of the wrongdoings.

Former Prime Minister Yoshihiko
Noda, now an executive of main opposi-
tion Constitutional Democratic Party of
Japan, criticised Kishida for holding a
number of his own fundraising parties.
Kishida in turn promised not to hold any
more of what he called “benkyo-kai,” or
study meetings, during his leadership.

Asked about his own faction's ac-
counting irregularity, which had to be
corrected, and its prior status, he said
documents were lost and details were un-
known.Kishida doesn't have to call a par-
liamentary election until 2025, but his
party has set a leadership vote for Sep-

tember.
The ethics com-

mittee is tasked
with determining
whether a law-
maker violated
political ethics
standards and
should be held re-
sponsible, but crit-
ics say it's largely
a show and any

serious investigative role is not expected.
Its hearings can be held in a closed

meeting, but all but nine of its previous
hearings were held publicly.

More than 80 LDP lawmakers, most
of them belonging to a faction previously
led by assassinated former Prime Minis-
ter Shinzo Abe, acknowledged not re-
porting funds in possible violation of the
Political Funds Control Law. The money
was alleged to have gone into unmoni-
tored slush funds in the systematic long-
term practice.

Kishida removed a number of minis-
ters from his Cabinet and others from
party executive posts, while some
stepped down in the sandal, though sup-
port ratings for his government dwindled
to around 20%. (AP)

Sunak says the UK is descending into mob rule; 
Critics accuse him of undermining protest rights

WASHINGTON, Feb 29: The grouping of
India, Israel, the UAE and the US continues
to be a priority for the Biden administration
and is not on the back-burner due to the on-
going conflict in the Middle East, the White
House has said, underlining that the Presi-
dent is "deeply committed" to making sure
that the I2U2 initiatives make progress.

The I2U2 grouping was conceptualised
during the meeting of the foreign ministers
of the four countries held on October 18,
2021. The I2U2's first summit was held on
July 14, 2022, to establish the group.

The grouping remains critically impor-
tant, White House Press Secretary Karine
Jean-Pierre told reporters at the White
House here on Wednesday.

Asked if the grouping is now on the back-
burner or no longer active because of the Is-
rael-Hamas conflict, the official said, "No,
not at all, still a priority".

"The I2U2 remains critically important
and the president is deeply committed to
making sure that we continue with the
I2U2, obviously with our partnership
among our four countries and beyond
through innovative, inclusive and science-
based solutions to advance... let's not forget,
enhance food and energy security space op-
erations and other ventures, advancing proj-
ects on water conservation, waste
management and other areas," Jean-Pierre
said.

So, there is a strong future for the I2U2
and "we're looking forward to continuing
that partnership" and it has not taken on the
back-burner, the White House official said.

"It certainly continues to be a pri-
ority," Jean-Pierre said.

This grouping identifies bankable proj-
ects and initiatives to tackle some of the
biggest challenges confronting the world,
with a particular focus on joint investments
and new initiatives in water, energy, trans-
portation, space, health, food security, and
technology.

It also aims to mobilise private sector
capital and expertise to achieve a variety of
goals, including modernising infrastructure,
advancing low-carbon development path-
ways, and improving public health.

I2U2 partnership projects and initiatives
are not limited in geographic scope – the
group will explore opportunities anywhere
it can make a positive impact, the State De-
partment said.

The formation of the grouping, known as
“I2U2” with “I” standing for India and Is-
rael and “U” for the US and the UAE, is
largely seen as a strategic attempt by the
United States to check China's increasing
influence in Asia and the Middle East. (PTI)

LONDON, Feb 29: Prime Minister Rishi
Sunak said Britain is descending into “mob
rule” because of the pressures created by
protests against the Israel-Hamas war —
words criticized as alarmist by a human rights
group. Sunak told a meeting of police leaders
on Wednesday that there was a “pattern of in-
creasingly violent and intimidatory behav-
iour” that's intended to “shout down free
debate and stop elected representatives doing
their job.”

“There is a growing consensus that mob
rule is replacing democratic rule,” he said, ac-
cording to a transcript released by the prime
minister's office. “And we've got to collec-
tively, all of us, change that urgently.”

Tom Southerden of Amnesty International
said Thursday that talk of mob rule “wildly
exaggerates the issue and risks delegitimizing
the rights of peaceful protest.”

Mass protests have drawn hundreds of
thousands of people to central London almost
weekly to call for a cease-fire in a conflict
that has killed close to 30,000 Palestinians,
according to the Gaza Health Ministry in the
Hamas-run territory. Israel says Hamas killed
1,200 Israelis, mostly civilians, and abducted
roughly 250, in the Oct. 7 attack.

The protests have been overwhelmingly
peaceful, though there have been dozens of
arrests over signs and chants allegedly sup-
porting Hamas, a banned organization in
Britain. Jewish organizations and many law-
makers say the mass marches have created an
intimidating atmosphere for Jewish London-
ers — though members of the Jewish com-
munity have been among those on

pro-cease-fire marches. Divisions over the
conflict in Gaza have convulsed British poli-
tics, with some lawmakers saying they fear
for their safety after receiving threats over
their positions on the war. Reports of both an-
tisemitic and anti-Muslim abuse in Britain
have soared since Hamas' Oct. 7 attack on Is-
rael, which triggered Israel's invasion of
Gaza.

A debate last week in the House of Com-
mons on whether to call for a cease-fire de-
scended into chaos amid allegations the
speaker of the house had bent parliamentary
rules in response to pressure from pro-Pales-
tinian activists. During the debate, protesters
projected “From the river to the sea, Palestine
will be free” — a slogan some see as calling
for the destruction of Israel — onto Parlia-
ment's Big Ben clocktower.

On Saturday, Sunak suspended Conserva-
tive lawmaker Lee Anderson from the party
for saying London Mayor Sadiq Khan, who
is Muslim, was controlled by Islamists and
had allowed them to take charge of the city.

Pro-Palestinian demonstrators protested at
the house of a Conservative lawmaker earlier
this month, while environmental activists
have targeted Sunak's family home in north-
ern England.  

The prime minister met police chiefs after
announcing a 31-million-pound ($40-million)
fund to step up security for lawmakers after
politicians reported threats and intimidation
connected to the war. At Wednesday's meet-
ing, the government told police chiefs that
protests at politicians' homes “should gener-
ally be considered to be intimidatory.”

Sunak told officers to take a “robust ap-
proach … to protect our democratic processes
from intimidation, disruption, from subver-
sion.”

The debate comes after several years of in-
creasingly stringent restrictions on peaceful
protest by the Conservative government. It
has passed new laws to clamp down on
broadly defined “public nuisance,” punish-
able by up to 10 years in prison, and giving
police more powers to restrict protests judged
to be disruptive. Hundreds of environmental
activists have been arrested and sometimes
jailed for blocking roads and other nonviolent
acts. “Freedom of expression and assembly
are absolutely fundamental rights in any free
and fair society,” said Southerden, law and
human rights director at Amnesty U.K.

“The U.K. has undergone a major crack-
down on protest rights in recent years, with
peaceful protest tactics being criminalized
and the police being given sweeping powers
to prevent protests taking place,” he said.
(AP)

I2U2 continues to be 
priority for Biden 

administration: WH

SL signs security pact with US to 
prevent illicit maritime trafficking
COLOMBO, Feb 29: Sri Lanka
has signed a nuclear security pact
with the United States to detect and
interdict illicit trafficking in special
nuclear material and other radioac-
tive material, as part of the efforts
to address the growing global secu-
rity threats.

The Sri Lankan Navy signed the
Memorandum of Understanding
with the US National Nuclear Se-
curity Administration at the Navy
headquarters here on Wednesday.
The MoU was signed in the pres-
ence of the US Ambassador to Sri
Lanka, Julie Chung and the Com-
mander of the Sri Lanka Navy, Vice
Admiral Priyantha Perera, accord-
ing to media reports on Thursday.

"The U.S.-Sri Lanka partnership
in addressing global security threats

is ever-growing," Ambassador
Chung posted on X. The new MOU
between the Sri Lanka Navy and
the U.S. Department of Energy's
National Nuclear Security Admin-
istration will "bolster our joint ef-
forts to prevent illicit maritime
trafficking in nuclear and radioac-
tive material," she wrote.

The MoU addressed bilateral co-
operation to detect and interdict il-
licit trafficking in special nuclear
material and other radioactive ma-
terial through technical and
methodological cooperation, in-
cluding the installation and im-
provement of technical systems for
the detection and identification of
such material at border crossing
control points of Sri Lanka, media
reports said. (PTI)

MOSCOW, Feb 29: A Russian rocket on Thursday suc-
cessfully put an Iranian satellite into orbit, a launch that
underlined increasingly close cooperation between
Moscow and Tehran.

Russia's state-run Roscosmos Corporation said that a
Soyuz rocket blasted off from the Vostochny launch fa-
cility in the country's far east to carry the Iranian satellite
and 18 Russian satellites into orbit. The Iranian state TV
said the 110-kg (242-pound) satellite has three cameras
to take images for environmental, agricultural and other
purposes.

Iran's state TV said the satellite will be put into orbit
around the North and South Poles, synchronised to be in
the same fixed position relative to the Sun, and will be
fully functional after a calibration of its systems. Thurs-
day's launch comes after Russia put into orbit the Iranian
Khayyam satellite in 2022.

Iran's Communication Minister Isa Zarepour told the
TV that Iran's space programme has had a total of 23
launches, including 12 during President Ebrahim Raisi's
administration. (AP)

Russian rocket successfully 
puts Iranian satellite into orbit
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Manipur police warns action against radical group

HT Correspondent
DIMAPUR, Feb 29: In a first in Nagaland, the Ko-
hima bench of the Gauhati High Court on Thursday
launched its online Right to Information (RTI) portal
to ensure transparency and efficiency in the court.

The RTI portal was formally launched by Justice
Devashis Baruah, judge of the Gauhati High Court
and the information and communication technology
in-charge of the Kohima bench, in the presence of
Justice Sushmita Phukan Khaund, judge of the high
court and officials of the High Court Registry.

To mark the event, Justice Baruah symbolically
filed the first online paperless e-RTI application at
the Kohima bench through the dedicated web portal.

Section 6 (1) of the Right to Information Act, 2005,
stipulates that an information seeker has a statutory
right to move an application through electronic
means.

So far, the RTI applications can be filed only
through the physical mode. 

The online RTI portal has been initiated to make it
convenient for people to access information about the
Gauhati High Court and its outlying benches.

Through the web portal, Indian citizens can now
file their RTI application and first appeal online. Fee
payment can be made online via Internet banking or
UPI.

To access the online RTI portal, citizens can sim-
ply click on the dedicated ‘RTI’ tab available on the
official website of the Gauhati High Court, Kohima
bench. 

The web portal has a user-friendly interface and
operates on an end-to-end paperless mode. 

The online RTI facility will be scaled up to all dis-
trict courts of Nagaland in the near future.

Gauhati HC Kohima
bench launches 

online RTI portal

IMPHAL, Feb 29: The Manipur police on
Thursday announced toughening of its stand
against radical Meitei group Arambai Tengol
(AT) and other anti-social groups, who in-
dulge in crimes like attacks and extortion say-
ing the need for deploying army and other
central forces will have to be enhanced after
the attack on a state police officer.

In a hard-hitting statement, the Manipur po-
lice also said it is a neutral force and does
not act against any community or in favour
of one and it remains ever committed to
guard and protect the lives and properties of
public. The public must not be misled and
cooperate with the Manipur police in bring-
ing back peace and tranquility to the state,
it said.

“Combing operations will continue in the
days to come and no one responsible for
such criminal activities will be spared. With
Manipur police being targeted, the need for
calling in army and other central forces will
have to be enhanced,” the statement said.

The statement came in the wake of the at-
tack on Manipur police additional superin-
tendent of police, Moirangthem Amit Singh
allegedly by AT members two days ago.

The Manipur police said all personnel of
the force from top to bottom are united and
any attack on anyone and use of social
media to target any officer or unit will be
taken seriously and stringent action will be
taken. An extensive area domination and
combing operations by police and other se-

curity forces continued in different parts of
Manipur as police sought cooperation of the
public in bringing peace and tranquility
back to the violence-hit state.

The area domination and combing opera-
tions came hours after more than 1,000 Ma-
nipur police commandos took a stand on
Wednesday by laying down their arms in re-
sponse to Tuesday’s attack on ASP Kumar.

An extensive area domination drive by
combined forces led by superintendents of
police was conducted in five valley districts
-- Imphal West, Imphal East, Bishnupur,
Thoubal and Kakching - Wednesday night,
a police spokesman said.

He said combing operations will continue
in the days to come and no one responsible
for “criminal activities” will be spared.

The Manipur police also requested the
public to refrain from rumour mongering
and circulating fake news.

Condemning the attack on the life of ASP
Kumar and other police officers by mem-
bers of the AT, the spokesman said the fam-
ily members of the officer were also
intimidated by the assailants by firing bul-
lets, besides vandalising houses and proper-
ties.

The officer was also abducted, beaten and
later released after timely intervention by
the department, he said, adding in connec-
tion with this incident numerous concocted
narratives are being circulated on various
platforms, including social media, leading

to character assassination of the officer and
the police department as a whole.

“In this regard, it is important for right-
thinking people to understand the origin of
the event(s) which have led to this unprece-
dented and unprovoked incident. It is to be
informed that on February 27 (afternoon)
information was received about the steal-
ing/snatching of two cars, by some un-
known armed miscreants from government
oil depot, located at North AOC.

“Based on this information, the officers -
- Kumar, Inspector P Achouba Meitei and
other teams -- had conducted a search and
intercepted the two vehicles which were
stolen.. One individual, who had been in-
volved in the crime, was also arrested.

“Later, in this connection a case was reg-

istered at the Imphal Police Station under
various sections of IPC and Arms Act,” the
spokesman said.

The spokesman said the members of AT
had carried out targeted attack on the offi-
cers as well as attacked the house and prop-
erties of the ASP who along with his team
have been working tirelessly and contribut-
ing to the efforts to ensure law and order in
the state, especially Imphal West District.

Besides, the AT is engaging in many anti-
social activities like assaulting civilians,
snatching of vehicles from public and gov-
ernment officials, indulging in extortion
from the common public and businessmen.

“They are garnering false support from the
public in the garb of protecting the public, but
they are committing many anti-social activi-
ties and criminal acts. Public must not be mis-
led and should cooperate with Manipur police
in bringing back peace and tranquility back to
the state,” the spokesman said.

The state has witnessed escalating violence
since May 3, 2023 with 219 casualties re-
ported after a “Tribal Solidarity March” in
the hill districts was taken out to protest
against the Meitei community’s demand for
Scheduled Tribe (ST) status.

The Meiteis, constitute around 53 per
cent of Manipur’s population and reside
predominantly in the Imphal Valley, while
the tribals, including Nagas and Kukis, who
make up 40 per cent and primarily inhabit
the hill districts. (PTI)

AIZWAL, Feb 29: Mizoram has regis-
tered a 13.5 per cent gross state domestic
product (GSDP) growth in the 2022-23 fi-
nancial year, according to an economic
survey.

The Mizoram Economic Survey 2023-
24 also stated that the service sector con-
tinued to drive the state’s economy,
contributing to over 45 per cent of the
gross state value added (GSVA) in the
2022-23 fiscal.

The economic survey, presented by
chief minister Lalduhoma in the assembly
on Thursday, said that the state’s economy
grew over the years, barring the pandemic
period.

The GSDP at constant prices (2011-12),
which is the true indicator of growth with-
out being influenced by factors such as in-
flation, is expected to grow to ` 21,000.56
crore in the 2022-23 fiscal against the es-
timate of ` 18,493.72 crore for the 2021-

2022 fiscal, registering a growth of about
13.55 per cent over the previous year, the
survey stated.

Whereas the GSDP at current prices
registered an increase of 17.99 per cent
over the previous year, it said.

The GSDP at current prices is estimated
to be at ` 32,829.46 crore in 2022-23 as
against ` 27,823.50 crore in 2021-22.

The GSVA at constant (2011-12) prices
has clocked 10.43 per cent average annual
growth during financial years 2011-2012
to 2022-23, peaking at 14.32 per cent in
2014-15, the survey said.

The service sector contributed the
lion’s share of the GSVA at 45.70 per cent
in 2022-23 against 50 per cent in 2021-
22.

“The remarkable contribution of the
tertiary or service sector, constituting a
share of about 45.70 per cent of the total
GSVA, indicates that this sector drives the

economy of Mizoram,” the economic sur-
vey said.

Major contributors in the service sector
are public administration, trade and com-
merce, education and health sectors.

The contribution of industry to the
GSVA has increased to 34.15 per cent in
2022-23 from 25.09 per cent in the 2021-
22 financial year.

Whereas, the contribution of the pri-
mary sector comprising of agriculture and
allied activities, has declined to 20.15 per
cent in 2022-23 from 25.23 per cent in
2021-22.

With more than half of the state’s pop-
ulation deriving the greater part of their
income from agriculture, faster growth in
the primary sector is necessary to increase
their income and rising income in agricul-
ture will also be an impetus to non-agri-
cultural income in rural areas, thus
helping redress the rural-urban imbalance,
the economic survey stated.

Recently, horticulture and floriculture
have gained momentum and shown
marked improvement in their production,
it said. The share of agriculture, forestry
and fishing in the GSVA has seen a steady
increase over the years from 20.12 per
cent in 2011-12 to 25.93 per cent in 2020-
21 and a slight decline thereafter.

The share of crops and fisheries in the
GSVA has shown a steady decline from
10.21 per cent and 0.65 per cent in 2011-
12 to 6.35 per cent and 0.25 per cent in
2022-23 respectively.

Whereas, the share of livestock in the
GSVA, which was 4.08 per cent in 2011-
12, declined to 1.77 per cent in 2022-23.

According to the economic survey, the
state’s per capita income for the fiscal
2022-23 is projected at ` 2,32,126 as
against the previous year’s estimate of
`1,98,961.92. (PTI)

Mizoram registers 13.5 %
GSDP growth in FY 2022-23 IMPHAL, Feb 29: The

Manipur government has
sought Assam Rifles’ assis-
tance to maintain peace and
restore public confidence in
six violence-hit districts.

An order issued by the
Imphal West district magis-
trate on Thursday high-
lighted the reports of
significant breaches of law
and order, notably instances
of mob violence.

“The situation has gone
beyond the control of the
district administration and
police,” the order said,
adding that the services of
Assam Rifles have been
requisitioned in different
parts of the district from
February 29 till March 5.

This follows recent
events, including a torch-
light rally on Wednesday
night by thousands of
women in Imphal West de-
manding the termination of
the Suspension of Opera-
tions (SoO) agreement be-
tween the central
government and Kuki mili-
tant groups.

On February 27, around
200 armed men vandalised

Manipur govt seeks Assam Rifles’ help to
maintain peace in violence-hit districts

Indian citizens can now file RTI application,
first appeal online through newly launched

portal, fee payment goes online

Deploying of army, central forces to be enhanced with radical groups targeting Manipur police
KOHIMA, Feb 29: The Na-
galand Assembly on Thurs-
day unanimously passed two
bills, one regarding enhanc-
ing of salaries and al-
lowances of legislators and
the other on goods and serv-
ices tax.

The Nagaland salaries, al-
lowances and other facilities
of the chief minister, speaker,
deputy chief minister/ minis-
ters, leader of opposition,
deputy speaker and other
members of the Nagaland
legislative assembly and pen-
sion for ex-members (Sixth
Amendment) Bill, 2024 was
introduced by the state min-
ister for parliamentary af-
fairs, K G Kenye.

The Nagaland Goods and
Services Tax (Seventh
Amendment) Bill, 2023 was
introduced by chief minister
Neiphiu Rio.

Both bills were introduced
on Tuesday in the House.

In the statement of object,
Kenye said the salaries are
revisable as per section 8 of
the bill and as recommended
by the House Committee of
the NLA.

The House committee with
the speaker as the chairman
in its meeting on August 17,
2023, had recommended re-
vision of the Nagaland
salaries, allowances and
other facilities of the chief
minister, speaker, deputy
chief minister/ministers,
leader of opposition, deputy
speaker and other members
of the Nagaland legislative

assembly and pension for ex-
members (Sixth Amend-
ment) Bill, 2024.

On the financial implica-
tion, he said on account of
the increase in salaries, al-
lowances and other facilities
the total amount to be spent
is ` 1701.51 lakhs per year.

The Nagaland Goods and
Services Tax (Eight Amend-
ment) Bill, 2023 will make
the Nagaland Goods and
Services Tax Act, 2017 more
comprehensive and trade-
friendly, Rio said.

Speaker Sharingain
Longkumer while announc-
ing that no amendments or
clarifications were sought by
any of the members put both
the bills to vote and the
House unanimously passed
by voice vote.

On the other hand, the bill
related to the supplementary
demand for grants for the
year 2023– 2024 was intro-
duced by chief minister
Neiphiu, who also holds the
Finance portfolio.

It authorizes the state gov-
ernment to authorise pay-
ment and appropriation of Rs
3308,90,27,000 from and out
of the Consolidated Fund of
the State of Nagaland to the
services of the year ending
on March 31, 2024.

Rio introduced the Bill
after the House unanimously
passed the demand for
grants, after which
Sharingain Longkumer put
the bill to vote and members
passed it by voice vote. (PTI)

Nagaland Assembly passes 3 bills

SHILLONG, Feb 29: The
Meghalaya Human Rights Com-
mission (MHRC) has directed the
East Khasi Hills superintendent of
police (SP) to submit a detailed re-
port into the alleged assault on
president of the Hynniewtrep
Youth Council (HYC), Riwar Mi-
hngi circle by the second officer in-
charge of Pynursla Police Station
within fifteen days.

A statement issued by the
MHRC secretary on Thursday
said, “Notice has been issued to the
superintendent of police, East
Khasi Hills district, Meghalaya, to
submit a detailed report to the
Commission within 15 days.”

The MHRC has taken cog-
nizance of the complaint filed by
the HYC central body president
and the secretary. On February 26,
the HYC in its complaint filed with
MHRC had sought action against
the second officer in-charge of the
Pynursla Police station for al-
legedly assaulting its members,
who wanted to file a complaint
against illegal smuggling of buf-
faloes to Bangladesh.

A complaint was also lodged
with the SP of East Khasi Hills dis-
trict.

HYC president Roy Kupar Syn-
rem said, “We demand that George
Dkhar be prosecuted as per law
and to be investigated for his bad
and illegal action. We also demand
that immediate action be taken
against him by putting him under
suspension during the course of in-
vestigation.”

Synrem said that six members of
the HYC Riwar Mihngi circle
(Pynursla sub-division) under the
leadership of its president Lam-
phrang Khonglam apprehended
two trucks, which were carrying
buffaloes meant for illegally trans-
porting to Bangladesh. 

After apprehending these trucks,
they took them to Pynursla Police
Station with the intention of filing
a complaint and to urge the police
department to take necessary ac-
tion as per law.

“The police personnel on duty
on being led by George Dkhar in-
stead of hearing the complaint of
our members and registering the
complaint, started abusing them. 

They dragged Lamphrang
Khonglam inside the police station
and physically assaulting him,
thereby injuring him. 

Dkhar also assaulted the other
members of our organisation and
threatened them with dire conse-
quences for their act of apprehend-
ing these vehicles. 

They were lathi-charged and all
their belongings were taken away
from them,” he alleged in the letter.
(NNN)

MHRC directs SP to submit report
on assault on HYC president

Nagaland Assembly passes bills on enhancement
of legislators’ salaries and allowances, GST,

supplementary demand for grants 

Janasanyog/DF/2902/23/1-Mar-24

and fired upon the residence
of additional ASP, M Amit
Singh at Wangkhei in Imphal
East district, leading to
Singh’s abduction and subse-
quent rescue by security
forces. (PTI)

Janasanyog/D/18554/23/1-Mar-24
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BASIRHAT (WB), Feb 29: TMC
strongman Shajahan Sheikh, accused
of sexual abuse and land grab in
Sandeshkhali, was arrested in the
early hours of Thursday after being
on the run for 55 days that witnessed
violent protests led by local women
and a fierce political slugfest.

Additional Director-General of Po-
lice (South Bengal) Supratim Sarkar
said Sheikh was arrested from a house
in Bamanpukur in Minakhan police
station area, around 30 km away from
the island of Sandeshkhali on the out-
skirts of Sunderbans, in North 24 Par-
ganas district.

Sheikh was hiding in the house
along with a few associates, police
said.

After the arrest, he was taken to the
Basirhat court, which sent him to 10
days in police custody.

Sheikh, who has been at the centre
of a massive political firestorm, came
out of the lock-up around 10.40 am,
and walked to the courtroom with po-
licemen behind him. He also made a
gesture with his hand at the media
contingent waiting there.

After the hearing, which lasted for
barely two minutes, he returned to the
lock-up. Later, he was taken to Bha-
bani Bhawan, the state police head-
quarters, in Kolkata as the CID took
over the investigation.

“He has been brought to Bhabani
Bhawan for questioning,” an officer
said.

Sheikh was taken in custody within
24 hours of the Calcutta High Court
stating that the CBI, the Enforcement
Directorate (ED) or the West Bengal
Police can arrest him.

Celebrations broke out in
Sandeshkhali as the news of Sheikh’s
arrest reached the area, with locals
distributing sweets.

Governor CV Ananda Bose, who
had on Monday night given a 72-hour
“deadline” to the state government for
Sheikh’s arrest, said, “There is always
light at the end of the tunnel. I wel-
come it.”

“This is the beginning of an end.
We have to put an end to the cycle of
violence in Bengal. In parts of Ben-
gal, the goons are ruling the roost.
This must end and the gangsters
should be put behind bars,” he said.

Police said Sheikh was arrested in
two cases lodged at the Nazat police
s t a -
t i o n
i n
c o n -
nection with an assault on Enforce-
ment Directorate (ED) officers on
January 5 during a raid at his house in
a ration scam case.

He was booked under IPC sections
147 (guilty of rioting), 148 (guilty of
rioting being armed with a deadly
weapon), 149 (unlawful assembly),
307 (attempt to murder), 333 (who-
ever voluntarily causes grievous hurt
to any person being a public servant)

and 392 (robbery), they said.
The Trinamool Congress said the

arrest was possible as the court
cleared the decks, while the opposi-
tion BJP, CPI(M) and Congress
dubbed it as “scripted”.

“Due to a legal tangle, he couldn’t
be arrested initially. However, after

the court
clarified that
there was no
stay on his

arrest, the West Bengal Police did its
job. The opposition had earlier ex-
ploited the embargo on his arrest,”
TMC spokesperson Kunal Ghosh told
PTI.

“We had said he would be arrested
in seven days as we were confident of
the ability of the state police,” he
added.

The BJP claimed the state police
were forced to arrest Sheikh because

of its agitations.
“It was the TMC and the state po-

lice which were shielding the culprit.
He has been arrested now as a part of
a well-scripted story. The state admin-
istration was forced to arrest him be-
cause of the continuous agitation led
by us,” BJP state president Sukanta
Majumdar said.

CPI(M) central committee member
Sujan Chakraborty questioned why
Sheikh was not arrested in the 43
cases that had been filed by the peo-
ple of Sandeshkhali.

“There was always the scope for
arresting him but this was not done as
he was being shielded by the powers
that be,” he said.

State Congress president Adhir
Ranjan Chowdhury claimed the TMC
leadership knew where Shajahan had
been.

“It became clear today that anti-so-

cials like Shajahan are assets of the
TMC. Shajahan’s appearance clearly
shows that he was kept in comfort.
Today’s arrest is nothing but a drama.
The TMC knew where Shajahan had
been all these days. I hope that the
people of Bengal will give a befitting
reply to the TMC and teach it a les-
son,” he said.

Sheikh was traced with the help of
his mobile phone’s tower location, a
police officer said.

“Shiekh was changing his location
from time to time. He was spotted
with the help of his mobile phone’s
tower location,” he said.

Additional police forces were de-
ployed in parts of Sandeshkhali,
which Sheikh is accused of turning
into his fiefdom over the last decade,
to prevent any further flare-up of the
situation. Prohibitory orders under
section 144 of the CrPC were
clamped in 49 areas on the island.

On Wednesday, a division bench
presided by Chief Justice T S
Sivagnanam directed that it will be
“open to the CBI or the ED also to ar-
rest” the absconding Sheikh, noting
that he has been on the run for a sub-
stantial period.

The high court had on Monday di-
rected the state police to arrest him.

BJP’s co-incharge for West Bengal
Amit Malviya alleged that Sheikh
was arrested by the state police to
“preclude” ED and CBI from getting
him.

Taking to X, Malviya, who is also
the BJP’s IT Cell head, said: “Is this
an arrest? WB Police is escorting
Sheikh Shahjahan like they would es-
cort CM Mamata Banerjee. All these
days, Sheikh Shahjahan was under
the protection of WB Police.”

“As soon as Calcutta High Court
allowed ED and CBI to arrest Sheikh
Shahjahan, Mamata Banerjee’s police
took control of him. They hurriedly
took him to a local Court, to preclude
ED and CBI lawyers from getting in.
No wonder women of #Sandeshkhali
have no faith in Mamata Banerjee,”
he added.

Police said that over 100 com-
plaints were registered against Sheikh
over the last few weeks, which saw
violent protests led by women de-
manding his arrest.

Several cases, including that of
376D (gang rape), have been filed
against Sheikh and his associates
based on these complaints.

His close aides Shibaprasad Hazra
and Uttam Sardar were earlier ar-
rested on similar charges.

His another associate, Ajit Maiti,
was held in connection with the alle-
gations of land grabbing.

Police said most of the com-
plainants claimed that Sheikh forcibly
took over land from the people, and
tortured the women of the area.

He was at large since a mob of
around 1,000 attacked the ED team
on January 5. (PTI)

No one accused Sharad Pawar of being behind
Jarange’s outburst against Fadnavis: Shelar
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CHENNAI, Feb 29: Tamil Nadu
Chief Minister M K Stalin on Thurs-
day said that Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi should spell out what
central schemes the state government
has “blocked”, and said those it op-
posed include NEET and the CAA,
keeping public welfare in mind.

The chief minister was responding
to Modi’s claim that there was lack
of cooperation from the DMK-led
TN government in implementing
central projects in the state. The PM
made these claims during his public
address on Wednesday in
Tirunelveli, in the southern part of
the state. 

Stalin, on his part, referred to
Modi’s frequent visits to Tamil
Nadu, saying “the fear of defeat on
his face is evident and it manifests as
anger.” The PM is “slandering” the
DMK and its government, the chief
minister alleged.

“He says we are blocking projects
launched by him. It would be con-
venient to respond if he could list out
which projects he brought that we
were an impediment to,” the CM
said in a letter to party workers
ahead of his 71st birthday on Friday.

He asked if the DMK was against

AIIMS or Metro Rail and if the gov-
ernment had ever stayed away from
allotting land to central initiatives.
“The PM is making generalised alle-
gations,” the CM remarked.

If at all the DMK was opposed to
certain central initiatives, it was the
National Entrance-cum-Eligibility
Test (NEET) and the Citizenship
(Amendment) Act, as they are
against the interests of students and
Sri Lankan refugees, respectively, he
explained.

The DMK also opposed the New
Education Policy and the erstwhile
three farm laws, he said, adding that
the party had been forthright about
its opposition on the two issues.

“Modi, who heads a heartless
government that denies the due
grants to a state, prevents borrowing,
doesn’t sanction even flood relief
money, has no right to criticise the
DMK,” Stalin, the ruling party chief,
further said.

Today, the DMK has the “duty” of
“defeating fascism and communal-
ism to uphold democracy and plural-
ism” in the upcoming Lok Sabha
polls and to ensure the victory of the
opposition INDIA bloc, he told his
party workers. (PTI)

MUMBAI, Feb 29: BJP MLA Ashish She-
lar on Thursday told the Maharashtra assem-
bly that no one had accused Sharad Pawar of
being behind the threats issued by quota ac-
tivist Manoj Jarange against deputy chief
minister Devendra Fadnavis.

The issue came up for discussion in the
House when Leader of Opposition Vijay
Wadettiwar said it was against the rules to
take anyone’s name using the point of infor-
mation clause without giving a notice.

He was referring to the comments made
earlier this week in the Lower House of the
state legislature over the political row on
Jarange’s controversial remarks.

On Tuesday, assembly Speaker Rahul
Narwekar directed the government to set up
an Special Investigation Team (SIT) to probe
Jarange’s remarks against Fadnavis. The
Maratha activist had alleged that Fadnavis
was trying to kill him.

Nationalist Congress Party (NCP) founder
Sharad Pawar, who now heads a faction of
the party, had termed as “childish” the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)’s allegations
that he was behind Jarange’s controversial
statements. Speaking in the assembly on
Thursday, Wadettiwar demanded that the
comments against Pawar made in the House
be expunged, and said he was opposed to the
remarks made against any community or in-
dividual. “Sharad Pawar’s name was taken
in the House and it is against the rule book
to do this speaking on the point of informa-
tion without giving a notice,” he said.

Shelar said, “There is a video which says
we will finish off a community and Devendra
Fadnavis in three minutes. A Yuva Sena ac-
tivist filed a complaint and the name of Yo-
gesh Sawant, who is an office-bearer of NCP
(Sharadchandra Pawar) party, came to light.”
(PTI)

90 per cent of Himalayas will face year-long
drought at 3 degrees warming: Study

What central projects have we stalled, 
Stalin asks, responding to PM’s allegations

NEW DELHI, Feb 29: About
90 per cent of the Himalayan
Region will experience
drought lasting over a year if
global warming increases by 3
degrees Celsius, according to
new research.

The findings, published in
the journal Climatic Change,
show that 80 per cent of the in-
creased human exposure to
heat stress in India can be
avoided by adhering to Paris
Agreement’s temperature
goals of limiting global warm-
ing to 1.5 degrees Celsius,
compared to 3 degrees Celsius
warming.

The team led by researchers
at the University of East An-
glia (UEA) in the UK quanti-
fied how climate change risks
to human and natural systems
increase at a national scale as
the level of global warming in-
creases.

A collection of eight studies
-- all focusing on India, Brazil,
China, Egypt, Ethiopia, and
Ghana -- shows that the risks
of drought, flooding, declines
in crop yields, and loss of bio-
diversity and natural capital
greatly increase for each addi-
tional degree of global warm-
ing. It found that in India
pollination is reduced by half
at 3-4 degrees global warming
compared to a quarter reduc-
tion at 1.5 degrees.

Limiting warming to 1.5 de-
grees Celsius allows half the
country to act as a refuge for
biodiversity, compared with 6
per cent at 3 degrees, the re-
searchers said.

The team found very large
increases in the exposure of
agricultural land to drought
with 3 degrees Celsius warm-
ing – more than 50 per cent of
the agricultural land in each of
the countries studied is pro-
jected to be exposed to severe

droughts of longer than one
year over a 30-year period.

However, limiting global
warming to 1.5 degrees Cel-
sius would reduce the increase
in exposure of agricultural
land to drought by between 21
per cent (India) and 61 per cent
(Ethiopia) as well as reduce
economic damages due to flu-
vial flooding. This happens
when rivers and streams break
their banks and the water flows
out onto the adjacent low-lying
areas. Avoided increases in
human exposure to severe
drought are also 20–80 per
cent lower at 1.5 degrees Cel-
sius than 3 degrees Celsius
across the six countries, the re-
searchers said.

Economic damages associ-
ated with sea-level rise are pro-
jected to increase in coastal
nations, but more slowly if
warming was limited to 1.5 de-
grees Celsius, they said.

The researchers warned that
more effort is needed to reduce
global warming, as currently
the policies in place globally
are likely to result in 3 degrees
Celsius of global warming.

One paper explored the risks
to plants and vertebrates due to
increases in global warming,
and another developed a new
natural capital risk register for
each of the six countries that
also included the projected

changes in the risk stemming
from future human population
changes.

This combination shows
that many areas in the six
countries are already at high
natural capital risk at 1.5 de-
grees Celsius when effects of
increasing human population
are accounted for.

The findings also showed
that an expansion of protected
area networks is necessary in
order to deliver climate re-
silient biodiversity conserva-
tion.

“The results presented in
this collection confirm the
need for the implementation of
climate policies aligned to the
Paris Agreement limits if
widespread and escalating cli-
mate change risk is to be
avoided,” said lead author of
the paper, Professor Rachel
Warren, from the UEA.

“They provide additional
confirmation of the rapid esca-
lation of climate change risks
with global warming found in
the Intergovernmental Panel of
Climate Change (IPCC) 2022
report, which identifies how
the risk of severe conse-
quences increases with every
additional increment of global
warming,” Warren said.

Although these studies
focus on the risks to six coun-
tries only, other nations are

projected to experience similar
issues, the researchers said.

Greater emphasis needs to
be placed on both climate
change mitigation and climate
change adaptation to avoid
large increases in risk to both
human and natural systems,
they said.

“For example, a good way
to combat the effects of cli-
mate change on natural sys-
tems and soak up carbon from
the atmosphere is to restore
ecosystems to their natural
state, especially if warming
can be held to 2 degrees Cel-
sius or less. This has the addi-
tional benefit of restoring the
natural capital bank in these
areas,” said study co-author
Jeff Price, also from the UEA.

The work focuses on devel-
oping countries as they tend to
be more vulnerable to climate
change than others.  Spanning
the continents of Asia, Africa,
and South America, the case
studies present examples of
both large and small countries
and cover a range of levels of
socioeconomic development.

The risks assessed are the
additional risks due to anthro-
pogenic or human-induced cli-
mate change corresponding to
the elevated global warming in
comparison with a baseline of
levels of risk in 1961-1990,
when warming was approxi-
mately 0.3 degrees Celsius
above pre-industrial levels.

Together the studies provide
a harmonised assessment for
the six countries of projected
changes in exposure of hu-
mans and land to climate-re-
lated hazards, such as drought,
water stress, fluvial and coastal
flooding, and the projected ef-
fects of climate change on bio-
diversity, as well as the
economic and societal implica-
tions of climate risks. (PTI)

TMC strongman Shajahan arrested, CID takes over probe

NEW DELHI, Feb 29: India and
Mauritius are natural partners in
the maritime domain to combat
traditional and non-traditional
challenges in the Indian Ocean re-
gion, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi said on Thursday after virtu-
ally inaugurating a new airstrip, a
jetty and six community develop-
ment projects in the island nation.

The India-assisted projects in
Agalega island of Mauritius are
seen as significant as they are ex-
pected to boost connectivity as
well as maritime security and sur-
veillance in the strategic waters in
the region.

After inaugurating the projects
along with Mauritian Prime Min-
ister Pravind Jugnauth, Modi an-
nounced that Mauritius will be the
first country to join India’s Jan
Aushadhi scheme, which is an ini-
tiative aimed at providing quality
medicines at affordable prices.

In his remarks, Modi flagged
concerns over challenges in the In-
dian Ocean region and said India
and Mauritius are “natural part-
ners” in the maritime domain to
deal with them.

“Many traditional and non-tradi-
tional challenges are emerging in
the Indian Ocean Region. All these
challenges affect our economy.
India and Mauritius are natural
partners in the field of maritime se-
curity to deal with the challenges,”
he said at the virtual ceremony.

“We are actively working to en-
sure security, prosperity and stabil-
ity in the Indian Ocean Region. We
are cooperating together in all
areas like monitoring of exclusive
economic zone, joint patrolling,
hydrography, and humanitarian as-
sistance and disaster relief,” he
said.

Modi’s comments came amid
increasing concerns in New Delhi
over China’s growing military for-

ays into the Indian Ocean region
which is largely considered as the
backyard of the Indian Navy.

He said the inauguration of the
airstrip and jetty at Agalega island
will further advance the coopera-
tion.

The prime minister described
Mauritius as an important partner
under India’s ‘Neighborhood First’
policy and that the bilateral devel-
opment partnership has been an
important pillar of the strategic re-
lations.

“Our development partnerships
are based on the priorities of Mau-
ritius. Be it Mauritius’s needs re-
lated to EEZ (exclusive economic
zone) security, or health security,
India has always respected the
needs of Mauritius,” he said.

Modi said the basic objective of
India’s efforts is to bring about
meaningful changes in the lives of
common people in Mauritius.

“Today holds a special signifi-
cance for our development partner-
ship. I am extremely happy that
today we are seeing the completion
of the commitment I had made in
2015. In India these days it is being

called ‘Modi’s Guarantee’,” he
said.

The prime minister also talked
about the “vibrant, strong and
unique” partnership between India
and Mauritius, adding the island
nation is New Delhi’s special part-
ner under its vision of ‘SAGAR’
(Security and Growth For All in
the Region).

“Our relations have gained un-
precedented momentum in the last
10 years. We have achieved new
heights in mutual cooperation,” he
said.

The inauguration of these proj-
ects came weeks after the launch
of India’s Unified Payments Inter-
face (UPI) systems and RuPay
card services in Mauritius.

“We are making history today
on the island of Agalega with the
inauguration of a new airstrip, a
new jetty and several other devel-
opment projects,” Jugnauth said at
the event.

“This event marks a great mo-
ment for the remarkable and exem-
plary partnership between
Mauritius and India,” he said.
(PTI)

Modi, Jugnauth inaugurate airstrip, jetty, 6
other India-assisted projects in Mauritius

NEW DELHI, Feb 29: Born a day
before India became a republic, the
Election Commission has evolved
a lot in the last 75 years from the
period of ballot boxes to the era of
electronic voting machines with
democracy being the beating heart
of this electoral machinery.

Since its inception on January
25, 1950, the Commission has con-
ducted 17 general elections, nu-
merous assembly polls and
elections to the offices of presi-
dents and vice presidents.

The Election Commission of
India (ECI), headquartered at Nir-
vachan Sadan in Delhi, is now
gearing up to hold the 2024 Lok
Sabha polls, whose schedule is
likely to be announced in March.

A lot has changed from the first
general elections conducted in
India after Independence in 1951-
52 to the 2019 Lok Sabha polls.
The country, its electorate and
technology have evolved a lot and
so has the ECI.

Former chief election commis-
sioner S Y Quraishi said the Indian
election, given the sheer scale and
magnitude of preparations over the
years, is now considered “a gold
standard”. Sukumar Sen, an ICS
officer who served as the chief sec-
retary of West Bengal, was ap-
pointed as the first Chief Election
Commissioner (CEC) of India. He
assumed charge on March 21,
1950, nearly two months after the
ECI was set up. Both the first and
the second general elections in
1957 were conducted with him at
the helm of electoral affairs.

Quraishi, who was the 17th
CEC, described Sen as an “unsung
hero” of India’s electoral journey.
Not much has been documented
about his life, legacy and the sem-
inal role he played in setting the
tone for Indian elections, Quraishi
said. (PTI)

Ballot boxes to EVMs:
Incredible journey of
Election Commission

NEW DELHI, Feb 29: Priyanka
Gandhi Vadra played a “pivotal”
role in protecting people’s man-
date in Himachal Pradesh, remain-
ing in constant touch with
Congress president Mallikarjun
Kharge, chief minister
Sukhwinder Singh Sukhu and sen-
ior leaders to “foil” the BJP’s ‘op-
eration Lotus’, sources said
Thursday.

This came after the Congress as-
serted that the situation in Hi-
machal Pradesh is “completely
under control” of the party and the
BJP has “failed” in its attempts to
“destabilise the elected govern-
ment” there.

“The way Congress MLAs re-
belled in Himachal Pradesh during
the Rajya Sabha elections, it
seemed that another state would be
lost from the hands of the Con-
gress. But the high command of
the party showed activeness and
strictness, as it not only averted the
crisis of rebellion but the govern-
ment was also saved,” a party
source said.

The sources alleged that the BJP
had “hatched a complete conspir-
acy” to topple the government in
Himachal Pradesh but as soon as
there was a hint of rebellion, the
high command became active.

“Party general secretary
Priyanka Gandhi immediately be-
came active and took the lead her-
self along with senior party
leaders. Senior leaders Bhupinder
Singh Hooda, DK Shivakumar and
Bhupesh Baghel were sent as ob-
servers and given strict instruc-
tions that they had to take
everyone along,” the source said.
(PTI)

Priyanka played ‘pivotal’
role in ‘foiling Operation

Lotus’ in HP: Sources

SANDESHKHALI UNREST
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NEW DELHI, Feb 29: The government on
Thursday approved a rooftop solar scheme,
PM-Surya Ghar: Mufti Bijli Yojna, with an
outlay of ` 75,021 crore, to provide up to `
78,000 subsidy for the installation of solar
plants and 300 units free power for one
crore households.

Briefing media after the Union Cabinet
meeting, I&B Minister Anurag Thakur in-
formed that approval has been given for the
scheme for installing rooftop solar and pro-
viding free electricity up to 300 units every
month for one crore households.

“The Union Cabinet, chaired by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, has approved PM-
Surya Ghar: Muft Bijli Yojana with a total
outlay of ` 75,021 crore for installing
rooftop solar and providing free electricity
up to 300 units every month for one crore
households,” an official statement said.

The Prime Minister launched the scheme

on 13th February 2024.
The scheme provides a central financial

assistance (CFA) of 60 per cent of system
cost for 2 kW systems and 40 per cent of ad-
ditional system cost for systems between 2
kW to 3 kW capacity. The CFA will be
capped at 3 kW.

At current benchmark prices, this will
mean Rs 30,000 subsidy for 1 kW system,
` 60,000 for 2 kW systems and ` 78,000
for 3 kW systems or higher.

The households will apply for subsidy
through the National Portal and will be able
to select a suitable vendor for installing
rooftop solar.

The National Portal will assist the house-
holds in their decision-making process by
providing relevant information such as ap-
propriate system sizes, benefits calculator,
vendor rating etc.

Households will be able to access collat-

eral-free low-interest loan products of
around 7 per cent at present for installation
of residential RTS (rooftop solar) systems
up to 3 kW.

Other Features of the scheme include a
Model Solar Village to be developed in each
district to act as a role model for adoption
of rooftop solar in rural areas.

Besides, Urban Local Bodies and Pan-
chayati Raj Institutions shall also benefit
from incentives for promoting rooftop solar
(RTS) installations in their areas.

The scheme provides a component for
payment security for renewable energy
service company (RESCO) based models as
well as a fund for innovative projects in
RTS. Through this scheme, the households
will be able to save electricity bills as well
as earn additional income through sale of
surplus power to DISCOMs. A 3 kW sys-
tem will be able to generate more than 300

units a month on average for a household.
The proposed scheme will result in the

addition of 30 GW of solar capacity through
rooftop solar in the residential sector, gen-
erating 1000 BUs (billion units) of electric-
ity and resulting in reduction of 720 million
tonnes of CO2 equivalent emissions over
the 25-year lifetime of rooftop systems.

It is estimated that the scheme will create
around 17 lakh direct jobs in manufacturing,
logistics, supply chain, sales, installation,
O&M and other services.

For availing benefits of PM-Surya Ghar:
Muft Bijli Yojana by households, the Gov-
ernment has launched a massive campaign
since the launch of the scheme for raising
awareness and generating applications from
interested households.

Households can register themselves on
https://pmsuryaghar.gov.in to avail of ben-
efits under the scheme. (PTI)

Cabinet ` 75k cr rooftop solar scheme, 1 cr households to get subsidy of up to ` 78k

SHIMLA, Feb 29: Himachal
Pradesh Assembly Speaker
Kuldeep Singh Pathania on Thurs-
day disqualified six Congress
MLAs who had cross-voted in the
recent Rajya Sabha polls for the
lone seat in the state.

They had also abstained from
voting on Budget in the assembly,
defying a party whip to vote in
favour of the government on the
Finance Bill. The ruling Congress
had sought their disqualification
on this ground.

The disqualified MLAs are Ra-
jinder Rana, Sudhir Sharma, Inder
Dutt Lakhanpal, Devinder Kumar
Bhutoo, Ravi Thakur and
Chetanya Sharma.

Following the disqualification of
the rebel legislators, the effective
strength of the House has reduced
from 68 to 62 while the number of
Congress MLAs has shrunk from
40 to 34.

It is for the first time in the his-
tory of Himachal Pradesh that any
MLA has been disqualified under
the anti-defection law aimed at
checking defections.

Announcing the disqualification
of the six rebel MLAs at a press
conference, the Speaker said they

attracted disqualification under the
anti-defection law as they defied
the whip and ceased to be mem-
bers of the House with immediate
effect.

These disqualified MLAs, who
had voted for BJP candidate Harsh
Mahajan in the Rajya Sabha polls
were not present in the House dur-
ing voting on the Budget.

Parliamentary Affairs Minister
Harshwardhan filed a petition be-
fore the Speaker seeking disquali-
fication of these members under
the anti-defection law on Tuesday
evening for defying the whip that

required them to be present in the
House and vote for the budget.

The Speaker issued show-cause
notice to the MLAs and asked
them to appear at 1.30 pm on
Wednesday for hearing. These
MLAs had left for Panchkula after
the voting for Rajya Sabha polls on
Tuesday and arrived for hearing on
Wednesday.

After hearing the arguments of
both the parties, the Speaker re-
served the judgment on Wednes-
day and announced it on Thursday.

Senior advocate Satya Pal Jain,
who appeared for the rebel Con-

gress MLAs, had argued that these
MLAs were only given the show-
cause notice and neither the copy
of the petition nor the annexure
were supplied. He said seven days’
time was mandatory for replying to
the notice but no time was given.

Under the anti-defection law,
any elected member who gives up
the membership of a political party
voluntarily or votes or abstains
from voting in the House, contrary
to any direction issued by his po-
litical party, is liable for disquali-
fication.

The Congress party had issued
whip to the members to be present
in the House during voting on
passing of the Budget. These
MLAs had signed the attendance
register but abstained from the
House during voting on the
Budget, the Speaker said.

These members were issued no-
tices for defying the whip through
Whatsapp and e-mail and were
asked to appear for hearing.

These MLAs had cross-voted in
favour of BJP candidate Harsh
Mahajan in the Rajya Sabha elec-
tions on Tuesday. Later, they ab-
stained from voting on the Budget
in the assembly.

The House passed the Finance
Bill by voice vote after Pathania
suspended 15 BJP MLAs. The
Speaker then adjourned the session
sine die.

In a stunning upset for the ruling
Congress in Himachal Pradesh, the
BJP on Tuesday won the state’s
lone Rajya Sabha seat with its can-
didate Harsh Mahajan defeating
Congress stalwart Abhishek Manu
Singhvi and apparently setting the
stage for a no-trust motion in the
assembly.

In his 30-page order, the
Speaker mentioned the judgments
of Supreme Court and high courts
under the anti-defection law. Nar-
rating the chronology of events, he
said the plea of the advocate of the
rebel MLAs, Satya Pal Jain, for
giving time to reply to the notice
was not entertained as “evidence
was absolutely clear”.

The Speaker said delivering
quick judgment was necessary in
such cases to maintain the dig-
nity of democracy and check
“Aaya Ram, Gaya Ram” phe-
nomenon. The judgment has no
link with cross-voting by these
MLAs in the Rajya Sabha polls,
he added. (PTI)

Himachal Pradesh crisis: Six rebel 
Congress MLAs disqualified by Speaker

Enough with ‘jumlas’, time to
answer people now: Cong

slams govt over farmers’ issues

NEW DELHI, Feb 29: The
Congress on Thursday accused
the BJP government of not ful-
filling its promises to farmers
such as doubling their income
and said “enough with the jum-
las”, it is time to answer the peo-
ple now.

Congress president Mallikar-
jun Kharge said 16 years ago, the
Congress-UPA government had
waived ` 72,000 crore farm loans
and interest of 3.73 crore farm-
ers. “This was the guarantee of
Congress which was fulfilled.
Modi ji made two big promises
to the farmers  -- first, cost+50
per cent of MSP and second, to
double the income of farmers by
2022. Both ‘Modi’s guarantees’
turned out to be fake, and the
condition of farmers became
worse,” the Congress president
said in a post in Hindi on X.

“Now Congress has again
promised the farmers -- We will
give legal guarantee of MSP to
15 crore farmer families. Only
Congress fulfils its guarantee,”
he asserted.

In a post on X, Congress gen-
eral secretary in-charge commu-
nications Jairam Ramesh referred
to Modi’s virtual address the peo-
ple of Madhya Pradesh  and said
that amidst the inevitable wave
of “lies and propaganda” that
will unfold, the people of Mad-
hya Pradesh have questions for
him.

“In 2014, the BJP manifesto
had promised that it would en-
sure ‘a minimum 50% profit over
the cost of production’ for farm-
ers. In the Madhya Pradesh as-
sembly elections 2023, the BJP
had promised the farmers that
MSP for wheat would be fixed at
` 2,700 and paddy at ` 3,100 per
quintal,” Ramesh said.

Today, the Union govern-
ment’s MSP for wheat is only `
2,275 and the state government
has taken no step to pay a bonus
to farmers for the differential, he
said. Why has the double engine
sarkar failed to provide ‘nyay
(justice)’ to our farmers, Ramesh

asked.
“During the Madhya Pradesh

elections a few months ago, the
BJP had promised that the
amount of money transferred to
women under the Ladli Behna
Scheme will be increased to `
3,000 per month. Upon winning
the election, the government has
not made any steps to fulfilling
the promise,” he claimed.

Recently in the assembly, the
state government declared that “it
was not possible” to set a time
limit to the promise, he said.

Is this “Modi ki guarantee” or
yet another “chunavi jumla (elec-
tion rhetoric), Ramesh asked.

Ramesh said the BJP promised
a budget of ` 3 lakh crores for
tribal welfare in the Madhya
Pradesh elections.

“To the contrary, the last few
months have seen an increase in
incidence of atrocities on Adivasi
in Madhya Pradesh. Just a few
days ago, after Modi’s rally in
Jhabua, ruling party workers bru-
tally abused and beat an Adivasi
youth in Betul. Does the Prime
Minister have any vision for Adi-
vasi welfare and social justice?”
he said.

“Pradhan Mantri ji, enough
with the jumlas, it is time to an-
swer the people now,” Ramesh
said.

Congress general secretary, or-
ganisation, K C Venugopal said,
“15 years ago, the UPA an-
nounced a historic ` 60,000 crore
nationwide farm loan waiver
which brought immense relief to
all the Annadatas across India.”

“This time, we have promised a
legal guarantee of MSP. We have
always prioritised farmers’ welfare
and ensured they have a safety net
during difficult times,” he said in a
post on X. Venugopal alleged that
farmers are being “silenced,
treated as anti-nationals and the
promise of doubling farmers’ in-
come has fallen flat,”.

It is once again clear that only
the Congress can truly save our
farmers from their misery, he
added. (PTI)

PM Modi to visit Bengal, Jharkhand, Bihar from
today; to launch multiple development projects

NEW DELHI, Feb 29: Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi will be in West
Bengal on March 1 and 2 to launch
multiple development projects worth
over Rs 22,200 crore, a visit which
becomes politically significant as
well as it comes amid the BJP’s
sharp attack on the state government
over the Sandeshkhali issue.

An official statement said that on
March 2 Modi will launch many de-
velopment projects, worth over
nearly Rs 1.83 lakh-crore, from
Bihar for across the country in his
first visit to the state after Chief
Minister Nitish Kumar quit the op-
position bloc and joined hands with
the BJP.

While the projects to be launched
from Bihar are meant for regions
spread across the country, a sizeable
part of them will be based in the
state. The prime minister will inau-
gurate and lay foundation of numer-
ous development projects worth
over Rs 35,700 core in Jharkhand
too on March 1, the statement added.

In Bengal, he will attend public
programmes in Arambagh on March
1 and Krishnanagar on March 2,

while in Bihar he will visit Au-
rangabad and Begusarai, it said.

His visit to Bengal comes amid
rising political heat in the state after
many women in Sandeshkhali ac-
cused ruling Trinamool Congress
strongman Shajahan Sheikh and
other members of the party of land
grab and sexual assault, an issue
seized by the BJP to corner its rival.

Giving details of the project, the
PMO said Modi will inaugurate the
Sindri fertiliser plant of the Hindus-
tan Urvarak & Rasayan Ltd (HURL)
in Jharkhand.

Developed at a cost of more than
Rs 8,900 crore, the plant will result
in adding 12.7 lakh metric tonnes
(LMT) per annum indigenous urea
production in the country, in  a big
step toward self-sufficiency in the
key fertiliser.

This is the third fertiliser plant to
be revived in the country after those
at Gorakhpur and Ramagundam
which were also inaugurated by the
prime minister in December 2021
and November 2022, respectively.

The statement said the PM will in-
augurate and lay the foundation

stone of several rail projects worth
more than Rs 17,600 crore in Jhark-
hand. Another key project to be in-
augurated in the state is the Unit 1
(660 MW) of North Karanpura
Super Thermal Power Project
(STPP) in Chatra.

Developed at a cost of more than
Rs 7,500 crore, it will lead to im-
proved power supply in the region,
boost employment generation and
contribute to socioeconomic devel-
opment in the state.

In Arambagh in West Bengal, he
will inaugurate and lay the founda-
tion stone of developmental projects
related to sectors like rail, ports, oil
pipeline, LPG supply and  waste-
water treatment.

He will inaugurate Indian Oil’s
518-km Haldia-Barauni crude oil
pipeline developed at a cost of about
Rs 2,790 crore. This pipeline passes
through Bihar, Jharkhand and West
Bengal and will supply crude oil to
Barauni, Bongaigaon and Guwahati
refineries in a safe, cost-efficient,
and environment-friendly manner,
the statement said.

He will also launch multiple proj-

ects for strengthening of infrastruc-
ture at Syama Prasad Mookerjee
Port, Kolkata worth about Rs 1000
crore.

In Krishnanagar, the statement
said he will lay the foundation stone
of Raghunathpur Thermal Power
Station phase II (2x660 MW) lo-
cated at Raghunathpur in Purulia
district. This coal based thermal
power project of the Damodar Val-
ley Corporation employs highly-ef-
ficient super critical technology. The
new plant will be a step towards
strengthening the energy security of
the country, it said.

Among other projects, he will in-
augurate the flue gas desulfurization
(FGD) system of the unit 7 & 8 of
the Mejia thermal power station de-
veloped at a cost of about Rs 650
crore and the road project for four
laning of Farakka-Raiganj section of
NH-12 developed at a cost of about
Rs 1,986 crore.

In Bihar’s Aurangabad, he will in-
augurate and lay the foundation
stone for several national highway
projects worth more than Rs 18,100
crores. (PTI)

Cabinet approves
amendment to MMDR

Act for royalty
NEW DELHI, Feb 29: The Union
Cabinet on Thursday approved the
amendment in the MMDR Act to
specify the royalty rate on 12 crit-
ical and strategic minerals, an offi-
cial statement said.

A decision in this regard was
taken at a meeting of the Union
Cabinet chaired by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, the Ministry of
Mines said in a statement.

“The Union Cabinet... approved
the amendment of Second Sched-
ule to the Mines and Minerals (De-
velopment and Regulation) Act,
1957 (MMDR Act) for specifying
rate of royalty in respect of 12 crit-
ical and strategic minerals,” the
statement said.

The 12 critical and strategic
minerals are beryllium, cadmium,
cobalt, gallium, indium, rhenium,
selenium, tantalum, tellurium, tita-
nium, tungsten, and vanadium, it
said.

This completes the exercise of
the rationalisation of royalty rates
for all 24 critical and strategic min-
erals, the Ministry said.

The government notified the
royalty rate of four critical miner-
als, namely glauconite, potash,
molybdenum and platinum group
of minerals on March 15, 2022 and
of 3 critical minerals lithium, nio-
bium and rare earth elements on
October 12, 2023.

As per the statement, the Mines
and Minerals (Development and
Regulation) Amendment Act,
2023, which has come into force
from August 17, 2023, had listed
24 critical and strategic minerals in
Part D of the First Schedule of the
MMDR Act.

The amendment provided that
mining lease and composite li-
cence of these 24 minerals shall be
auctioned by the central govern-
ment.

The approval for specification of
rate of royalty will enable the Cen-
tre to auction blocks for these 12
minerals for the first time in the
country. Royalty rate on minerals
is an important financial consider-
ation for the bidders in auction of
blocks, the statement said. (PTI)

NEW DELHI, Feb 29: India’s es-
timated leopard population rose
from 12,852 in 2018 to 13,874 in
2022, but the number of rosetted fe-
lines declined slightly in the Shiva-
lik hills and the Indo-Gangetic
Plains, the Union Environment
Ministry said on Thursday.

The “Status of Leopards in India”
report, launched by Union Environ-
ment Minister Bhupender Yadav,
said Madhya Pradesh has the max-
imum number of leopards in the
country at 3,907 (up from 3,421 in
2018).

The number of felines grew from
1,690 in 2018 to 1,985 in 2022 in
Maharashtra, from 1,783 to 1,879 in
Karnataka, and from 868 to 1,070
in Tamil Nadu.

“Central India shows a stable or
slightly growing leopard population
(8,820 in 2022 against 8,071 in
2018), the Shivalik hills and the
Indo-Gangetic Plains experienced a
decline (from 1,253 in 2018 to
1,109 in 2022),” the ministry said in
a statement.

“If we look at the area which was
sampled both in 2018 and 2022
across India, there is a 1.08 per cent
per annum growth. In the Shivalik
hills and the Gangetic plains, there
is a 3.4 per cent decline per annum,
while the largest growth rate was in
central India and the Eastern Ghats
of 1.5 per cent,” it said.

Tiger reserves or sites with the
highest leopard population are Na-
garjunasagar Srisailam (Andhra
Pradesh), Panna (Madhya Pradesh)
and Satpura (Madhya Pradesh).

The fifth cycle of leopard popu-
lation estimation (2022) in India fo-
cused on forested habitats within 18
tiger states, covering four major
tiger conservation landscapes. Non-
forested habitats, arid areas and the
high Himalayas above 2,000 mean
sea level (around 30 per cent of the
area) were not sampled for this ex-
ercise, the ministry said.

This included a foot survey span-
ning 6,41,449 km to estimate carni-
vore signs and prey abundance.
Camera traps were strategically
placed at 32,803 locations, resulting
in 85,488 photo-captures of leop-
ards.

The findings underscore the crit-
ical role of protected areas in con-
serving leopard populations. While
tiger reserves serve as important
strongholds, addressing conserva-
tion gaps outside protected areas is
equally vital, the ministry said.

Rising incidents of conflict pose
challenges for both leopards and
communities. Since leopard sur-
vival outside protected areas is
equally important, collaborative ef-
forts involving government agen-
cies, conservation organisations,
and local communities are essential
to enhance habitat protection and
mitigate human-wildlife conflict, it
said.

Yadav said the report emphasises
conservation commitment beyond
protected areas.

“Under Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s guidance, this conservation
journey embodies the ethos of one
earth, one family, and one future,”
he said. (PTI)

India’s leopard 
population rises to

13,874, dips in Shivalik

Indian Navy to bolster anti-submarine warfare
capabilities with MH 60R helicopter induction

KOCHI, Feb 29: The coast of Kochi is all set to witness
the pinnacle of airborne supremacy of the Indian Navy
next week when it inducts the aerial marvel, the MH
60R helicopter into its fleet, bolstering the Anti-Subma-
rine Warfare (ASW) capabilities.

Defence Minister Rajnath Singh will commission the
newly inducted MH 60R Seahawk multi-role helicopter
at the INS Garuda here on March 6, Navy officials said.

The squadron will be commissioned in the Indian
Navy as INAS 334, under the Command of Captain M
Abhisheik Ram.

The Indian government signed a deal with the United
States of America in February 2020, to acquire 24
fourth-generation MH 60R helicopters. Six of them have
been delivered to the Indian Navy so far.

Speaking to PTI, Ram said the induction of these hel-
icopters into the Indian Navy will bring about a signifi-
cant surge in its maritime prowess and capabilities.

Detailing the capabilities of the new chopper, he said
that apart from the ASW, it is designed for anti-surface
warfare, search and rescue operations during the day and
night, medical evacuation and vertical replenishment,
among others.

“With this MH 60R, we have filled a major gap in our
anti-submarine warfare capability. The anti-submarine
capability and the sustenance of the chopper will change
the way we are doing our surveillance and it will give
us a larger surveillance bubble,” Ram said.

He added that the newly inducted choppers have been
integrated with almost all the ships under the Indian
Navy and ready for operational deployments.

The MH 60R is also capable of firing torpedoes, mis-

siles and advanced precision kill weapon system rock-
ets.

The self-protection suite on the helicopter comprises
Chaff and Infrared Flares, which can be deployed auto-
matically upon detection of a threat, Lieutenant Com-
mandant Aneesh Ayarotil, one of the trained pilots of
MH 60R said. This is the only chopper in the Indian
Navy with a self-defence capability from incoming gun-
fire or missiles.

“We can deploy flares against the incoming heat-seek-
ing missiles, while chaffs that contain high radar-reflect-
ing materials can be deployed to confuse the
radar-homing missiles,” Ayarotil told PTI.

Ayarotil, who was earlier a Chetak pilot, said the MH

60R is one of the most advanced choppers and the sys-
tems are pilot-friendly.

“We can engage autopilot to hover and reduce the
workload of the pilots,” he added.

The first five batches of pilots and observers, who
handle the detection and weapon systems and make the
necessary tactical and navigational decisions, were
trained in the US.

Ram said the rest of the training was held at INS
Garuda in Kochi where a simulator is so coming up.

“This training here is more realistic because when you
embark on an Indian ship, we are giving them a realistic
sense of tactics. Because most of the training in the US
was on the simulator and they do not let us expose our-
selves much. Here we are actually doing exercises with
submarines, ships, aircraft so the training becomes real-
istic,” he said.

The new chopper can be used for rescue operations,
especially in night search and rescue missions, as it has
night vision goggles and forward-looking infrared facil-
ities. The choppers have been integrated with the INS
Vikrant and the Navy considers it as a milestone.

The advanced weapons, sensors and the avionics suite
onboard have been tested rigorously for the past eight
to nine months. 

The chopper can also exchange information in real
time through advanced data link systems with Indian as
well as platforms from friendly foreign countries mak-
ing it completely interoperable.

Currently, all six delivered Seahawks are in Kochi. It
has also participated in the recently held multinational
MILAN exercise on the eastern seaboard of India. (PTI)

‘The govt wants to appoint new doctors but their appointment is in the hands of the lieutenant governor since 2015’
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Farhan Akhtar,
Shibani Dandekar
team up for 
Netflix series
‘Dabba Cartel’

Sunny Hinduja set for
South cinema debut, 
to feature in Malayalam
film ‘Hello Mummy’Netflix announces series on 

1999 Kandahar hijack, Anubhav
Sinha to direct show

MUMBAI, Feb 29: Film-
maker Farhan Akhtar and his
wife, actor Shibani Dandekar
are joining hands for “Dabba
Cartel”, a new Netflix series.

Directed by Hitesh Bhatia,
the upcoming show revolves
around five ordinary women
in Maharashtra’s Thane who
start a drug cartel through the
‘dabba’ (tiffin) delivery serv-
ice. It will star Shabana Azmi,
Jyotika, Farhan Akhtar,
Nimisha Sajayan, Anjali
Anand, Gajraj Rao, Sai
Tamhankar, Lillete Dubey and
Jisshu Sengupta.

The first look of “Dabba
Cartel”, created by Dandekar,
was revealed on Thursday at
the Next on Netflix event
here. Akhtar has backed the
show via his production ban-
ner Excel Media & Entertain-
ment. “We like narrating
stories, and it’s been a great
association (with Netflix) and
there are many more shows
(to look forward to). This is
an exciting show. It is a spe-
cial show as Shibani is the
creator of the show and this
gives a special place to the

show in my heart,” Akhtar
said at the event. Dandekar
said it was great working with
her husband on the series that
started off as a “tiny idea” in
her head. “It has been a long
process. The interesting part
is when you have a tiny idea
and you sit with writers, and
to work with Excel Entertain-
ment, Netflix, and Hitesh
Bhatia, and it all begins to
grow. “To see the show come

alive is, creatively, collabora-
tively. It has been an incredi-
ble surreal experience. I
couldn’t have asked for any-
thing more as a creator.
Working with my husband,
and working with the pro-
ducers, Abbas and Kassim,
and Hitesh, was all wonder-
ful. I couldn’t have asked for
more as a creator as I’m
working with my husband,”
she added. (PTI) 

MUMBAI, Feb 29: Actor
Sunny Hinduja, known for se-
ries such as ''Aspirants'' and
''The Railway Men'', will make
his foray in South cinema with
the Malayalam film ''Hello
Mummy''. According to a press
release issued on Thursday, the
upcoming project is a comedy
fantasy which will go on floors
in March. Vaishakh Elans will
direct the film from a script by
Sanjo Joseph. It will also star

Aishwarya Lekshmi and Sharaf
U Dheen. Hinduja said he as-
pires to explore diverse genres
of cinema and extend his reach
to different regions across
India. ''Eventually, I aim to
venture into international cin-
ema, but I believe in commenc-
ing my journey from India.
Interestingly, the director of my
debut Malayalam film reached
out to me with genuine affec-
tion, which touched my heart.

''I don't solely select proj-
ects; rather, it's the love and
support of people that guide me
towards my choices. I em-
braced this project with enthu-
siasm, recognising the rich
content-driven nature of
Malayalam cinema,'' the actor
said in a statement.

Hinduja is also known for his
work in the web series ''The
Family Man'' and the Hindi
film ''Shehzada''. (PTI) 

MUMBAI, Feb 29: The December 24,
1999 hijack of the Indian Airlines flight is
getting a series treatment at Netflix with

Anubhav Sinha attached as creator and di-
rector.

The show is titled ''IC 814: The Kandhar
Hijack'' and stars Vijay Varma, Patralekha,
Pankaj Kapur, Naseeruddin Shah, Arvind
Swamy, Dia Mirza, Kumud Mishra, Manoj

Pahwa, Amrita Puri, and Anupam Tripathi.
According to the makers, the series re-

volves around ''the 24th December 1999
hijacking of the In-
dian Airlines flight
IC 814 which was
en route from Kath-
mandu to New
Delhi. It was taken
to Kandahar. The hi-
jack lasted seven
days and while the
crew and passengers
suffered, officers
back home tried to
find a solution to
bring them home.''
Sinha, known for
films such as
“Mulk”, “Article
15” and “Bheed”,

said it was a responsibility to be as authen-
tic as possible while working on the series.

''When I started doing research, almost
everyone remembers a few things about
the hijack, and what all happened during
the process. I realised it is a very complex

story and a lot of things happened in those
seven days and not many people know
about it.

''I met a lot of officers, passengers, the
pilot, and there was a lot more to share.
We have put it all in the show… We had to
make it factually correct and yet dramatic
and engaging... It was an interesting
process,'' the director said at the Next on
Netflix event here.

Sinha added Monika Shergill, Vice Pres-
ident, Content, Netflix India, had promised
him that the shooting of the series will
conclude within eight months but it went
on for two years.

Shergill described the show as a
''thrilling, propulsive rendition of the
longest hijacking in the history of aviation
in the world''.

''When we started out on this story, it
took us a while to get down to actually
making it in the right way. It was a journey
for us because it is such a journalistic sort
of piece, but it is such a large story of
human interest and it had to be told in the
most dramatic and thrilling fashion,''
Shergill told PTI. (PTI)

MUMBAI, Feb 29: It was great to reunite
with Sanjay Leela Bhansali after a gap of 25
years, actor Manisha Koirala said on Thursday
as Netflix India unveiled the character posters
of the filmmaker's ambitious web series
''Heeramandi: The Diamond Bazaar''.

Bhansali, known for lavishly mounted fea-
ture films such as ''Ram-Leela'', ''Bajirao Mas-
tani'' and ''Padmaavat'', is set to make his
long-format debut with Netflix's ''Heermandi''.
Koirala, who plays Mallikajaan in the upcom-
ing eight-part period drama set during the free-
dom struggle movement in India, worked with
Bhansali in his feature directorial debut
''Khamoshi: The Musical'' (1996).

At the Next on Netflix India event, the actor
said ''Heeramandi'' has turned out well and

the team is ''dying to show it'' to fans. "We all
have tried to do our best because we were
working with a master. To be working with
Sanjay 25 years after his first film,
'Khamoshi', it can't get better than 'Heera-
mandi'. ''It's been a humongous journey, I've
seen him grow as an artist, as a maestro, as a
genius, he is India's best, he is the greatest
filmmaker in India. We are lucky to be work-
ing, sweating and trying to perfect our act,''
Koirala said at the event.

Billed as a visual odyssey, ''Heeramandi''
brings together a powerhouse of talent and a
magnificent world promising to immerse audi-
ences in a tale of power, love and freedom set
against the backdrop of pre-independent India.

''Heeramandi'' also stars Sonakshi Sinha,

Richa Chadha, Sharmin Segal, Aditi Rao Hy-
dari, and Sanjeeda Shaikh.

Chadha said anyone can create beautiful
costumes but only Bhansali can make an actor
take eight rounds, sit and aesthetically drop a
tear from the left of one's eye while wearing a
lehenga worth 30 kg. The actor, who previ-
ously worked with in the 2013 film ''Ram-
Leela'', plays Lajjo in ''Heeramandi''. "An actor
is hungry to grow, and he will push you. I met
Rani Mukerji the other day and (she) said 'Till
you work with Sanjay Leela Bhasali, you don't
know your own potential," she said.

The makers of ''Heeramandi'' also released
the character posters of Hydari as Bibbojaan,
Shaikh as Waheeda, Sinha as Fareedan and
Segal as Alamzeb. Bhansali was not present at

the event.
Working with Bhansali has been a wonder-

ful dream, said Hydari. They earlier collabo-
rated on 2018's ''Padmaavat''.

''When we shoot a film, we get a certain
amount of time to be with a director. When
you shoot a show, you get that much more
time. Some look at the look, beauty, but what I
find incredible about the experience is the fact
his soul goes into everything he does.

''He eats, lives, and breathes his characters.
There's so much passion. I'm grateful that the
challenges that he throws at you, there's so
much love, and pride, pushing you to do your
best. I'm grateful for that experience and I
hope I get it multiple times. I love him,'' she
added. (PTI)

Have seen Bhansali grow as maestro: Manisha
on ‘Heeramandi: The Diamond Bazaar’

Riteish Deshmukh, Vivek Oberoi, Aftab
Shivdasani reuniting for ‘Masti 4’

MUMBAI, Feb 29: Filmmaker
Indra Kumar on Thursday an-
nounced the fourth installment of
his comedy franchise Masti, star-
ring Riteish Deshmukh, Vivek
Oberoi and Aftab Shivdasani.

The upcoming movie will be
helmed by Milap Zaveri. It is pro-
duced by Kumar, A Jhunjhunwala,
Ashok Thakeria and S K
Ahluwalia.

Zaveri, best known for
Satyameva Jayate and Marjaavaan,
said he is looking forward to di-
recting the project.

"At its core, Masti 4 is a cele-
bration of friendship, marriage,
mischief, and the undying spirit of
laughter."

"We want to go back to the OG
(original) for its essence and bring
back laughter with a new story that
will resonate and while delivering
a fresh dose of hilarity and heart,"
the director said in a statement.

The first part of the Masti fran-
chise released in 2004. It spawned
two sequels: Grand Masti (2013)
and Great Grand Masti (2016).
(PTI)

Deepika
Padukone, 

Ranveer Singh
expecting first

child
MUMBAI, Feb 29: Bolly-
wood star couple Deepika
Padukone and Ranveer Singh
on Thursday announced they
are expecting their first child.

The news comes days after
reports of Padukone's preg-
nancy were doing social media
rounds when the actor was
photographed covering her
midsection at the 77th BAFTA
awards which she attended as
a presenter.

In an Instagram post, the
couple said the baby is due in
September. (PTI) 
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BENGALURU, Feb 29: Kiran
Navgire would not have opened
but for a freak shoulder injury to
Vrinda Dinesh and now her
bruising fifty against the Mum-
bai Indians might just prompt
UP Warriorz to rework their
combination at the top in the on-
going Women's Premier
League.

Navgire struck a 31-ball 57
and combined with Alyssa
Healy (33) to help UPW over-
haul a 162-run target in just 16.4
overs against the defending

champions last night.
It could shake things up in the

line-up, which has till now
worked around the far more tra-
ditional opening pair of Healy
and Vrinda.

"When the innings ended the
head coach (Jon Lewis) came
up to me and said I had to open.
I was happy, because I opened
the batting in domestic cricket,
and I had the chance to do that
here," Navgire said in the post-
match press meet. 

Range hitters are a rare breed

in women's cricket and Navgire
has opened that option for the
UP outfit. 

The Warriorz have been noto-
riously slow starters in the WPL
with their middle-order batters
creaking under massive run-rate
pressure.

In their first match against
Royal Challengers Bangalore,
UP made 36 for 1 and they were
21 for three against the Delhi
Capitals in the second game.

But with Navgire coming in
as opener, UP made 61 for no

loss in the Power Play segment.
It was their fastest start, for that
matter any team's, in this edition
of the WPL.

Navgire, a big fan of former
Indian captain MS Dhoni, is not
new to opening the innings. She
garnered instant attraction dur-
ing the 2021-22 domestic sea-
son as a guest player for
Nagaland.

She hammered 35 sixes in the
Senior Women's T20 league that
season, the most ever in the his-
tory of that tournament.

The 29-year-old, who hails
from Maharashtra, also became
the first Indian woman to score
a 150-plus score in T20 when
she blasted a 76-ball 162 against
Arunachal Pradesh.

Her approach is as simple as
the big shots she executes.

"I just played the ball on merit
(against MI), played my natural
game. If the ball is in my arc, it
should go into the stands - that
is my natural thought," said
Navgire. Her assault on MI
pacer Issy Wong in the third

over of UPW's chase underlined
Navgire's growth into an all-
ground batter.

When Wong pitched short,
Navgire stood tall and sent the
ball to the mid-wicket boundary
with a strong pull.

In the next ball, the England
pacer pitched the ball further up
but Navgire muscled it through
mid-off for a four.

MI coach Charlotte Edwards
admitted that they were not pre-
pared for Navgire's aggression.

"Kiran Navgire played bril-

liantly and took the game away
from us in the period that she
batted and we never quite re-
covered.

"Firstly, I don't think Navgire
was going to open. The injury
(to Vrinda), I guess, gave them
a licence to put her up in the
order. We weren't quite planning
for her in the batting," said Ed-
wards.

Now that Navgire has the li-
cence to kill, the Warriorz can
hope for a more productive
WPL season. (PTI) 
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GUWAHATI, Feb 29: It has
been tales of grit and determina-
tion at the Khelo India Univer-
sity Games (KIUG)
Ashtalakshmi 2023, which
comes to an end on Thursday,
with new meet records achieved
and paths set for future star
players of the country.

The athletics section boosted
of at least four new KIUG
records at the events played at
the Indira Gandhi stadium here.

Pole vaulter M Gowtham of
University of Madras cleared
the distance of 5m to take home
the men's pole vault gold medal.

Javelin thrower Jyoti of
Chaudhary Devi Lal University,
who had won the gold medal in
the National Open Athletics
meet in Bengaluru in October
last year, came up with a throw
of 53.16m in her fourth attempt
to clinch the women's javelin
throw gold, and also set a new
meet record.

In the women's 800m event,
Panjab University's Amandeep
Kaur clocked 2:11.27s to clinch
the gold medal with a new

Games record, while Vikash of
Chandigarh University regis-
tered a new Games record in
men's 1500 m clocking 3.50.70s
to take the gold.

Chandigarh University looks
poised to top medals' tally with
28 golds in its kitty already, fol-
lowed by Lovely Professional
University with 17 golds and
Guru Nanak Dev University,
Amritsar, with 12 golds.

The KIUG 2023 were held in
18 venues across seven cities of
North East, with Guwahati host-
ing the opening ceremony
which was attended by Union
Sports and Youth Affairs Minis-
ter Anurag Thakur, among oth-
ers. More than 4,500 players
from over 200 universities com-
peted in this fourth edition of
KUIG.

The KIUG is a part of the In-
dian government's Khelo India
initiative that was launched in
2016, focussing on promoting
grassroots sports and identify-
ing young talents from across
the country.

For some like Mrinal

Chauhan of Lovely Professional
University, a second spot in the
Recurve men on debut at the
KIUG was no mean feat.

With limited financial means
to pursue archery which in-
volves high cost training equip-
ment as his family depends on
the earnings of his father's sta-
tionery shop, Mrinal's early
struggles are now nearly over.

Support through the (Tagert
Olympic Podium) TOP scheme,

a flagship initiative by the min-
istry of Sports and Youth Af-
fairs, meant that he could take
forward his passion, honing his
skills at the Tata Archery Acad-
emy in Jamshedpur.

"TOPS has allowed me to
dream bigger, aim higher. Now,
I don't have to dependent on my
father for my financial needs as
I get stipend every month," the
20-year-old said, adding that the
Games were also a vital prepa-

ration for the upcoming trials
leading to the Paris Olympics
qualification events.

Jyoti Kattimai of Karnataka
University may have failed to
make a podium finish, but her
story of fighting tough financial
constraints to make this far is an
inspiration in itself.

With her father working as a
scrap dealer and mother as a
housekeeping staff in the same
sports hostel in Dharwad where
Jyoti trains, it has been a tale of
long struggle for the 24-year-
old.

Jyoti's family of eight mem-
bers (including four sisters) ex-
panded to 13 after two of her
elder sisters returned home with
their children after a few years
of marriage, and the family just
about pulling along.

She may have had to remain
contend with the fifth spot in the
800m for women, but Jyoti
hopes to keep on pursuing her
game with her coach Shamla
Patil being her biggest support,
who also sponsors her univer-
sity fees. (PTI) 

New records, tales of grit emerge at
Khelo India University Games 2023

WPL: Kiran Navgire opens new avenue for UP Warriorz

ROURKELA, Feb 29: She
might have left under acrimo-
nious circumstances, but
Hockey India president Dilip
Tirkey on Thursday praised out-
going CEO Elena Norman, say-
ing that he appreciates the
Australian's contribution to-
wards the growth of the sport.

The former captain, however,
rejected Norman's claim of fac-
tionalism in HI, saying all is
well within the federation.

"Since taking over, we have
done good work and I appreciate
it. We have seen the perform-
ance of the teams in the past two
years. Our CEO has done com-
mendable work for Indian
hockey. We appreciate her ef-
forts and contribution," Tirkey
said here in a media interaction.

Tirkey's comments came a
day after he and Singh issued a
joint statement denying Nor-
man's assertion of a rift between
them. Norman resigned on Tues-
day and in an interview to PTI
she alleged that there was  fac-
tionalism in the body. The 49-
year-old Australian suggested
that Tirkey and Singh were at
loggerheads and also com-

plained of a difficult work envi-
ronment.

"There are two factions in
Hockey India. There is (Presi-
dent) Dilip Tirkey and I and
there is (Secretary) Bholanath
Singh, (Executive Director) Cdr.
R K Srivastava and (Treasurer)
Sekar J Manoharan," she had
said. Norman's resignation came
close on the heels of Indian
women's hockey team coach
Janneke Schopman's decision to
quit. She also complained of a
difficult work environment. The
Dutch coach had accused HI of
giving step-motherly treatment
to women's hockey.

But Tirkey lauded Schop-
man's contribution and vowed to
provide all possible help to the
women's team to make a fresh
start.

"The women's team did well
in 2023. The girls have done re-
ally well. They won the 2023
FIH Nations Cup. Their per-
formance has been good in the
Asian Champions Trophy and
Asian Games as well.

"They played well in the
Olympic Qualifier too but it was
purely bad luck. But I have been
making a note where we made
mistakes, and what  demands we
couldn't fulfil in time, we are as-
sessing," the former India cap-
tain said.

The HI chief said the federa-
tion's main focus right now is on
preparing the men's team for a
podium finish at the Paris
Olympics.

"The men's team has already
qualified, and we now are think-
ing of how they can perform bet-
ter (in Paris)," Tirkey said.

"Side by side, the women's
team is also on our mind. We are
working on how to ma ke better
future plans for them." (PTI) 

LONDON, Feb 29: Manches-
ter United and Chelsea kept
alive their hopes of silverware
this season by scoring late win-
ners in the FA Cup on Wednes-
day. Liverpool also advanced to
the quarterfinals, with its
youngsters coming through big
again for Jurgen Klopp.

Casemiro stooped to head in
an 89th-minute goal to seal
United a 1-0 win at Nottingham
Forest and a last-eight meeting
with great rival Liverpool,
whose youthful team beat sec-
ond-tier Southampton 3-0
thanks to goals by 18-year-olds
Lewis Koumas and Jayden
Danns. Chelsea — fresh off a
loss to Liverpool in the English
League Cup final — left it even
later than United to secure its
progress, with Conor Gallagher
coming off the bench to score in
the 90th minute for a 3-2 victory
over Leeds. Chelsea will play
another second-tier team,
Leicester, in the last eight.

Wolverhampton beat

Brighton 1-0 in an all-Premier
League matchup and will be at
home to Championship team
Coventry in the quarterfinals.

Winning the FA Cup could
salvage disappointing seasons
for United and Chelsea. Who
knows, it could also keep their
under-pressure managers in
their jobs.

Neither team put in a con-
vincing display in the fifth
round, but they are still alive in
the famous old competition and
have home draws to look for-
ward to after late winners from
midfielders.

Casemiro got between two
defenders and stuck out his head
to divert a low free kick that had
been whipped in from the left
wing by Bruno Fernandes. The
Brazil international got a kick in
the face for his efforts — blood
was seen pouring down his
cheek afterward — but, more
importantly, a crucial goal.

After a morale-sapping loss to
Fulham in the league on Satur-

day, another defeat would have
left United in a mess heading
into Sunday's Manchester derby
against City. Instead, United
manager Erik ten Hag was quick
to point out that his team has
now won seven of its nine
games in all competitions in
2024.

“This team, what they showed
today, they have to show it
every game,” Ten Hag said. “We
found a way to win.”

Chelsea manager Mauricio
Pochettino has come under re-
newed pressure in the wake of
his expensively assembled
team's loss in the League Cup
final. Now he is one game away
from a return to Wembley Sta-
dium, this time for the FA Cup
semifinals. Gallagher ran onto
Enzo Fernandez's pass, span his
marker and converted a rising
shot to put out a spirited effort
from a Leeds team whose prior-
ity this season is securing an im-
mediate return to the Premier
League. (AP) 

DUBAI, Feb 29: Two-time
Wimbledon champion Andy
Murray reiterated Wednesday
that he is likely to retire from
tennis before the season is
over.

“I'm likely not going to play
past this summer," the 36-
year-old Murray said after los-
ing 6-2, 6-4 to fifth-seeded
Ugo Humbert at the Dubai
Championships.

After rallying past Denis
Shapovalov in three sets on
Monday for his 500th hard-
court win, Murray hinted he
was heading into the “last few
months” of his career.

And he expanded a bit on
those plans after losing to
Humbert, although he stopped
short of setting a firm timeline.

“I get asked about it after
every single match that I play,
every single tournament that I
play. I'm bored of the question,
to be honest," Murray said.
“I'm not going to talk more
about that between now and
whenever the time comes for
me to stop. But, yes, I don't
plan on playing much past this
summer.”

Humbert didn't face a break
point before converting his
first match point to reach the
quarterfinals and secure his
first career win over Murray,
who lifted the trophy in Dubai
in 2017. Murray, the 2012 and
2016 Olympic champion, told
BBC Radio earlier Wednesday
that he wants to play at the
Paris Games, which run from
July 26-Aug. 11.

“Hopefully I can get the
chance to compete at another
(Olympics),” said Murray,
who also won the U.S. Open in
2012.

Also, top-seeded Daniil
Medvedev recovered from a
set down to overcome Lorenzo
Sonego 3-6, 6-3, 6-3 to reach
the quarterfinals.

Medvedev opened his title
defense Tuesday by beating
Alexander Shevchenko 6-3, 7-
5 in his first match since los-
ing the Australian Open final
to Jannik Sinner.

Medvedev will next face
eighth-seeded Alejandro Davi-
dovich Fokina, who advanced
after Jakub Mensik retired
with an injury. Davidovich
Fokina led 7-6 (7), 1-0 when
Mensik stopped.

Jiri Lehecka saved five
match points before rallying to
beat fourth-seeded Karen
Khachanov 6-7 (6), 7-6 (5), 6-
4 and Sebastian Korda cruised
past Botic van de Zandschulp
6-1, 6-0. Lehecka next faces
seventh-seeded Alexander
Bublik, who progressed with a
7-6 (8), 7-6 (2) win over Tal-
lon Griekspoor.

Korda will play second-
seeded Andrey Rublev, the
2022 champion. Rublev ad-
vanced to the quarterfinals for
the fifth straight time after
eliminating Arthur Cazaux 6-
4, 6-4. Third-seeded Hubert
Hurkacz advanced with a 7-6
(5), 6-4 win over Christopher
O'Connell, and he gets Hum-
bert next.  (AP) 

MAN UNITED AND CHELSEA GRAB
LATE WINNERS IN FA CUP 

YOUNGSTERS DELIVER AGAIN FOR LIVERPOOLMurray says he’s unlikely
to play ‘past this 

summer’ after loss to
Humbert in Dubai

Elena Norman did commendable
job as CEO: HI chief Dilip Tirkey

Spain beat France
2-0,win inaugural

edition of Women’s
Nations League

final
SEVILLE (SPAIN), Feb 29:
Spain hasn't lost momentum
since winning its first World
Cup title, defeating France 2-0
on Wednesday to also win the
inaugural edition of the
Women's Nations League.

Ballon d'Or winner Aitana
Bonmati and Mariona
Caldentey scored a goal each
for Spain in front of 32,657 fans
at La Cartuja Stadium in south-
ern Spain. It was a record crowd
for Spain's women's team in the
country.

Spain also holds the men's
Nations League title, having
beaten Croatia in the final in
June.

“We have a very good present
and a very good future,"
women's team coach Montse
Tomé said. “I have a group with
very experienced players
and with new young
players coming up.
It's a very posi-
tive mix. They
have a winning
m e n t a l i t y .
France haven't
had a shot on
goal and that's
also a credit to
all of the play-
ers.”

Bonmati, named
the player of the match,
volleyed in a low cross in the
first half and Caldentey doubled
the lead shortly after the break
in a dominant performance by
the hosts. “Happy to win an-
other title," Bonmati said. “It
may seem that what we have
achieved is easy, that we have
an obligation to win everything,
but this is not something easy.
And here we are lifting another
trophy.” It was Spain's first vic-
tory over France.

“They'll be the team to beat at
the Olympics, it won't be easy,”
France coach Hervé Renard
said. "We are going to have to
keep improving, learn lessons
and keep moving forward. Let's
say we have taken one step but
we haven't taken the second.
There's still a lot of work to do.”

Spain had its breakthrough
tournament at the World Cup in
New Zealand and Australia,
winning the title in its third ap-
pearance.

The celebrations were marred
by one of the country's worst
crises, though, as the then-pres-
ident of the Spanish soccer fed-
eration, Luis Rubiales, kissed
player Jenni Hermoso on the
lips during the awards cere-
mony to spark an outrage in
soccer and Spanish society in
general. Rubiales eventually re-
signed, and prosecutors later ac-
cused him of sexual assault.

“Today we get to celebrate
again. We deserve it,” Hermoso
said. "We try to enjoy ourselves
but we also have the responsi-
bility that there are so many
people behind us who want to

follow in our footsteps.
We are so proud that

there are so many
girls who want to
be champions in
the future.”

Spain de-
feated the
Netherlands 3-
0 in last week's

semifinal, a re-
sult that also se-

cured the team a
place in the Paris

Olympics.
France was already qualified

for the Olympics as the host
country.

“We didn't play a good game
against a team that are world
champions and flying high in
women's football," Renard said.
"You have to be aggressive and
keep the ball when you get it,
but we lost it again straight
away.” 

Spain scored a competition-
high 28 goals, seven more than
any other team. It also had the
most total attempts at 131.

Alexia Putellas, the former
Ballon d'Or winner, did not
enter the match for Spain. She
hasn't played for club or country
since undergoing arthroscopic
surgery on her left knee last
year. (AP) 
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KL Rahul ruled out of fifth Test, Bumrah returns: BCCI
NEW DELHI, Feb 29: Senior
India batter KL Rahul will not fea-
ture in the fifth and final Test
against England in Dharamsala
owing to an injury while pace
spearhead Jasprit Bumrah will re-
turn to the team, the BCCI said on
Thursday.

Rahul, who continues to feel
sore in his right quadriceps, has
travelled to London to get an ex-
pert opinion on his injury.

The wicketkeeper-batter became
unavailable after the series-opener
in Hyderabad in January and as per
the BCCI, he was 90 per cent fit
before the third Test in Rajkot ear-
lier this month.

“Mr. KL Rahul, whose participa-
tion in the final IDFC First Bank
Test was subject to fitness, has
been ruled out of the fifth and final
Test in Dharamsala. The BCCI
Medical Team is closely monitor-
ing him and coordinating with spe-
cialists in London for further
management of his issue,” the
Board said in a release. 

Meanwhile Bumrah, who was
released from the squad for the
fourth Test in Ranchi in line with
the team’s workload management
policy, will link up with the squad

in Dharamsala for the final Test,
beginning March 7.

India have already taken an
unassailable 3-1 lead, following
the victory in the fourth Test in
Ranchi.

Rahul’s absence from the final
Test means Rajat Patidar remained
with the squad but the MP batter

can’t be sure of his place in the
playing eleven, having aggregated
only 63 runs in six innings. 

All-rounder Washington Sundar
has also been released from the
squad. 

“He will join Tamil Nadu – his
Ranji Trophy side – for their Ranji
Trophy Semi-final fixture against

Mumbai, starting March 2nd,
2024. He will join the India squad
after the completion of the domes-
tic fixture for the fifth Test, if need
be,” the BCCI said.

Rahul needs to be fully fit before
the IPL where he will lead Luc-
know Super Giants and is expected
to bat in the middle order to bolster

his chances of making the India
squad for the T20 World Cup in the
USA and the Caribbean.

It is the same quadriceps injury
that had sidelined Rahul for almost
four months last year.

Having got injured during the
IPL, Rahul returned to action dur-
ing the Asia Cup in September last
and made instant impact. In the
Test tour of South Africa last year,
Rahul was the only century-maker
for India in the drawn series.

The BCCI also said senior pacer
Mohammed Shami is recovering
well after undergoing a surgery on
February 26 for his right heel prob-
lem. 

“He is recovering well and will
soon head to the National Cricket
Academy (NCA) in Bengaluru to
commence his rehabilitation
process,” the Board said of Shami. 

India’s updated squad for fifth
Test: Rohit Sharma (C), Jasprit
Bumrah (VC), Yashasvi Jaiswal,
Shubman Gill, Rajat Patidar, Sar-
faraz Khan, Dhruv Jurel (WK), KS
Bharat (WK), Devdutt Padikkal, R
Ashwin, Ravindra Jadeja, Axar
Patel, Kuldeep Yadav, Mohd. Siraj,
Mukesh Kumar, Akash Deep.
(PTI)

NEW DELHI, Feb 29: Member of the 1983
World Cup-winning team Kirti Azad on
Thursday backed the BCCI’s directive for
cricketers to play Ranji Trophy, saying it’s a
good move and the rule should be applicable
to every India team player, including Rohit
Sharma and Virat Kohli.

The out-of-favour duo of Ishan Kishan
and Shreyas Iyer were excluded from the list
of centrally-contracted players after they ig-
nored the directive to play Ranji Trophy.

“It (directive) is a very good move. Every-
body should be playing Ranji Trophy
cricket, but currently the emphasis is on the
IPL. It is good, it is entertaining but the real
cricket is the (five) days’ cricket. Playing in
domestic cricket is good, it keeps you in
touch.

“But whenever you are free, even if
you’re a Rohit Sharma or a Virat Kohli, you
should go back and play domestic cricket for
the state. That (state) gave you the opportu-
nity to be a player, get selected and then play
for the country.

He felt that penalising just Ishan and Iyer
wasn’t right.

“Just to penalise the two is not correct, I
think everybody should be penalised. Every-
body should be seen with the same mirror,”
Azad told PTI Video.

Azad declined to comment on whether
this was the potential end of the road for
Ishan and Iyer after their names were ex-
cluded from the list of centrally-contracted
players.

“My question is, are they playing enough
domestic cricket? They are playing T20

cricket, nowadays and every other state has
a T20 cricket league. Back in the days when
we were starting our careers, players like
Bishan Singh Bedi, Madan Lal, Surinder
Amarnath, Mohinder Amarnath, Chetan
Chauhan, Sunil Gavaskar, Sandeep Patil,
Karsan Ghavri played alongside youngsters

like me and Ravi Shastri.
“All these senior Test team players would

play for their sides, would play for the pride
of their state which seems missing in the
youngsters nowadays,” he added.

He questioned why India players had is-
sues playing domestic cricket while England
cricketers willingly played county cricket
when not in the national side.

“Look at county cricket; there are 20-plus
counties and there are numerous three-day
and four-day games along with T20 cricket,
but every player is involved there. If a player
is left out of the Test squad, then he returns
to play for his county.

“So why can’t we have our players play-
ing those domestic matches, that’s the big
question,” he added.

He praised players like Dhruv Jurel and
Sarfaraz Khan for finding the balance be-
tween T20 cricket for their IPL teams and
playing Ranji Trophy.

“There are players like Jurel, Sarfaraz
who do play T20 cricket but, at the end of
the day, are also representing their states in
the Ranji trophy. The bowlers also get into
the rhythm of bowling longer spells when
they regularly play domestic cricket. It
(Ranji) is not a form of slam-bang and thank
you,” he said. (PTI)

Even Rohit, Kohli should play 
domestic cricket when free: Kirti Azad

NEW DELHI, Feb 29: The
Wrestling Federation of India (WFI)
is gearing up for the senior National
camp after almost 15 months with
Delhi likely to replace Patiala as the
venue because of the ongoing farm-
ers’ protest. The WFI-organised Na-
tional camps are on hold since
January 2023 when the country’s
three elite wrestlers accused then
WFI president Brij Bhushan Sharan
Singh of sexual harassment, a con-
troversy that pegged back Indian
wrestling. The National camp will
commence soon after the trials,
scheduled at the IG Stadium here on
March 10 and 11.

The ad-hoc panel, which was en-
trusted with managing the day-to-
day affairs due to the suspension of
the WFI, had started the training
camp for men (Rohtak) and women
(Patiala) after conducting its own
Nationals in Jaipur.

The WFI, after United World
Wrestling (UWW) lifted its suspen-
sion, announced the trials to select
the nationals teams for the Asian
Wrestling Championships in
Bishkek (April 11-16) and the Con-
tinental Olympic Qualifier in the
Kyrgyzstan capital (April 19-21).

“After we conduct these trials, the
top-four in each category will be in-
vited to be part of the National
camp,” WFI president Sanjay Singh
told PTI.

“We have not yet finalised the
venues for the camps,” the sports

administrator from Varanasi, added.
It has been learnt that the SAI

centres in Sonepat will, as usual, be
the venue for the men’s camp and
the IG Stadium here could host the
women’s camp.

“The Lucknow SAI centre is out
of question and we have to choose
between Patiala and Delhi. As of
today, the restriction on movement
in and around of Punjab will make
it a bit inconvenient for everyone to
reach Patiala. So, probably, we can
request the government to provide
the IG Stadium for the women’s
camp,” said a WFI source.

The four-best wrestlers at the re-
cently concluded Nationals in Jaipur
(conducted by the ad-hoc panel) and
Pune (conducted by WFI), have
been invited to compete in the trials.

Those who did not compete in ei-
ther Nationals but are good perform-
ers will also be allowed to compete.

“We will invite not just the win-
ners of the trials but also the finalists
and the semifinalists for the national
camp. If the runner-up or number 3-
4 are not interested, which happens
sometimes, then that camp spot will
be offered to the next best wrestler
and so on,” informed the source.

It has also been learnt that the
WFI has decided to conduct the U15
and U20 Nationals from March 28
to 30 in Noida.

The winners, finalists and the two
semifinal winners will later be asked
the join the National camp. (PTI)

National camp for senior 
wrestlers to begin after trials: WFI

NEW DELHI, Feb 29: Former
India pacer Irfan Pathan has ques-
tioned the BCCI’s decision to deny
central contracts to Ishan Kishan
and Shreyas Iyer for ignoring a dik-
tat to play Ranji Trophy, saying that
players like Hardik Pandya have
not been judged on the same param-
eter.

The BCCI on Wednesday termi-
nated Kishan and Iyer’s central con-
tracts, while Pandya, who has not
featured in Tests since 2018, se-
cured a place in Grade A.

“If players like Hardik don’t
want to play red ball cricket, should
he and others like him participate in
white-ball domestic cricket when
they aren’t on national duty?” he
questioned BCCI’s decision, in his
post on X.

“If this doesn’t apply to all, then
Indian cricket won’t achieve the de-
sired results!” he added.

The 25-year-old Kishan did not
turn up for Jharkhand throughout
the team’s campaign in Ranji Tro-
phy despite not being on national
duty since leaving from the tour of

South Africa in December last, cit-
ing personal reasons.

He has instead focussed on
preparing for the IPL next month.
He is competing in the ongoing DY
Patil T20 Tournament in Mumbai
and will be turning up for the Mum-

bai Indians in the IPL.
Iyer did not make himself avail-

able for Mumbai’s Ranji quarterfi-
nal against Baroda after being
excluded from the Indian team fol-
lowing the second Test against Eng-
land, citing a groin injury.

He, however, has been picked for
the Ranji semifinals starting March
2 and will be back to lead Kolkata
Knight Riders in the IPL beginning
on March 22.

Irfan believes that the duo will
come back strongly.

“They are talented cricketers,
both Shreyas and Ishan. Hoping
they bounce back and come back
stronger,” he said.

The exclusion of Iyer and Kishan
is being seen as a stern message to
young players unwilling to put in
the hard yards in first-class cricket,
while chasing white-ball glory and
lucrative IPL contracts.

On Wednesday, former India
coach Ravi Shastri also backed the
embattled duo.

“In the game of cricket, come-
backs define the spirit. Chin-up,
@ShreyasIyer15

and @ishankishan51! Dig deep,
face challenges, and come back
even stronger. Your past achieve-
ments speak volumes, and I have no
doubt you’ll conquer once again,”
Shastri had posted on X. (PTI)

Apply to all, else it won’t get results: Irfan
questions denial of contracts to Iyer, Kishan

NEW DELHI, Feb 29: Sports Min-
ister Anurag Thakur on Thursday an-
nounced that the government will
issue digital certificates to registered
athletes across the country, a move
which would ensure a transparent ac-
count of their participation and per-
formance.

The digital certificate will have
dates of the athletes’ participation in
competitions and serve as proof of
their achievements.

“With athletes at the heart of our
progressing and growing sporting
ecosystem,  the sports ministry has
made a crucial decision to promote
the ‘issuance of digital certificates to
athletes’,” wrote Thakur on ‘X’.

The ministry has directed all Na-
tional Sports Federations (NSFs) to
only release merit and participation
certificates through the DigiLocker.

The minister had first announced
his plan to simplify things for ath-
letes and National Sports Federa-
tions (NSFs) during the National
Sports Day on August 29 last year.

On Thursday, the minister said,
“Keeping up with our policy of ‘ath-
lete-first’, NSFs have been advo-
cated to issue certificates to athletes
via DigiLocker, an initiative of Min-
istry of Electronics and IT.”

He said the digital certificates will
add a new aspect to sports adminis-
tration and management of
sportspersons.

“This decision has been taken to
ensure the accessibility, security and

veracity of documents and promote
transparency and efficiency in the
sports administration of the NSFs.
This will further lead to ease of liv-
ing for our sportspersons across the
nation.

“From June 1 this year, only cer-
tificates issued by the (sports) feder-
ations through Digilocker shall be
valid and no physical certificates is-
sued will be recognised for govern-
ment and other benefits. We have
advised the federations that their af-
filiated units must also start issuing
the certificates through the Dig-
iLocker from January 1 next year,”
added Thakur.

Enumerating the benefits of issu-
ing sports certificates through Dig-
iLocker, Thakur said it will make
access and sharing of certificates
easy, eliminate the need for physical
copies, provide a secure environ-
ment for storing and verifying docu-
ments and ensure their integrity and
authenticity.

This, he said, would streamline
the certificate issuance process and
reduce administrative burden.

“These certificates are proof of the
athletes’ commitment, effort, and ac-
complishments in their respective
sports, and are currently distributed
through outdated and inefficient,
conventional methods,” he said,
adding that NSFs must put in place
technology-based tools and solutions
to serve the interest of sports, espe-
cially athletes.  (PTI)

Athletes in country to be issued digital
certificates, says Anurag Thakur

NEW DELHI, Feb 29: Rejecting
the Wrestling Federation of India’s
invitation to compete in the upcom-
ing national trials, ace Indian
wrestler Bajrang Punia has moved
an urgent joint petition in the Delhi
High Court, seeking a stay on the
selection competition here on
March 10-11. It has been learnt from
reliable sources that Bajrang, Vi-
nesh Phogat, Sakshi Malik and her
husband Satywart Kadiyan moved
the court on Wednesday and the
matter will be heard on Friday.

While Bajrang did not confirm
filing a petition, he questioned the
government’s silence on the issues
concerning Indian wrestling.

The Indian team for the Asian
Wrestling Championships
Olympic Qualifier in Kyrgyzstan
next month will be selected on the
basis of the trials at Delhi’s IG Sta-
dium. Bajrang told PTI from Rus-
sia, where he is training for the last
two months, that he has spent a
fortune abroad but he won’t com-

pete in trials if they are conducted
by the Sanjay Singh-led WFI.

“I would not spend Rs 30 lakh
on my training if I were to not
compete in the trials, but how the
suspended WFI is conducting the
trials? I don’t get what the govern-
ment’s compulsion is (on allowing
WFI to conduct trials)?” Bajrang
said.

“I don’t understand how a sports
body suspended by the Indian gov-
ernment issue a circular and an-
nounce the trials. Why is the
government silent? We will appear
in the trials only if the ad-hoc panel
or the government conducts it.
How can a suspended body an-
nounce the trials?” he asked.

WFI president Sanjay Singh had
appealed to the protesting
wrestlers to forget the past and ap-
pear for the trials.

The trio had led a prolonged
protest at Jantar Mantar, demand-
ing the arrest of then WFI presi-
dent Brij Bhushan Sharan Singh,

who they had accused of sexual
harassment.

Bajrang, the Tokyo Olympics
bronze winner, said that not just
him but Sakshi Malik and Vinesh
Phogat will also skip the trials.

“This decision to not appear in
trials is a joint decision taken by
us. We are together in this,” he
said. PTI tried to reach out Sakshi
and Vinesh for confirmation but
the former did not return calls and
the latter could not be contacted.

Asked specifically if they have
moved court against the trials, Ba-
jrang denied the development but
a source in the WFI confirmed to
PTI that four wrestlers have ap-
proached the Delhi High Court.

The United World Wrestling
(UWW) had lifted the suspension
on the WFI earlier this month but
the government, which had also
suspended the national sports fed-
eration (NSF) for flouting rules,
has not yet made such a decision.
(PTI)

Bajrang refuses to appear in selection trials under
WFI, moves court against selection competition

WELLINGTON, Feb 29: Aus-
tralian batting star Steve Smith has
said that the cricketing authorities
should urgently address the issue
of pacers persistently bowling
bouncers to a leg side field, as it re-
stricts a batter’s ability to hit the
ball “anywhere in front of the
wicket”.

The former Australia captain,
who is playing the opening Test
against New Zealand here, added a
bowler should be allowed just one
or two such deliveries, after which
he should be warned or the deliv-
ery be called a wide.

“I think there could be some
slight rule changes in terms of balls
going down the leg side when you
set that field.

“You really can’t hit the ball
anywhere in front of the wicket re-
ally, and I feel like it is almost like
when a (left-arm) spinner comes
over the wicket and they get the
warning down the leg side and then
they start getting ‘wided’,” Smith
was quoted as saying by Sydney
Morning Herald.

“If you’re bowling balls consis-
tently in that area down leg, it
should be a similar ruling to the
spinner if that makes sense. Basi-
cally bowl one or two, then get a
warning and then get wides
called,” he added.

Smith, who made a 31 in Aus-
tralia’s first innings on the opening
day of the Test here as Australia
ended day one at 279/9, added that
if the ball is drifting too much
down leg, it’s impossible for a bat-
ter to play any kind of stroke.

“To have those catchers (field-
ers) there in position, it can be
challenging for sure. The only
thing I’d like to see is if you get too
much down leg, you can’t really
score anywhere else, and all the
fielders are there. That would be
the only change I wouldn’t mind
seeing,” added Smith.

Smith has found himself getting
bogged down by pace bowlers
over the years as they use the tactic
to stop the flow of runs, or force
him to play a hook shot in frustra-
tion to one of the fielders. (PTI)

Smith pushes
for rule reform,
urges interven-
tion on leg-side
bouncers

KOLKATA, Feb 29: Wicket-
keeper-batter Shreevats Goswami,
who was a member of the 2008
Under-19 World Cup-winning
team, on Thursday alleged that a
match in the Cricket Association of
Bengal’s (CAB) first division
league seemed fixed from the man-
ner in which some dismissals took
place during the game.

Goswami shared videos of a
game between Mohammedan
Sporting and Town Club on his
Facebook page.

He alleged that Mohammedan
Sporting batters seemed to be in-
tentionally getting out to concede
seven points to Town Club which
is associated with former Team
India manager Debabrata Das,
who is the current CAB secretary.
Das was the Indian team’s admin-
istrative manager during the tour of
England in 2022.

“This is a Super Division match
in Kolkata Club Cricket, two big
teams doing this, any idea what’s
going on here??” Goswami posted.

In the first video, a right-handed
batter is seen leaving the ball com-
ing straight to his stumps as he
then walked off the field.

In the second video, a left-han-
der came out of the crease to an
wide delivery to be stumped.

While Debabrata Das was not
available for a reaction, CAB pres-
ident Snehasish Ganguly said they
have sought the umpires’ and ob-
server’s report.

“We have called a tournament
committee meeting on March 2 to
take up the matter,” Snehasish
Ganguly said. The 34-year-old
Goswami called the match a case
of ‘got up’ cricket, an informal de-
scription for rigged proceedings.

“I am ashamed to see this having
played the game which is so close
to my heart. I love cricket and I
love playing in Bengal but looking
at this breaks my heart.

“Club cricket is heart and soul of
Bengal cricket please don’t ruin it.
I think this is called ‘got up’
cricket. Where is the media now?”
Goswami, who also played for
Royal Challengers Bangalore,
Kolkata Knight Riders and Sunris-
ers Hyderabad in the IPL, added.

The three-day match got over at
the 22 Yards Academy in Salt Lake
with Town Club securing seven
points on Wednesday. (PTI)

Shreevats Goswami alleges match-fixing in
Kolkata league cricket; CAB says it’s probing

BENGALURU, Feb 29: Opener
Shafali Verma made a fluent fifty
to steer Delhi Capitals to a hefty
194 for five against Royal Chal-
lengers Bangalore in their
Women’s Premier League match
here on Thursday.

Verma (50, 31b, 3x4, 4x6) and
Alice Capsey (46, 33b, 4x4, 2x6)
added 82 runs for the second
wicket as the Capitals recovered
well from the early loss of their
skipper Meg Lanning.

Marizanne Kapp (32, 16b, 2x4,
3x6) and Jess Jonassen (36 not out,
16b, 4x4, 2x6) also played blinders
towards the end to give a fillip to
the Capitals as they added 58 runs
for the fifth wicket in a little over
four overs.

Royal Challengers were forced
to rest all-rounder Ellyse Perry be-
cause of an illness, and brought in
Nadine de Klerk. (PTI)

Shafali fifty
headlines DC’s
march to 192/5

against RCB
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