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NNeeww  DDeellhhii::  A fresh round of
meeting between farmer

leaders and a Central delega-
tion to discuss the formers’
various demands remained

inconclusive on Wednesday,
even as the Union ministers

attending the talks called the
farmers’ interests paramount.
During the meeting that last-
ed for more than three hours,

Union agriculture minister
Shivraj Singh Chouhan said

the talks would continue and
the next meeting will be held
on May 4. Meanwhile, several

farmer leaders including
Sarwan Singh Pandher and
Jagjit Singh Dallewal were

detained in Mohali while
returning from the meeting,

as the Punjab police also
began evicting protesting

farmers from Shambhu and
Khanauri border points. 

FFuullll  rreeppoorrtt  oonn  PPaaggee  33

Former CEO of Microsoft Bill
Gates during a visit to
Parliament in New Delhi on
Wednesday. — PTI

Krodhi: Uttarayana
Tithi: Phalguna Masam

Bahula Shashti till 2.44 am
Star: Anuradha till 11.29 pm

Varjyam: 5.36 am (Friday)
Durmuhurtham: 10.23 am to

11.11 am; 3.11 pm to 3.59 pm
Rahukalam: 1.30 pm to 3 pm

SUNSET TODAY 6.32 PM
SUNRISE TOMORROW 6.24 AM

MOONRISE TOMORROW 12.07 AM
MOONSET TODAY 9.31 AM

Talks with farmers
to continue May 4;
some are detained

RRoommee::  Six people died and
40 are missing after a

migrant shipwreck in the
Mediterranean as Italian

authorities searched for sur-
vivors off the island of

Lampedusa. “Still too many
dead in a new shipwreck in
the Mediterranean,” Chiara
Cardoletti, an official said. 

— AFP
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Italy: 6 killed, 40 missing
as migrant boat capsizes 

NNeeww  DDeellhhii::  The Delhi gov-
ernment’s anti-corruption

branch (ACB) has registered
a case against former PWD

minister and senior AAP
leader Satyendar Jain for

allegedly accepting a bribe
of `7 crore through contrac-

tors in a `571-crore CCTV
project, an official said. 

FFuullll  rreeppoorrtt  oonn  PPaaggee  22

‘`7cr bribe’: ACB books
AAP’s Satyendar Jain

COUNTERPOINT
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Trump says Ukraine truce bid
‘on track’ after Zelenskyy call
WWaasshhiinnggttoonn,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
US President Donald
Trump said he had a
“very good” call with
Ukraine’s Volodymyr
Zelenskyy Wednesday,
insisting that efforts to
secure a ceasefire
remained on track
despite the lack of a deal
so far with Russia’s
Vladimir Putin.

As Kyiv and Moscow
accused each other of not
respecting a halt in
attacks against energy
infrastructure, agreed
during Mr Trump’s talks
with Mr Putin Tuesday,
the US President said he

spoke for around an hour
with his Ukrainian coun-
terpart.

“Much of the discussion
was based on the call
made yesterday with
President Putin in order
to align both Russia and
Ukraine in terms of their
requests and needs,” Mr
Trump said on his Truth

Social network. “We are
very much on track.”

The call was believed to
be the first between the
pair since Mr Trump and
Mr Zelenskyy had a blaz-
ing, televised row in the
Oval Office two and a half
weeks ago that led to a
brief halt in US aid for
Ukraine. Mr Zelenskyy
later relented and agreed
to a US plan for an uncon-
ditional 30-day ceasefire
with Russia, plus a deal
giving Washington pref-
erential access to
Ukraine’s minerals. 

— AFP
■ More oon PPage 66

FTA talks with US,
UK, EU crucial for
India: Jaishankar
‘Security key in biz decisions’

‘Mastermind’ held
after outbreak in
Nagpur, curfew on
8 VHP, Bajrang Dal men surrender
AGE CCORRESPONDENT
MUMBAI, MARCH 19

The Nagpur police have
arrested Minorities
Democratic Party (MDP)
president Fahim Khan for
allegedly instigating
Monday’s Nagpur vio-
lence. A new FIR was reg-
istered on Wednesday
regarding the alleged
molestation of a woman
officer during the violence.
While the police said that
the situation in the city is
under control, curfew
orders continued in sensi-
tive parts. Chief minister
Devendra Fadnavis said
that the police will dig out
all the culprits of the vio-
lence even “from graves” .

Mr Khan, who unsuccess-
fully contested the Lok
Sabha election last year
against Union minister
Nitin Gadkari, was arrest-
ed on Tuesday night.
According to the police, he
made videos urging
Muslims to gather near a
police station and then
near a mosque in the
Mahal area of Nagpur,
where the clashes erupted.

Videos of the violence
show rioters shouting slo-
gans in support of
Aurangzeb and hailing
him as "Alamgir Hazrat".
Khan provoked people,
incited violence and
played a role in spreading
rumours that a holy book

was desecrated during the
earlier protests held by
VHP and Bajarang Dal, the
police said.

The police produced
Khan before a magistrate
court, which remanded
him along with 18 other
accused to police custody
till March 21. Curfew con-
tinued to be imposed for
the second consecutive day
in the jurisdiction of 10
police stations across
Nagpur.

Meanwhile, 8 members of
VHP and Bajrang Dal sur-
rendered to Kotwali police
on Wednesday.

■ More oon PPage 33

PM to attend
Bimstec Thai
meet Apr 3-4
May meet Yunus on sidelines
AGE CCORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi will attend the sum-
mit meeting of regional
grouping Bay of Bengal
Initiative for Multi-sec-
toral Technical and
Economic Cooperation
(Bimstec) early next
month in the Thai capital
Bangkok on April 3-4.
Bimstec comprises seven
countries of South and
Southrast Asia -- India,
Bangladesh, Bhutan,
Myanmar, Nepal, Sri
Lanka and Thailand.

The Bimstec summit
was originally scheduled
to be held in Bangkok last
year but was postponed
due to political instabili-
ty in Thailand, which is
the current chair of the
grouping. Bimstec has
been the major regional
grouping that India has
prioritised ever since
South Asian grouping
Saarc lapsed into a deep
freeze nearly a decade
ago due to Pakistan-spon-
sored terrorism.
Islamabad is a member of
Saarc but not of Bimstec.

It also remains to be
seen whether a bilateral
meeting will take place
on the sidelines of the

summit between Mr Modi
and the head of
Bangladesh’s interim
government, Muhammad
Yunus. There has been a
marked deterioration in
ties between the two
neighbours ever since
Sheikh Hasina was oust-
ed as Prime Minister of
that nation in August last
year.

The participation at the
summit by the ruling mil-
itary junta in Myanmar
will also be keenly
watched, given that the
■ Turn tto PPage 44

SRIDHAR
KUMARASWAMI
NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

External affairs minister
S. Jaishankar on
Wednesday said India is
involved in three big and
important trade negotia-
tions -- with the European
Union, the United
Kingdom and the United
States. Speaking during a
panel discussion at the
Raisina Dialogue confer-
ence here, the EAM said:
“These are growth mar-
kets, these are our tech-
nology partners. This is
where people go for edu-
cation and tourism.
These are our connectivi-
ty and strategic partners.
It’s no longer just effi-
ciency and cost.” He indi-
cated that these FTAs are
important as these are
countries and regions
that India can trust.

In an oblique reference
to China without naming
it, Mr Jaishankar pointed
out that it was important
for India to see where its
data was going and who
is developing Artificial

Intelligence (AI) based on
that data. “All countries
are not the same… At the
end of the day, it does
matter where our data
goes and who is process-
ing it, who is developing
the AI based on our data.
We can’t be agnostic in
the digital era. That is
why some of these FTAs
matter so much,” Mr
Jaishankar said.

The EAM further said
that in the past decade,
the world has seen “much
greater weaponisation of
■ Turn tto PPage 44

Fresh Manipur clashes leave 1 dead
Tension simmers in Churachandpur, Kuki-Zo MLAs appeal for peace

BJP warms to Tharoor, Cong silent
■ Kerala MP said ‘egg on my face’ for saying Ukraine policy wrong
AGE CCORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

The BJP appears to be
warming up to Congress
Thiruvananthapuram MP
Shashi Tharoor. The lat-
est case in point — while
the Congress maintained
a stoic silence after Mr
Tharoor on Tuesday con-
ceded that he was left with
an “egg on his face” in
opposing India’s stance
when the Russia-Ukraine
war broke out, the BJP
was quick to call his
praise of the govern-
ment’s handling of the
war an endorsement. The

Congress leaders should
follow Mr Tharoor, said
the BJP.

The Congress
Thiruvananthapuram MP
had earlier criticised
India’s stance when
Russia attacked Ukraine
and called for condemna-

tion of the aggression. On
Tuesday he conceded that
he was left with an “egg
on his face” in opposing
India’s stance and said
due to the policy that was
adopted, the country is
now in a position where it
can make a difference for
lasting peace.

Praising Prime Minister

Narendra Modi for his
diplomatic strategies for
the second time within a
month, Mr Tharoor,
speaking at the Raisina
Dialogue, admitted he was
wrong in opposing India’s
stand on the Ukraine war.

“I am still wiping the egg
off my face because I am
one person in the parlia-
mentary debate who actu-
ally criticised the Indian
position in February
2022... the policy has
meant that India actually
has a Prime Minister who
can hug both the
President of Ukraine and
■ Turn tto PPage 44

MANOJ AANAND
GUWAHATI, MARCH 19

Tension prevailed in
Kuki-Zo dominated
Churachandpur on
Wednesday following the
killing of a 53-year-old
man late Tuesday night
after a clash between two
ethnic groups.

The police said tension
escalated again in the
area on Tuesday at about

7 pm after Lalropui
Pakhumate, belonging to
the Hmar community,
sustained a bullet injury
during violence that
broke out after the Hmar
community opposed a
Zomi group hoisting its
community flag near
Sielmat bridge.

Saying that a mob van-
dalised property, security
forces used teargas and
fired live rounds in the air

to control the situation,
security sources said that
militants took advantage
of the darkness and
opened fire.

It is significant that ten-

sion was escalating in the
area since Monday after a
leader of the Hmar com-
munity was allegedly
assaulted by miscreants,
prompting the authorities
to impose prohibitory
orders in the district.

On Wednesday, the
Zomi Students’
Federation called for the
suspension of all activi-
ties, including closing
■ Turn tto PPage 44

Won’t tolerate: Ulfa issues threat
against Bihar Diwas in Assam;
Sarma defends the celebration

NATION| 4 SPORT| 8
HC speeds up Chahal,
Dhanashree Verma’s
divorce plea due to IPL

DELHI AGE| 12
14-yr-old human calculator Aaryan
Shukla breaks 6 world records in a
day, leaves Anand Mahindra dazed
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The Enforcement
Department (ED) on
Wednesday grilled RJD
president Lalu Prasad
for nearly four hours in
connection with the
land-for-jobs case, offi-
cials said.

The ailing septuage-
narian reached the ED’s
Bank Road office in
Patna at 10.30 am and
left the premises around
2.30 pm, they added.

Prasad’s eldest daugh-
ter Misa Bharti, who is
also the RJD MP from
Pataliputra, accompa-
nied her father.

The street leading to
the ED office kept rever-
berating with slogans in
praise of Prasad, raised
by RJD workers who
had gathered in large
numbers.

Prasad, known for his
gift of the gab, however,
did not take any ques-
tions from the posse of
journalists, choosing to
wave at them quietly
from inside his car. 

■ More oon PPage 44

ED grills Lalu
for 4 hours in
land-for-jobs
case probe

NNeeww  DDeellhhii,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
The RSS on Wednesday
condemned the recent
violence in Nagpur, say-
ing any form of violence
is detrimental to the soci-
ety’s well-being and
described the 17th-centu-
ry Mughal emperor
Aurangzeb as “irrele-
vant”. The remarks were
made by RSS chief
spokesperson Sunil
Ambekar during a press
meet on the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh’s
upcoming three-day
national meet.

■ More oon PPage 33

WW aa ss hh ii nn gg tt oo nn ,,   
MMaarrcchh  1199::  The US
Federal Reserve
paused interest rate
cuts again on
Wednesday and noted
an increase in eco-
nomic uncertainty, as
it navigates an econo-
my unnerved by
President Donald
Trump's stop-start tar-
iff rollout. Policym-
akers voted to hold the
US central bank's key
lending rate at
between 4.25 percent
and 4.50 percent, the
Fed announced in a
statement. — AFP Palestinians carrying their belongings travel from Beit Hanoun to Jabaliya a day after

Israel’s renewed offensive in the Gaza Strip on Wednesday. ■ Report oon PPage 66 — AP

US Fed holds key
rates again, amid
global tariff fears

◗ ◗ IITT IISS significant that
tension was escalating in
the area since Monday
after a leader of the Hmar
community was allegedly
assaulted by miscreants

◗ ◗ TTHHEE CCOONNGGRREESSSS
Thiruvananthapuram MP
had earlier criticised
India’s stance when
Russia attacked Ukraine
and called for condem-
nation of the aggression

◗ ◗ TTHHEE EEAAMM pointed out
the ‘world takes business
decisions factoring
national security, espe-
cially in the digital era’

AGE CCORRESPONDENT
with aagency iinputs
NEW DELHI/CAPE
CANAVERAL (FLORIDA),
MARCH 19

Stuck in space no more,
NASA astronauts Sunita
Williams and Butch
Wilmore returned to
Earth on Wednesday
morning (IST), hitching
a different ride home to
close out a saga that
began with a bungled
test flight more than
nine months ago.
President Droupadi
Murmu and Prime
Minister Narendra Modi
sent congratulatory mes-

sages as celebrations,
prayers and good wishes
poured in Wednesday
upon Ms Williams’
return to earth.

Ms Williams’ and Mr
Wilmore’s SpaceX cap-
sule parachuted into the
Gulf of Mexico, just
hours after departing the
International Space

Station. Splashdown
occurred off the coast of
Tallahassee in the
Florida Panhandle,
bringing their
unplanned odyssey of 286
days in space to an end.
Within an hour, the
astronauts were out of
their capsule, waving
and smiling at the cam-
eras while being hustled
away in reclining
stretchers for routine
medical checks. This
was Ms Williams’ third
space flight and she has
clocked a cumulative 608
days in space.

A former US Navy
■ Turn tto PPage 44

Finally, Sunita back home
after 9+ months in space
PM, President, others hail safe return of ‘India’s daughter’

◗ ◗ PPRROOUUDD OOFF her multi-
cultural roots, Sunita
Williams had carried
symbols of her heritage
to space, including
samosas, a Slovenian
flag and a Ganesha idol
during previous missions

◗ ◗ BBIIMMSSTTEECC HHAASS been
the major regional
grouping that India has
prioritised ever since
South Asian grouping
Saarc lapsed into a deep
freeze nearly a decade
ago due to Pakistan-
sponsored terrorism

RSS: Aurangzeb
is ‘not relevant’

S. Jaishankar

Narendra Modi

Donald Trump

Shashi Tharoor

Nasa’s Sunita Williams being helped after exiting the SpaceX capsule after she,
astronaut Nick Hague, Butch Wilmore and Roscosmos cosmonaut Aleksandr
Gorbunov landed in the water off the coast of Tallahassee in Florida on Wednesday.

— PTI
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In more trouble for the
beleaguered AAP leader
Satyendar Jain, the Delhi
government’s anti-corrup-
tion branch (ACB) has reg-
istered a case against him
over alleged corruption in
a `571-crore CCTV project.

The FIR was registered
on Tuesday after obtain-
ing prior sanction under
Section 17A of the
Prevention of Corruption
Act from the competent
authority against Jain, a
former PWD minister.

Joint commissioner of
police (ACB) Madhur
Verma, said, “Jain is
accused of arbitrarily waiv-
ing liquidated damages
worth `16 crore imposed on
Bharat Electronics Limited
(BEL) for delays in
installing CCTV cameras
across Delhi. The waiver
was allegedly granted after
receiving a `7-crore bribe.”

Multiple complaints
have suggested that the
project was executed in a
shoddy manner, with sev-

eral cameras found to be
non-functional at the time
of handover, he said.

According to the state-
ment, the case is based on
a news report, which
claimed that a bribe of `7
crore was arranged for
Jain, who was the nodal
officer for the CCTV proj-
ect, in exchange for waiv-
ing penalties imposed on
BEL and its contractors.

The penalties were ini-
tially levied in August
2019 by the previous AAP
government due to signifi-
cant delays in the installa-
tion of 1.4 lakh CCTV
cameras across Delhi’s 70
Assembly constituencies.

During verification, a
BEL officer provided a

detailed complaint sup-
porting the allegations.

The complaint further
alleged that in addition to
waiving the penalties,
additional orders for 1.4
lakh more CCTV cameras
were awarded to BEL, the
joint CP said.

The bribe was allegedly
routed through contrac-
tors who received the
additional camera instal-
lation orders.

Payments were reported-
ly made by inflating vendor
order values, said Mr
Verma, who is heading the
ACB. The ACB is in the
process of scrutinising rel-
evant documents from the
public works department
(PWD) and BEL.

Jain accused of taking `7cr
bribe in CCTV case, booked AGE CCORRESPONDENT

NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

Delhi chief minister
Rekha Gupta asserted on
Wednesday that the new
government in the nation-
al capital will leave no
stone unturned to ensure
the desilting of all the
drains and prevent water-
logging issues during the
rainy season.

Accompanied by lieu-
tenant-governor V.K.
Saxena, PWD minister
Parvesh Verma, and sen-
ior officers of various
departments, the chief
minister inspected the
desilting work at the
Sunehri Pul drain.

Complaining that no
desilting was undertaken
in the tenure of the previ-
ous Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP) regime in Delhi, Ms
Gupta said the new
Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) government has to
start from “zero” and
complete the work.

She also said the condi-
tion of the water pipelines
and leakage is such that
almost half of the city is
getting water through
tankers.

“There is no water and
taps and these need to be
created,” she said.

The “double-engine”
government of the BJP,
under the leadership of
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, is committed to get-
ting all these things done
and has already started
working on it, Ms Gupta
said in reference to the
party being in power both
at the Centre and in Delhi.

Two days after the L-G,
chief minister, and public
works department (PWD)
minister inspected the
Sunehri Pul drain in
south Delhi, they again

went to the spot to super-
vise the desilting work on
Wednesday.

“Nothing was thought
about the desilting of this
drain by those who con-
structed it by covering it
with at least 15-inch thick
concrete slabs. The nearby
colonies get waterlogged,”
Ms Gupta told reporters.

She said the slabs have
to be cut to expose the
clogged drain for desilt-
ing.

“The accumulated silt
has solidified like rock
and is being removed with
the help of machines,”
she said.

CM slams AAP, says ‘starting
from zero’ on drain cleanup 

AGE CCORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

The Supreme Court on
Wednesday said states
showed a high per capita
growth in the develop-
ment index but claimed 75
per cent of their popula-
tion was below the pover-
ty line when it came to
subsidies and wondered if
the benefits meant for the
poor percolated to unde-
serving persons.

Underlining that the
benefit of subsidies
should reach the genuine
beneficiaries, a bench of
Justices Surya Kant and
N. Kotiswar Singh said,
“Our concern is… are
benefits meant for the
genuinely poor persons
percolating to those pock-
ets who do not deserve it?”

Justice Surya Kant said,

“Ration card has become a
popularity card now.
These states just say we
have issued these many
cards. There are some
states who when they have
to show their development
say our per capita income
is growing. And then
when we talk of BPL, they
say 75 per cent of the pop-
ulation is BPL. How can
these facts be reconciled?
The conflict is inherent.
We have to ensure that
benefits reach the genuine
beneficiaries.”

The observations by the
top court came while
hearing a plea in a suo
motu case initiated dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandem-
ic to address the miseries
of migrant labourers.

Advocate Prashant
Bhushan, appearing for
some intervenors, said

the anomaly stemmed
from the inequalities in
the income of people.

“There are a handful of
people who have huge
wealth as compared to
other populations and the
per capita income figure
is the average of total
income of the state. The
rich continue to be get-
ting richer while the poor
remain poor,” he said.

The poor migrant work-
ers, who are registered in
the e-shram portal of the
government, need to be

given free ration and the
figure was around 8 crore
people, Mr Bhushan said.

Justice Surya Kant said,
“We hope that in the is-
suance of ration cards,
there are no political ele-
ments involved. I have not
lost my roots. I always
want to know the plight of
the poor. There are fami-
lies who continue to be
poor.”

Mr Bhushan said the
Centre did not conduct
the 2021 Census and was
continuing to rely on data
from the 2011 Census and
as a result around 10
crore people, requiring
free ration, remained out
of the BPL categories.

The bench adjourned the
matter and asked the
Centre to file its response
on the status of free ration
distributed to the poor.

■ ‘But claims 75% of people were BPL when it came to subsidies’ 

SC: States show high per capita for growth

NNeeww  DDeellhhii,,  MMaarrcchh  1188::  A
10-year-old boy died after
being hit by a tempo in
outernorth Delhi’s
Shahbad Dairy area, the
police said on Wednesday.
The tempo driver, identi-
fied as Harish (25), has
been arrested, they said.

The incident took place
on Bawana Road around
7.50 pm on Tuesday. The
boy, identified as Angad,
was running and cross-
ing the road when the
speeding tempo mowed
him down, an official
said.

The police said that the
boy’s father, a resident of
Shahbad Daulatpur,
works as a labourer.

“A PCR call regarding
the accident was received
at 8.04 pm, following

which a police team
rushed to the spot. By the
time police arrived, the
injured child had been
taken to BR Health
Hospital in Rohini, where
doctors declared him
dead,” a senior police offi-
cial said.

An FIR has been regis-
tered and further investi-
gation is underway, the
police said, adding that
the body has been shifted
to BSA Hospital mortu-
ary for postmortem. 

— PTI 

Child mowed down by
tempo, driver arrested

■ ‘Many cameras found to be non-functional at time of handover’

NNeeww  DDeellhhii,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::  An
IndiGo passenger
deployed an emergency
slide of a Leh-bound air-
craft before takeoff at
the Delhi airport on
Wednesday. In a state-
ment, IndiGo said a slide
was deployed inadver-
tently on flight 6E 5161
from Delhi to Leh before
takeoff.

“Following Standard
Operating Procedures,
the crew reported the
incident and the cus-
tomer was offloaded and
handed over to con-
cerned authorities,” the
airline said and regret-
ted the inconvenience
caused to other passen-
gers.

Specific details about
the incident could not be
immediately ascer-
tained.

As per information
available on flight track-
ing website fligh-
tradar24.com, it was an
A320 aircraft.

Generally, an inflatable
slide is deployed for
evacuation of passen-
gers during an emer-
gency. 

Flier deploys
emergency
slide of IndiGo
plane at airport

Delhi lieutenant-governor V.K Saxena and chief minister
Rekha Gupta inspect Sunehri Pul drain in New Delhi. — PTI

◗ ◗ AACCCCOORRDDIINNGG TTOO the
statement, the case is
based on a news report,
which claimed that a
bribe of `7 crore was
arranged for Jain, who
was the nodal officer for
the CCTV project, in
exchange for waiving
penalties

AGE CCORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

Chaos erupted in the
Municipal Corporation of
Delhi (MCD) House on
Wednesday as the coun-
cilors from the AAP and
the BJP engaged in heated
exchanges, drawing the
mayor’s rebuke.

The AAP and the BJP
councillors stood on
tables and chairs and
raised slogans against
each other. The AAP mem-
bers chanted
“Gundagardi Nahi
Chalega,” while the BJP
councillors responded
with “Arvind Kejriwal
Sharm Karo, Mayor
Sharm Karo.” Meanwhile,
the Congress councillors
displayed a banner that
read, “Samvidhan
Humari Pehchan Hai,
Samvidhan Ki Hatya
Band Karo.”

The councillors were
caught on video pushing
each other, tearing papers,
and throwing their bits at
one another.

MCD mayor Mahesh
Khichi claimed that the
BJP councillors snatched
mic from him. He said
that despite it being the
last day of the Budget ses-
sion, the Opposition
refused to cooperate and
disrupted proceedings.

During a press confer-
ence, he alleged, “The
Opposition councilors
stood on the table and tore
up the list of key points

that were to be discussed
in the House.” He claimed
that for the past two years,
the Opposition had con-
tinuously been disrupting
House proceedings, pre-
venting discussions from
taking place.

“They did the same this
time as well… This kind of
behaviour towards a Dalit
mayor is inappropriate and
goes against the Constit-
ution,” the mayor said.

Mayor claims BJP councillors snatched mic from him

AGE CCORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

The Delhi high court on
Wednesday stayed the
order of the Boxing
Federation of India man-
dating only elected mem-
bers of its affiliated state
units be authorised to
represent their respec-
tive states in the upcom-
ing elections in the
sports body.

Justice Mini
Pushkarna while deal-
ing with a petition by the
Delhi Amateur Boxing
Association ordered,
“The operation of March
7 circular by the BFI is
stayed till the next date
of hearing.”

BJP MP Anurag

Thakur was recently
declared “ineligible”
for the federation’s poll
process owing to his
nomination being in
violation of the March 7
circular.  His name, as a
result, was not included
in the final list
approved by the return-

ing officer.
The final list of elec-

toral college approved
by the returning officer
also omitted the two
names sent by the Delhi
Amateur Boxing
Association — Rohit
Jainendra Jain and
Neeraj Kant Bhatt.

The court clarified the
process of election
should continue along
with the declaration of
results but the same
would be subject to the
outcome of the petition.

The court issued
notice on the petition
and granted time to
Centre and Boxing
Federation of India to
file their responses in
four weeks.

NNeeww  DDeellhhii,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
The Delhi government
plans to conduct artifi-
cial rain trials, a move
hinging on the success
of the upcoming water
sample tests, alongside a
series of large-scale
anti-pollution projects
designed to target multi-
ple pollution hotspots
across Delhi-NCR to
ensure a widespread,
lasting impact.
Environment minister
Manjinder Singh Sirsa
said the government is
actively working on
reducing pollution, with
visible improvements
already seen and efforts
accelerating to ensure
better air quality than
in previous years.

Mr Sirsa said that the
government is consider-
ing a plan for artificial
rain, and a study is
underway. “We have
asked for detailed
reports to determine
whether the chemicals
used in artificial rain
could have any harmful
effects on the human
body or skin.

“Based on the report,
we will conduct a small-

scale test in an outer
Delhi area, and water
samples will be
analysed to ensure there
are no adverse effects. If
the tests are successful
and the samples show
no side-effects, we will
move forward with the
plan.”

Talking about the smog
tower project, Mr Sirsa
acknowledged it as a
“failure” and said that
the BJP government will
soon announce a new
plan that will operate on
a multi-area scale to
make a noticeable differ-
ence across Delhi-NCR.

He said the focus will
be on targeting pollu-
tion sources directly
and working to elimi-
nate or reduce them.

The national capital’s
air quality worsens sig-
nificantly during peak
winter, with the air
quality index (AQI)
often crossing 450 -
among the worst in the
country.

The BJP government,
which took charge of
Delhi after 26 years, has
vowed to tackle pollu-
tion.  — PTI

AGE CCORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

A political tussle has
erupted after the anti-bor-
ruption branch (ACB) of
the Delhi government reg-
istered an FIR against the
former PWD minister and
senior AAP leader
Satyendar Jain over
alleged corruption in a
`571 crore CCTV project.
While senior AAP leader
Atishi called it a case of
“political witch-hunt”,
Delhi BJP president Vir-
endra Sachdeva accused
Jain of accepting a bribe
of `7 crore. The Delhi Co-
ngress however claimed
that the FIR validates its
charge of huge corrup-
tion in the CCTV camera
installation project.

In a post on X, former
Delhi chief minister
Atishi said, “When inves-
tigating agencies leave
their work and start polit-
ical witch-hunting on the
orders of the boss...”

She also shared a docu-
ment highlighting a reply
by the BJP-led Centre in
Parliament, which claimed
that out of the 193 cases
filed by the Enforcement
Directorate (ED) against
political leaders in the past
10 years, only two resulted
in convictions.

In a video post on X, Mr
Sachdeva alleged that the
previous government led
by Arvind Kejriwal cov-
ered up the corruption
case for years.

“In 2017-18, the Kejriwal
government awarded a
contract of `571 crore to
Bharat Electronics
Limited for installing
CCTV cameras in Delhi.
Due to delays, a penalty of
`16 crore was imposed in
2019 but Satyendar Jain
waived it after taking `7
crore bribe. The ACB com-
pleted its investigation in
2023 but the FIR was
delayed due to AAP’s
cover-up act,” Mr
Sachdeva claimed.

Delhi Congress presi-
dent Devender Yadav said
that the party has been
insisting that huge cor-
ruption had been commit-
ted by Mr Jain. 

Atishi claims
‘witch-hunt’
as BJP talks
of `7cr bribe

HC stays BFI move to exclude
non-elected members in polls

NNeeww  DDeellhhii:: Delhi Assembly
Speaker Vijender Gupta on

Wednesday introduced a
‘Best MLA of the Year’ award
to recognise their legislative

excellence. Addressing the
valedictory session of a two-

day orientation programme
for the newly elected MLAs

of the Delhi Assembly, Mr
Gupta said the criteria for

the award will include excel-
lence in parliamentary

debate, attendance record,
and decorum in the House.
“This award will serve as a

motivation for legislators to
uphold the highest stan-

dards of parliamentary con-
duct and actively contribute

to meaningful legislative dis-
course,” he said.

Delhi to give ‘Best
MLA of year’ award

10 foreigners sent
back for illegal stay

Man linked to rly
job scam arrested

CRPF WOMAN SI
SAVES MAN’S 

LIFE IN METRO

NNeeww  DDeellhhii:: The Delhi police
has deported 10 foreign

nationals for staying illegally
in the Dwarka area of the
national capital, officials

said on Wednesday. The for-
eign nationals who didn’t

have valid documents were
apprehended following a

tip-off, and sent to a deten-
tion centre in February,

deputy commissioner of
police (Dwarka), Ankit

Singh, said. The deportees
included eight Nigerian
nationals, and one each

from Ghana and Ivory Coast,
they said. They have been

identified as James Chibuike
(34), Kwatpan Luka Dalang

(25), Nnamdi Michael
Uduaka (32), Chijioke

Euzabus Onumajuru (48),
Destiny Michael (25), Chris
Nwachi (34), Precious (35)

and Ejike Obadi (32), all
from Nigeria, and Michel

Okou (36) from Ivory Coast
and Andrews Kwabena (36)

from Ghana. After their
detention, the roreigners

regional registration office
(FRRO) reviewed their cases

and issued the deportation
orders, the DCP said.

NNeeww  DDeellhhii:: A proclaimed
offender has been arrested
for his alleged involvement
in a large-scale railway job
scam, the Delhi police said

on Wednesday. The accused,
Ranjan Paswan, was arrested
from the Tilak Bridge railway

station. He has allegedly
duped several people of

over `1 crore on the pretext
of providing jobs in the

Indian Railways. “Paswan, a
resident of Mayur Vihar, had

been absconding since the
court declared him a pro-

claimed offender on January
14,” DCP (crime) Apoorva

Gupta said. He was wanted
in multiple cases of cheating

and FIRs were lodged
against him at several police

stations, she said.

NNeeww  DDeellhhii:: A female CRPF
sub-inspector has saved the
life of a passenger, who fell

unconscious in a packed
Delhi Metro coach, by

promptly performing  the
cardiopulmonary resuscita-

tion (CPR) procedure on
him, officials said on

Wednesday. The incident
took place between the Kirti

Nagar and Moti Nagar sta-
tions on the Blue line of the

Metro rail network on
Tuesday evening. SI Anjali,

27, saw a man in his 40s
standing behind her falling

unconscious on the floor of
the coach. The man proba-
bly suffered a cardiac issue
and fainted in the train that
was heavily crowded, CRPF

officials said. Losing no time,
the SI immediately adminis-

tered CPR on the man and
he soon came back to his

senses. The passenger was
evacuated at the Moti Nagar

Metro station for a proper
medical assistance, the offi-

cials added. Anjali, who
joined service in 2022, be-

longs to the 88th Mahila bat-
talion of the Central Reserve
Police Force and is posted at

Jantar Mantar in central
Delhi for security duties.
Talking to reporters, she

regretted that none of the
passengers came forward to

help the affected man.

IN BRIEF

RAMZAN TIMINGS

IFTAR: Today 6.34 pm
SEHRI: Tomorrow 5.06 am

BJP and AAP councilors protest during the Budget
Session at MCD House in New Delhi. — G.N. JHA

◗ ◗ TTHHEE BBOOYY,, identified as
Angad, was running and
crossing the road when
the speeding tempo
mowed him down, an
official said

Anurag Thakur

Ruckus erupts inside MCD
House on session last day

Delhi plans artificial
rain to curb pollution

Satyendar Jain

◗ ◗ TTHHEE OOBBSSEERRVVAATTIIOONNSS
by the top court came
while hearing a plea in a
suo motu case initiated
during the Covid-19
pandemic to address
the miseries of migrant
labourers
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SHORT TAKES

SShhiivvppuurrii,,  MMPP:: The authorities
on Wednesday recovered the
bodies of six persons, includ-

ing three children, who
drowned after a boat carry-

ing them capsized in
Matatila dam in Madhya

Pradesh's Shivpuri district,
while search was on to trace

a teenage girl, police said.
The incident occurred on

Tuesday evening when the
boat was carrying 15 persons

to a temple located on the
island in Matatila dam under
Khaniyadhana police station

limits, police officials said.
While eight persons were

rescued with the help of vil-
lagers, seven others went 
missing in the water, they

said. Pichhore's sub division-
al officer of police (SDOP)
Prashant Sharma said the

rescue operations were car-
ried out throughout the

night and the bodies of six
missing persons were recov-

ered till Wednesday after-
noon. Search for a minor girl

named Kumkum is still 
on, he said. — PTI

BBhhuubbaanneesswwaarr:: The Pradhan
Mantri Surya Ghar Yojana has
garnered significant interest

among Odisha residents, with
93,367 applications regis-
tered so far. The scheme,

launched in 2024, aims to
promote solar energy adop-
tion by providing subsidies
for installing rooftop solar

panels in residential house-
holds.   In a written reply to

the Odisha Legislative
Assembly on Wednesday,
deputy chief minister K.V.

Singh Deo stated that 2,740
beneficiaries in the state have

already benefited from the
scheme. To support its suc-
cessful implementation, the

Odisha government has allo-
cated ?100 crore in financial
assistance.   Among the dis-
tricts, Bhadrak has recorded
the highest number of regis-
trations with 17,167 applica-

tions, followed by Ganjam
with 14,189 households sign-

ing up for the scheme.

Odisha keen for PM
Surya Ghar Yojana

MP boat capsize:
Bodies of six seized

Maha mulls social media curbs on staff

AGE CCORRESPONDENT
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Chief of Defence Staff
Gen Anil Chauhan said
on Wednesday that there
is no substitute for "boots
on the ground" as tech-
nology can only be an
enabler which cannot
replace people. 

In an address at the
Raisina Dialogue, he
said that for a multicul-
tural, multi-religious
and multi-ethnic coun-
try like India, disinfor-
mation and internal
strife could be a major
challenge. Disinfo-rma-
tion is a battle of minds
or cognitive warfare and
it could be a major chal-
lenge, he argued.

CDS described impart-
ing appropriate training
to military personnel to
deal with hybrid warfare
along with conventional
war as a big challenge for
the country. 

The chief of defence
staff also identified cyber
space, disinformation,
and economic coe
rcion as essential ele-
ments of contemporary
warfare. 

I think the global secu-
rity environment is
marked by two chal-
lenges — one is uncer-
tainty and other is rapid
amount of change, he
said. "The biggest chal-
lenge that we face is to
train people for hybrid
kinds of wars as well as
conventional war," he
said.

CDS says no
substitute
for boots on
the ground

AGE CCORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

The CISF Coastal
Cyclothon 2025, a first-
of-its-kind initiative cov-
ering 6,553 km of India’s
coastline, is set to reach
Mumbai on March 20
that will  mark its half-
way distance of about
3300 kms (both coasts
combined).

This historic ride is
raising awareness
amongst the local popu-
lation about the impor-
tance of coastal security
and appealing to the
fisherman communities
to actively support the
law enforcement agen-
cies in keeping a vigil
over potential threats
like smuggling of drugs,
weapons and explosives
through the sea.

AGE CCORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

The Supreme Court on
Wednesday extended its
earlier order exempting
Union Agriculture
Minister Shivraj Singh
Chouhan from personal
appearance before a trial
court in connection with
a criminal defamation
case filed by Congress
MP Vivek Tankha.

Mr Tankha, also a
Senior Advocate, has
alleged that the Union
minister and BJP state
president V.D. Sharma
and former minis
ter Bhupendra Singh 
carried out a "coordi
nated, malicious, 
false and defamatory"
campaign against him
for political mileage,
accusing him of oppos
ing Other Backw
ard Classes reserva
tion in the 2021
Panchayat election in
Madhya Pradesh. 

CISF cyclothon
unites coastal
communities

More relief to
Shivraj in case
of defamation

AMRESH SSRIVASTAVA
with aagency iinputs
NEW DELHI/PATNA, 
MARCH 19

Rashtriya Janata Dal
president Lalu Prasad
Yadav on Wednesday
reached  the Enforcement
Directorate office at  Bank
Road  in Patna around
10.30 am and left the prem-
ises after being grilled for
nearly four hours in land-
for-jobs scam case .

Mr Prasad’s eldest
daughter Misa Bharti,
who is also the RJD MP
from Pataliputra, accom-
panied her father.

The ailing septuagenari-
an  leader  was summoned
by the Central financial
probe agency on Tuesday.

The street leading to the
ED office kept reverberat-
ing with slogans, in praise

of RJD supremo, raised
by party  workers who had
gathered in large num-
bers.

Known for his gift of the
gab, Mr Lalu Prasad did
not take any questions
from the posse of journal-
ists, choosing to wave at
them quietly from inside
his car. On Tuesday, Mr
Prasad’s wife Rabri Devi
and elder son Tej Pratap
Yadav, both named as co-
accused in the case, had
been quizzed by the
agency for close to four

hours.
Meanwhile, Lalu

Prasad’s younger son
Tejashwi Yadav, who is
also named as an accused,
told reporters elsewhere,
“The more we are
harassed, the stronger we
shall become. Of course,
the case is politically
motivated. Had I not been
in politics, I would not
have been dragged into
this.”

However, JD(U) MLC
and spokesperson Neeraj
Kumar alleged, “Lalu
Prasad is reaping what he
has sown. As the then CM
of Bihar, he was involved
in fodder scam.”

He has been convicted by
the court and stands dis-
qualified from contesting
elections. The charge of
political vendetta is
bogus. 

ED questions Lalu for nearly
4 hours in land-for-jobs scam

MANOJ AANAND
GUWAHATI, MARCH 19

Assam chief minister
Himanta Biswa Sarma on
Wednesday condemned
the move opposing the cel-
ebrations of Bihar diwas
in Upper Assam’s
Tinsukia district.
Defining it a narrow
approach, Mr Sarma told
reporters that there
should be no opposition to
the proposed celebrations
of Bihar Diwas in Assam.

Pointing out that Assam
Diwas is also observed in
different parts of the
country, including Bihar,
Mr Sarma said, “There
should be no opposition if
some people want to
observe Bihar diwas in
Assam. Hundreds of our
boys and girls are working
outside the state. Such a
narrow approach may
paint the state’s image in

a very poor light. We
should not send a message
that we are opposed to any
community. Such protests
may spoil the investment
scenario of the state too.” 

Mr Sarma was reacting
to the outlawed United
Liberation Front of Asom
(Independent) led by
Paresh Baruah’s warning
to the Bharatiya Janata
Party-ruled government
and Hindi speaking peo-
ple against organising
“Bihar Diwas” in upper
Assam’s Tinsukia town.

The decision to organise
the event dedicated to

Bihar on March 22 was
taken at a meeting of local
BJP leaders in Tinsukia a
few days ago.

It is significant that east-
ern Assam’s Tinsukia has
a large population of
Hindi speaking people,
mostly from Bihar and
Jharkhand. The town is
also known as the com-
mercial hub of much of
the eastern half of the
Northeast.

The outlawed Ulfa-I,
which warned of a seri-
ous consequences if their
diktat is defied, in a state-
ment said, “The move by
(BJP) legislators Suren
Phukan (Digboi con-
stituency) and Sanjoy
Kishan (Tinsukia) is an
attack on the culture, her-
itage, and pride of the
indigenous people. We
will not tolerate the cele-
bration of ‘Bihar diwas’
by outsiders.”

AGE CCORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

The Supreme Court on
Wednesday directed the
Rajasthan government to
appoint a nodal officer in
Alwar district to deal with
complaints of illegal min-
ing within a kilometre of
the Sariska Tiger Reserve.

A bench of Justices B.R.
Gavai and Augustine
George Masih passed the
order while hearing pleas
that claimed illegal min-
ing activities within a
kilometer of the tiger
reserve despite the apex
court's ban on such activi-
ty. The Rajasthan govern-
ment denied the allega-
tions and said inspections
were conducted by the
authorities even at night
on the highways to pre-
vent any such unautho-
rised activity.

Senior advocate K.
Parameshwar, assisting
the court as an amicus
curiae, said the state

appointing a nodal officer
would be a better 
way to deal with the griev-
ances. 

The apex court said,
“We, therefore, direct the
state of Rajasthan to
appoint a nodal officer in
the office of the district
mining officer, Alwar.”

The SC said the nodal
officer would take a deci-
sion within two weeks
upon the receipt of the
complaint.” 

“If such a grievance was
not entertained, the
aggrieved person could
approach the jurisdiction-
al high court, it said.

Political tensions escalate
over Bihar Diwas in Assam

AGE CCORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

The Supreme Court on
Wednesday asked the
National environmental
engineering research
institute to submit a
report on whether it was
necessary to lay paver
blocks on roads in
Matheran hill town of
Maharashtra to avoid soil
erosion.

Automobiles are not
allowed in the hill station
of Matheran which is
located about 83 kilome-
tres away from Mumbai.

A bench of Justices B.R.
Gavai and Augustine
George Masih passed the
order while hearing an
application over the lay-
ing of paver blocks on the
mud roads of Matheran.

The applicant's counsel
claimed the attempt was
to motorise the hill town
of Matheran.

While claiming the exer-
cise was necessary to stop
soil erosion, the state's
counsel said the decision
to lay clay paver blocks in
place of concrete paver
blocks was being mulled
over.

RABINDRA NNATH
CHOUDHURY
RAIPUR, MARCH 19

Chief minister Vishnu
Deo Sai on Wednesday
said that establishment of
security camps in remote
areas in Leftwing insur-
gency- hit Bastar in
Chhattisgarh has helped
over 100 villages in the
region get the government
schemes.

Mr Sai who held discus-
sion with Union home
minister Amit Shah on the
counterinsurgency meas-
ures being undertaken in
Bastar to free the region of
the Maoist influence, dur-
ing his recent two-day visit
to Delhi, said that 52
schemes of 70 have now
been implemented in these
interior villages due to
establishment of security

camps in the remote
Bastar. “People in these
villages are now able to get
cheap rations due to the 
opening up of the public
distribution system (PDS)
shops in the areas.” 

“Around 52 schemes of 70
government departments
have reached over 100 vil-
lages following the estab-
lishment of security
camps”, he said. He reiter-
ated his assertion to end
Naxalism in Bastar by
March 2026 and said that
his government is commit-
ted to achieve the target to
free Bastar of Maoist men-
ace.

Exhorting the Maoists to
give up arms and join the
mainstream, Mr Sai said
that the government is
ready to rehabilitate them
suitably with dignity in
the society.

Govt schemes reach
100 villages, says Sai

Top court directs Neeri to
submit report on Matheran

NNeeww  DDeellhhii,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::  The
Supreme Court on
Wednesday pulled up the
Uttarakhand government
for moving at a “snail’s
pace” against its senior
officers accused of illegal
constructions in Corbett
Tiger Reserve. 

While ordering for the
departmental proceedings
to be concluded within
three months, a bench of
Justices B.R. Gavai and
Augustine George Masih
deprecated the state's

practice of moving speed-
ily against junior level
officers but not against
the senior officers.

It noted an affidavit of
the state elaborated on the
departmental proceedings
initiated against the offi-
cers. Referring to a chart
placed before it, the court
said the departmental
proceedings were com-
pleted against 16 of the 17
officers who were in the
rank of ranger, deputy
ranger, etc.

SC raps U’khand over ‘snail's pace’
action on Jim Corbett construction

SONU SSHRIVASTAVA
MUMBAI, MARCH 19

The Maharashtra chief
minister Devendra
Fadnavis on Wednesday
announced new rules for
use of social media by the
state government employ-
ees. Mr Fadnavis said that
few government employ-
ees have been found post-
ing messages against the
government’s policy. He
was replying to a calling
attention motion, moved
by BJP MLC Pranay Fuke
in the upper House. The
CM said that they will
incorporate new rules
under Maharashtra Civil
Services (Conduct) Rules,
1979 within the next three
months.

Raising the issue of “mis-
use” of social media by the
government servants espe-
cially officials, Mr Fuke
said that the government
employees including offi-
cials and personnel have
been using facebook,
Instagram and snapchat to

make political comments.
They even openly crit
icise the government’s
policies.  

“The government
employees use government
assets, vehicles and offices
for making reels of them-
selves for their glorifica-

tions. It appears that they
are only running the gov-
ernment and all machiner-
ies in the system,” the
motion said.

The BJP legislator
alleged that the govern-
ment employees are defam-
ing the government by
making the reels on social
media and asked whether
the government will bring
an amendment to existing
law to stop the misuse of
social media by the govern-
ment employees.

Replying to the ques-
tions, Mr Fadnavis said
that  Maharashtra Civil
Services (Conduct) Rules
were framed in 1979, there-
fore, there were no express
provisions for social
media.

■ ‘Government staff making reels for their glorification’

Ulfa issues threat ■ CM warns against regional divides

Top court asks Rajasthan govt to appoint nodal officer

SC cracks down on
mining near Sariska

Himanta Biswa Sarma

Maharashtra CM Devendra Fadnavis arrives at Vidhan
Bhavan during the Budget session of the Assembly in
Mumbai on Wednesday. — PTI

■■CCoonnttiinnuueedd  ffrroomm  PPaaggee  11
down schools and colleges and
shutting shops and business
establishments, until the situa-
tion improved in the area.

The six Kuki-Zo legislators of
the district also issued a joint
statement appealing for main-
taining peace. “Let us remem-
ber that we have been going
through the most critical and
difficult times in our history;
and we have been fighting for
our rights shoulder to shoul-
der as one. Let us also under-
stand that our forefathers have
taught us the spirit of
resilience and that of forgive-
ness and peaceful resolution of
any kind of conflicts through
our customary laws. Let us all
invoke these values, the
Christian values of forgive-
ness to resolve the ongoing
misunderstanding among us
in the interest of our commu-
nity and for posterity,” the
statement said. 

1 killed in fresh
Manipur clashes

■■CCoonnttiinnuueedd  ffrroomm  PPaaggee  11
economic activity… financial flows,
energy supplies, technology” and that
“we have to negotiate our way through
that”.  He added: “You are fighting for
your comprehensive national power, of
which business is an important com-
ponent. There are different ways of
dealing with weaponisation -- to stay
on the right side of the weapon so that
you don’t get hit and others do.”

Mr Jaishankar pointed out the
“world takes business decisions factor-
ing national security, especially in the
digital era”. He mentioned “resilience,
reliability, trust and transparency” as
important factors and said nations
want to do business with those with
whom they are “secure”. He added:
“You would rather take risks with
those with whom your interests are
not contradictory.” Pointing out that
countries “need a macro-business
strategy”, the EAM said that there are
non-economic factors that increasing-
ly influence business decisions. On the
power wielded by some global private
companies, the EAM quipped: “The
market cap of many companies today
will probably entitle them to be part of
the G-20.”

Observers point out that free trade
pact talks with the United States
comes amid the decision of US
President Donald Trump to levy recip-
rocal tariffs on various nations,
including India, next month from
April 2. Both India and the US had
agreed last month that their bilateral
free trade pact talks should conclude
and culminate in an agreement by
autumn this year.

EAM: FTA talks
with US, UK, EU
crucial for India■■CCoonnttiinnuueedd  ffrroomm  PPaaggee  11

the President in Moscow two
weeks apart and be accepted
in both places," Mr Tharoor
stressed.

The BJP on Wednesday
projected Mr Tharoor's
praise of the government's
handling of the Russia-
Ukraine war as an endorse-
ment of India's deft diploma-
cy under Mr Modi's leader-
ship. Former Union minister
and Lok Sabha MP Ravi
Shankar Prasad described
Mr Tharoor's acknowledge-
ment that he has been proved
incorrect in his early criti-
cism of the government for
not speaking out against the
Russian invasion of Ukraine
as a case of "better late than
never".

Mr Prasad told the media
that the Modi government
takes decisions that are good
for India. "The way Mr
Tharoor has accepted it, if
other Congress leaders
would also acknowledge it,
then it will be good," he said.

BJP MP Sambit Patra said
that the Congress leaders,
including party president
Mallikarjun Kharge and Lok
Sabha Leader of the
Oppistion Rahul Gandhi,
should "appreciate" Mr
Tharoor's stand on India's
position on the Ukraine-
Russia conflict. "Mr Tharoor
understands diplomacy... the
Congress should also learn
from him," Mr Patra said.

The BJP Kerala state unit

chief K. Surendran also
came out appreciating Mr
Tharoor's remarks. BJP IT
cell chief Amit Malviya said
that "knives would be out in
the Congress" after Mr
Tharoor's remarks, as his
remarks were likely to leave
Mr Gandhi "red-faced".

"This will likely leave Mr
Gandhi red-faced, with the
Congress media department
scrambling to clarify that Mr
Tharoor's remarks reflect his
personal views - not the
party's official stance –
despite Mr Tharoor having
led the party's charge on the
issue in Parliament," Mr
Malviya tweeted.

During a podcast with a
news outlet earlier this
month, Mr Tharoor suggest-
ed a leadership vacuum in
the Kerala Congress and
hinted at having "other
options" — such as writing
books and global speaking
engagements if the party did
not utilise his strengths.
These remarks fuelled specu-
lation about his potential
exit from Congress or his
ambition to be projected as
the party’s chief ministerial
candidate for the 2026 Kerala
Assembly elections.

Kerala Congress leaders,
including KPCC president K.
Sudhakaran and senior fig-
ure Ramesh Chennithala,
reacted sharply. Mr
Sudhakaran cautioned
Tharoor against crossing
party lines.

BJP warms to Shashi
Tharoor, Cong silent ■■CCoonnttiinnuueedd  ffrroomm  PPaaggee  11

captain, Ms Williams, 59, was
born to a Gujarati father
Deepak Pandya hailing from
Jhulasan in Mehsana district
and Slovenian mother Ursuline
Bonnie Pandya on September
19, 1965 in Euclid, Ohio.

Proud of her multicultural
roots, Ms Williams had carried
symbols of her heritage to
space, including samosas, a
Slovenian flag and a Gane
sha idol during previous mis-
sions.

Calling Ms Williams "India's
daughter", the President said
and her fellow astronauts have
inspired everyone with their
perseverance, dedication and
never-say-die spirit.
"Congratulations to the entire
team behind the safe return of
NASA's Crew 9 mission on
Earth!… Their historic journey
is a tale of determination, team-
work and extraordinary
courage. I salute their unwaver-
ing resolve and wish them
excellent health!" Ms Murmu
said in a post on X.

The Prime Minister welcomed
Ms Williams and her fellow
Crew-9 members saying their
unwavering determination will
forever inspire millions. 

"Welcome back, Crew9! The
Earth missed you. Theirs has
been a test of grit, courage and
the boundless human spirit.
Sunita Williams and the
#Crew9 astronauts have once
again shown us what persever-
ance truly means. Their unwa-
vering determination in the
face of the vast unknown will
forever inspire millions," Mr
Modi posted on X.

Mr Modi added space explo-
ration is about pushing the lim-
its of human potential, daring
to dream and having the
courage to turn those dreams
into reality.

"Sunita Williams, a trailblaz-
er and an icon, has exemplified
this spirit throughout her
career. We are incredibly proud
of all those who worked tire-
lessly to ensure their safe
return. They have demonstrat-
ed what happens when preci-
sion meets passion and technol-
ogy meets tenacity," said the
PM.

Lok Sabha Speaker Om Birla,
Union ministers Amit Shah,
Rajnath Singh and Piyush
Goyal as well as Congress presi-
dent Mallikarjun Kharge and
the Trinamul Congress chief
and West Bengal chief minister
Mamata Banerjee, were among
those who congratulated Ms
Williams. Messages also came
in from several chief min
isters.

“Heartiest congratulations to
NASA and the incredible team
behind the safe return of the
Crew9 mission! Sunita
Williams, with her Indian roots
and global spirit, has inspired
the entire world with 
her remarkable achievem
ents and unwavering determi-
nation.” 

“During this mission, Sunita
Williams with her fellow astro-
nauts, has showcased the power
of perseverance, teamwork, and
courage. Their mission is not
just a milestone in space explo-
ration but a testament to what
humanity can achieve when we
dream big and work together.

We salute their extraordinary
journey and wish them good
health and continued success,”
wrote Mr Birla on X.

"Welcome back to Earth,
Sunita Williams!" Mr Kharge
said, adding that the safe con-
clusion of the extended mission
has brought a sense of relief
and relation to the 1.4 billion
citizens of India.

Kerala chief minister
Pinarayi Vijayan said the astro-
nauts' "extended mission,
shaped by technical challenges,
has left an inspiring legacy in
space exploration".

Describing Ms Williams as
"daughter of India", Ms
Banerjee hailed her return, say-
ing, “Welcome Sunita Williams
and other astronauts back to
Earth, finally and safely, after
so many days.” 

“Our daughter of India
returns to us, and we are deeply
deeply happy and elated. We are
profoundly happy for other
returnees also. Hail their
courage, hail their return, hail
human glory!" Ms Banerjee said
in a post on X.

On her third mission to the
ISS in June last year, along with
Ms Wilmore, which lasted 
for 286 days, Ms Willia
ms also created history by set-
ting a record for the most time
spent spacewalking by a
woman.

Ms Williams now has 62 hours
and nine minutes of extra-
vehicular activity, surpassing
former astronaut Peggy
Whitson's record of 60 hours
and 21 minutes, a feat Ms
Williams achieved on Jan
uary 30.

■■CCoonnttiinnuueedd  ffrroomm  PPaaggee  11
security situation there has
severely deteriorated since
last year. Both India and
Thailand are neighbours of
Myanmar.

The PM is also expected to
visit Sri Lanka early next
month, either before or imme-
diately after the Bimstec sum-
mit. Sri Lankan foreign minis-
ter Vijitha Herath was quoted
as saying by news agency
reports last Saturday that Mr
Modi will be visiting the
island nation.

“We have maintained a close
relationship with our neigh-
bour India. Our first diplo-
matic visit was to India,
where we reached several
agreements on bilateral coop-
eration. Indian PM Narendra
Modi will arrive here early
April,” the Sri Lankan foreign
minister said last week.

Left-leaning Sri Lankan
President Anura Kumara
Dissanayake had visited New
Delhi in December last year
and had held talks with Mr
Modi, after which the two
nations had announced
increased cooperation in the
fields of development assis-
tance, including debt restruc-
turing, trade, digital technolo-
gy, energy, defence and securi-
ty, connectivity and people to
people ties. 

Mr Modi had then
announced that a futuristic
vision had been adopted by
the two sides that included
investment-led growth and
connectivity. 

PM to attend
Bimstec meet

Lalu Prasad Yadav

Sunita returns after 9+ mnths in space
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SHORT TAKES

NNeeww  DDeellhhii:: The minister of
state for home affairs

Nityanand Rai on
Wednesday said in the Rajya
Sabha that there has been a
71 per cent reduction in ter-
ror incidents in the country

under the Modi government,
and terrorists will now either

go to jail or “jahannum”
(hell). Replying to the writ-

ten questions during
Question Hour, Mr Rai said

unlike in the past when ter-
rorists were glorified and
served “good food”, the
Modi government has a
“zero tolerance” policy

towards terrorism that has
helped bring down the cases

of terror to zero in the hin-
terland. He claimed that

after an amendment in the
National Investigation

Agency Act, the NIA is now
investigating cases on for-
eign land including attacks
on the Indian high commis-

sions in London and Ottawa.

BBhhooppaall:: A green belt sur-
rounding Narmada will be

developed for the conserva-
tion of the river. The deci-

sion was taken at the meet-
ing of the state Cabinet held
here on Tuesday night under

the chairmanship of chief
minister Mohan Yadav. “The
Cabinet has granted in-prin-

ciple approval for the new
scheme, christened as “Aviral
Nirmal Narmada” (clean and

undisrupted flow of
Narmada) under the Campa
(compensatory afforestation
fund management and plan-
ning authority) for the finan-

cial years 2025-26 to 2031-
32 with a total budget of

`124.46 crore”, a spokesman
of Madhya Pradesh govern-

ment said on Wednesday.
Under the scheme, in the

next seven years, dense
plantation will be carried out

in 5,600 hectares of forest
land across 12 forest divi-

sions and 95 forest compart-
ments, covering all available

forest areas within 10 km
from both the banks of

Narmada, he added.

MP to develop green
belt along Narmada

BBhhuubbaanneesswwaarr::  The family of
Naba Kishore Das, the late

senior Biju Janata Dal leader
and Odisha’s former health

minister who was shot dead
in January 2023, met chief

minister Mohan Charan Majhi
on Wednesday evening at

the state secretariat, urging
him to order a Central

Bureau of Investigation
probe into the incident. Das’

wife, Minati Das, daughter
Dipali Das and son Vishal

Das, held a 90-minute dis-
cussion with the CM, which
was also attended by state

director-general of police
Yogesh Bahadur Khurania

and Crime Branch DG
Vinaytosh Mishra. “We sub-
mitted a letter to CM Majhi,
requesting him to initiate a
CBI probe into our father’s
murder. The CM assured us

that the ongoing crime
branch investigation will be

conducted properly.

Kin seeks CBI probe
in ex-mantri murder

Terror cases down 
by 71%: Rai in RS
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A BJP MP Dilip Saikia on
Wednesday urged the gov-

ernment to establish a regu-
latory licensing authority to

curb news portals and digital
news channels from spread-
ing fake narratives
and launching per-

sonal attacks on
political leaders.

BJP MPs also
demanded roll

back of the
Karnataka govern-

ment bill that
grants four per

cent reservation to Muslims
in government contracts,

contending that the move
amounted to partitioning of

the country. Raising the
issue during the Zero Hour in

Lok Sabha, the MP from
Assam’s Darrang-Udalguri,

Mr Saikia, said, “There are a
number of portals and digi-

tal news channels some of
which are spreading fake

narratives. There are some
channels that launch person-
al attacks targeting political

leaders. There have been
incidents when some people

were even compelled to
commit suicides.” “I request

that a regulatory authority
be established for issuing

licence to portals and digital
news channels so that they

can be restricted (from
spreading fake narratives),”

Mr Saikia said.

GOVT MUST SET
UP BODY TO CURB

FAKE NEWS: MP
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A heated exchange erupt-
ed in the Rajya Sabha on
Wednesday between the
treasury benches and
Trinamul Congress
(TMC) MPs during a dis-
cussion on the working of
the home ministry. The
clash began when TMC
MP Saket Gokhale made
critical remarks about
investigative agencies
and took a swipe at Union
home minister Amit
Shah, accusing him of
being afraid.

Mr Gokhale also raised
concerns over 6,500 pend-
ing cases with the CBI,
suggesting inefficiency in
handling investigations.
In response, Mr Shah
reminded the TMC MP
that the House was dis-
cussing working of the
home ministry and the
Central agencies, includ-
ing the CBI, do not come
under the ministry. He
also said that if the TMC
MP wants he too can
widen the scope of his
reply.

Reacting strongly, Mr
Shah reminded TMC MP

that he had
won seven
elections,
apparently
re f e r r i n g
to Mr
Gokhale’s
n o m i n a -
tion to the
U p p e r
House by

the TMC. “I am not here
at anybody’s mercy. I have
won seven elections. I am
not here because of
opposing an
ideology...there is no
question of being afraid...
whatever he is referring
to he is giving wrong
information in the House
and I am obligated to clar-
ify it,” said the Union
minister.

Mr Shah said that Mr
Gokhale was giving
wrong information as the
cases were not corrup-
tion-related, but were
linked to the post-election
violence that took place
in West Bengal. 

He alleged that BJP sup-
porters were targeted and
the Trinamul govern-
ment refused to take
action against the perpe-
trators.

TMC’s Gokhale, Shah
clash over CBI, MHA
Not here at anyone’s mercy, says HM

Local neta mastermind of
Nagpur violence, arrested
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Rajya Sabha Chairman
Jagdeep Dhankhar on
Wednesday opined that
there should be a struc-
tured discussion on free-
bies and subsidies in the
House, as there is an
urgent need for a nation-
al policy to help put all
government invest-
ments to the larger good.

Responding to the
demand made by
Samajwadi Party’s Ram
Gopal Yadav for increas-
ing the funds, which
Members of Parliament
have at their disposal for
developmental projects
and schemes in their
respective constituen-
cies to `20 crore a year
from the current `five
crore during the Zero
Hour, Mr Dhankhar said
he would be open to a
structured discussion on
the issue if the govern-
ment and the Opposition
agree.

Electoral freebies, such
as free electricity and
water, subsidised cook-
ing gas, and cash hand-
outs to certain groups
like farmers and women,
have often been criti-
cised as something that
may lead to unsustain-
able financial burdens
on the government, dis-
tort public resources,
and undermine long-
term development goals.

“On placatory mecha-
nisms, on appeasement,
which is often known as
freebies, this House
needs to deliberate. I
will be open to a struc-
tured discussion after
consulting the Leader of
the House and the
Leader of the
Opposition,” he said.

The country can grow
only if money is avail-
able for capital expendi-
ture, he said.

“There is an urgent
need for a national poli-
cy so that all invest-
ments of the govern-
ment in any form are
used in a structured
manner for the larger
good.” the vice-president
said. 

If the leaders of both
sides agree, there can be
a discussion, Mr Dhan-
khar said, adding this is
a very serious issue.

V-P calls for
structured
discussion
on freebies
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The Supreme Court on
Wednesday fixed April
16 for hearing a clutch of
pleas challenging the
appointment of the
Chief Election Commi-
ssioner and election
commissioners under
the 2023 law, which
excludes Chief Justice
of India as a member of
the selection panel.

A bench of Justices
Surya Kant and N.
Kotiswar Singh fixed the
date for hearing the pleas
after advocate Prashant
Bhushan said the matter
is listed at number 38 and
is not likely to reach for
hearing during the
course of the day. Mr
Bhushan requested the
SC for an urgent hearing
of the matter, saying the
issue goes to the root of
democracy and is cov-
ered by the 2023
Constitution Bench ver-
dict.

Justice Kant said the
court understands all
these arguments but a
lot of urgent matters are
listed every day. “We will
fix it on April 16, so that
the matter is finally
heard,” the bench said.

SC to hear CEC,
EC appointment
pleas on Apr 16

■ Farmer leaders Pandher, Dallewal detained
■ Meet with Centre inconclusive, next May 4

BHASKAR HHARI SSHARMA 
NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

Several farmer leaders
including Sarwan Singh
Pandher and Jagjit Singh
Dallewal were detained in
Punjab’s Mohali on
Wednesday while return-
ing from a meeting with a
Central delegation, as
Punjab police began evict-
ing protesting farmers
from Punjab and Haryana
border’s Shambhu and
Khanauri points, which
have been closed since
February 2024.

The farmers delegation
were detained by the
Punjab police when they
were on their way to join
the ongoing farmers’
protest at the Shambhu
and Khanauri borders
after meeting the Central
delegation led by Union
agriculture minister
Shivraj Singh Chouhan. 

The meeting with the
farmers had remained
inconclusive. However, Mr
Chouhan said it took place
in a “very positive environ-
ment” and the next meet-
ing between the govern-
ment and the farmers has
been scheduled for May 4.

Later in the day the
Punjab police started
removing farmers from
the Punjab-Haryana
Shambhu and Khanauri
borders and dismantled
the temporary structures
they erected and detained
number of farmers from
the area.

Punjab minister Harpal
Singh Cheema said that
the action was taken as
they want to open
Shambhu and Khanauri
borders. “We want to open
Shambhu and Khanauri
borders. The demands of
the farmers are against
the Central government
and they should stage a
protest in Delhi or some-
where else, but should not

block the roads of
Punjab,” Mr Cheema said.

“The people of Punjab
were facing significant
inconvenience and suffer-
ing. We have been telling
them that enough is
enough, and it’s time to
end this protest as it has
become unlawful. The
operation is ongoing, and
several structures they
had built are being demol-
ished. Around 40-50 people
have been detained, and
many of them are request-
ing to return home. We
will arrange transporta-
tion and send them back,”
Punjab DIG Harmanbir
Singh Gill told media.

The police said, in the
presence of duty magis-
trates, the area was
cleared after they were
given proper warning. A
few people showed a will-
ingness to go home. So,
they were sent home on a
bus. In addition, the struc-

tures and vehicles here
are being moved. The
entire road will be cleared
and opened for traffic...
Haryana Police will also
begin their action. Once it
opens from their side, the
movement on highway
will resume. We did not
need to use any force
because there was no
resistance. Farmers coop-
erated well and they sat in
buses by themselves,” the
police added.

The protesting farmers
have been camping at
Shambhu and Khanauri
points between Punjab
and Haryana since
February 13 last year,
after security forces did
not allow them to march
to Delhi.

The police action took
political turn as leaders
from Congress BJP and
Shiromani Akali Dal
slammed chief minister
Bhagwant Mann. 

Shambhu border to open 
as police evicts farmers
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The Nagpur police has
arrested local politician
Fahim Khan, president of
the Minorities Democratic
Party (MDP), for allegedly
instigating Monday’s vio-
lence in the city. A new FIR
was registered on
Wednesday regarding the
alleged molestation of a
woman officer during the
violence. 

While the police said that
the situation in the city is
under control, curfew
orders continued in sensi-
tive parts of the city. Chief
minister Devendra
Fadnavis said the police
will dig out all the culprits
of the violence even “from
graves” .

Mr Khan, who unsuc-
cessfully contested the Lok
Sabha election last year
against Union minister
Nitin Gadkari, was arrest-
ed on Tuesday night. 

According to the police,
he made videos urging
Muslims to gather near a
police station and then
near a mosque in the
Mahal area of Nagpur,
where the clashes erupted.
Videos of the violence
show rioters shouting slo-
gans in support of
Aurangzeb. They hailed
the Mughal emperor as
“alamgir hazrat”. 

Mr Khan provoked peo-
ple, incited violence and
played a role in spreading
rumours that a holy book
was desecrated during the
earlier protests held by
Vishwa Hindu Parishad
and Bajarang Dal, the
police said.

The police produced Mr
Khan before a magistrate
court, which remanded
him along with 18 other
accused to police custody
till March 21. 

The Nagpur police said

that they were investigat-
ing whether the conspira-
cy behind the violence was
hatched by one person or a
group. 

“We are verifying the

names coming up in rela-
tion to the rioting,”
Nagpur police commis-
sioner Ravinder Singal
said. The police has
already arrested more

than 50 people. 
Curfew continued to be

imposed for the second
consecutive day in the
jurisdiction of 10 police
stations across Nagpur.

Fahim Khan sent to police custody till March 21 ■ Female cop molested
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Celebrations, prayers and
good wishes poured in
from several quarters in
India as the SpaceX cap-
sule carrying American
astronaut of Indian origin
Sunita Williams splashed
down the waters in Gulf of
America in Florida.

On Wednesday, President
Droupadi Murmu, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi
sent congratulatory mes-
sages to the Nasa scientist
who returned home after
being stuck in space for
nearly ten months.

Calling Sunita Williams
India’s daughter,
President Murmu said she
and her fellow astronauts
have inspired everyone
with their perseverance,
dedication and never-say-
die spirit.  “Congratula-
tions to the entire team
behind the safe return of
Nasa’s Crew-9 mission on

Earth!…Their historic
journey is a tale of deter-
mination, teamwork and
extraordinary courage. I
salute their unwavering
resolve and wish them
excellent health!” Ms
Murmu said in a post on
X.

Ms Williams’ father
Deepak Pandya, who hails
from Jhulasan, a village
in Gujarat’s Mehsana dis-
trict, moved to the US in
1957. Ms Williams has vis-
ited India at least thrice,
including in 2007 and 2013,
soon after her space mis-
sions and has been hon-
oured with the Padma
Bhushan in 2008.

Prime Minister
Narendra Modi welcomed
Ms Williams and her fel-
low Crew-9 members say-
ing their unwavering
determination will forever
inspire millions.
“Welcome back, Crew9!
The Earth missed you.
Theirs has been a test of

grit, courage and the
boundless human spirit.
Sunita Williams and the
#Crew9 astronauts have
once again shown us what
perseverance truly means.
Their unwavering deter-
mination in the face of the
vast unknown will forever
inspire millions,” Mr
Modi said in a post on X. 

He added space explo-
ration is about pushing
the limits of human
potential, daring to dream

and having the courage to
turn those dreams into
reality.

“Sunita Williams, a trail-
blazer and an icon, has
exemplified this spirit
throughout her career. We
are incredibly proud of all
those who worked tireless-
ly to ensure their safe
return. They have demon-
strated what happens
when precision meets pas-
sion and technology meets
tenacity,” said the PM.

Lok Sabha Speaker Om
Birla, Union ministers
Amit Shah, Rajnath Singh
and Piyush Goyal as well
as Congress president
Mallikarjun Kharge and
the Trinamul Congress
were among those who
congratulated Ms
Williams. “Sunita
Williams, with her Indian
roots and global spirit, has
inspired the entire world
with her remarkable
achievements,” Mr Birla
said on X.
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The Congress launched a
sharp attack on Goa chief
minister Pramod Sawant,
accusing him of facilitat-
ing backdoor access for
real estate interests at the
cost of the environment.
Congress leader Jairam
Ramesh in his post on X
said,  “The Supreme
Court has very recently
halted the conversion of
Goa’s private forest land
at least for the time being.
Much earlier, the
National Green Tribunal
too had prohibited the
development of denoti-
fied forest lands, until
physical verification of
all plots was completed.
This was never done. The
Supreme Court’s order is
a temporary respite.
Bigger battles lie ahead
given the single-minded
focus of the Goa CM to
free up forest lands for

real estate purposes.”
Environmentalists have

echoed Mr Ramesh’s sen-
timents, viewing the
court’s intervention as a
critical reprieve for Goa’s
forests, which have faced
increasing pressure from
tourism and real estate
projects. 

However, critics of the
order argue it could delay
infrastructure develop-
ment vital to the state’s
economy.

Mr Ramesh urged the
Central government to
prioritise sustainable
development over short-
term gains, emphasising
that the Goa forests are a
national asset. 

The controversy
revolves around a 2021
move by the Goa govern-
ment to form a review
committee (RC-II) to re-
evaluate forest lands ear-
lier identified by the
Thomas & Araujo
Committee. 

Cong slams Sawant for
forest land conversion
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The Union Cabinet on
Wednesday approved con-
struction of a six-lane
access-controlled green-
field high-speed national
highway starting from
Jawaharlal Nehru Port
Authority (JNPA) at
Pagote to Chowk in
Maharashtra. The project
will be developed on a
build, operate and transfer
(BOT) mode at a total capi-
tal cost of `4,500.62 crore.
The Cabinet also approved
the revised Rashtriya
Gokul Mission (RGM) to
boost growth in livestock
sector and revised
National Programme for
Dairy Development
(NPDD).

Sharing the details of the
Cabinet meeting, Union
minister Ashwini
Vaishnaw said that the
Cabinet Committee on
Economic Affairs, chaired
by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, has
approved the construction
of a six-lane access-con-
trolled greenfield high-
speed national highway

starting from JNPA Port
(Pagote) to Chowk (29.219
km) in Maharashtra.

The government said
that development of road
connecting infrastructure
to major and minor ports
in India is one of the main
focus areas of integrated
infrastructure planning
under PM Gatishakti
National Master Plan prin-
ciples. With increasing
container volume in JNPA
and the development of
the Navi Mumbai
International Airport, a
need was identified for
augmenting National
highway connectivity in
the region.

Currently, it takes two-
three hours for vehicles to
move from JNPA to the
arterial golden quadrilat-
eral section of NH-48 and
Mumbai-Pune Expressway
due to heavy congestion in

urban areas like Palaspe
Phata, D-Point, Kalamboli
junction, Panvel with traf-
fic-1.8 Lakh PCU/day.
After the operationalisa-
tion of Navi Mumbai air-
port in 2025, the need for
direct connectivity is
expected to increase fur-
ther.

The Cabinet approved the
revised RGM with an addi-
tional outlay of `1,000
crore that is a total outlay
of `3,400 crore during 15th
Finance Commission cycle
from 2021-22 to 2025-26.

Two new activities added
are one-time assistance of
35 per cent of the capital
cost for establishment of
“heifer rearing centres” to
implementing agencies for
the creation of 30 housing
facilities having total
15,000 heifers and to
encourage farmers to pur-
chase high genetic merit
(HGM) IVF heifers to pro-
vide three per cent interest
subvention on loan taken
by the farmer from milk
unions/financial institu-
tions/ banks for such pur-
chase.  This will help in the
systemic induction of
high-yielding breeds.

Cabinet okays 6-lane eway to
boost Maha port connectivity
Clears `3,400cr livestock, `2,790cr dairy reforms

■ Salute their resolve: Murmu ■ Earth missed you, says Modi

PM, Prez greet Nasa on Sunita’s return
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The Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh
(RSS) on Wednesday
maintained that Mughal
emperor Aurangzeb is no
longer relevant in today’s
context, and also con-
demned the recent vio-
lence in Nagpur. 

Violence erupted in cen-
tral Nagpur amid
rumours that the holy
book of a community was
burnt during an agitation
by a right-wing body
demanding the removal of
17th century Mughal
emperor’s tomb in
C h h a t r a p a t i
Sambhajinagar district.
The RSS also asserted that
any form of violence is
detrimental to the soci-
ety’s well-being.

“Any type of violence is
not good for the health of
the society and I think
police have taken cog-
nizance of it and so they
will get into the details,”
the RSS Akhil Bharatiya
Prachar Pramukh Sunil
Ambekar said. 

Mr Ambedkar was brief-
ing the media in
Bengaluru regarding the
three-day long Akhil
Bharatiya Pratinidhi
Sabha meeting of the
Sangh from March 21. 

AGE CCORRESPONDENT
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The Shiv Sena (UBT) has
demanded that the Centre
should remove the pro-
tected tag of the
Aurangzeb tomb. “This
will prevent riots and cool
down the heads of fanat-
ics,” the party said.

An editorial in Shiv
Sena (UBT) mouthpiece
Saamana termed the
Hindu groups’ demand to
remove Aurangzeb’s tomb
a “plain drama”. 

Earlier, Shiv Sena (UBT)
leader had said that the
tomb is a testament of
Chhatrapati Shivaji
Maharaj’s bravery, and
wiping out a villian
(Aurangzeb) from the his-
tory will eventually deval-
ue the hero (Chhatrapati

Shivaji Maharaj).
“There is no need to do

this drama to remove
Aurangzeb’s grave.
Aurangzeb is under the
grave and he will never
get up and come out,” said
the editorial.

The Mughal emperor’s
grave is currently being
protected by the Central
Security Forces. Since
this grave is under the
Central agency,
Archaeological Survey of
India, the Centre should
immediately remove this
security and withdraw the
status of the protected
monument given to the
grave, so that the land
would be freed. This will
prevent riots and cool
down the heads of fanat-
ics,” Saamana editorial
said.

‘Drop protective tag
to Aurangzeb’s tomb’

Aurangzeb
irrelevant
today: RSS

A road closed amid curfew in Hanspuri area in Nagpur
on Wednesday. — PTI

Dilip Saikia

Sunita Williams, a
trailblazer and an

icon, has exemplified
this spirit throughout
her career. We are
incredibly proud of all
those who worked
tirelessly to ensure
their safe return

— Narendra
Modi, 

Prime Minister

Saket
Gokhale

◗ ◗ IITT TTAAKKEESS two-three
hours for vehicles to
move from JNPA to the
arterial golden quadri-
lateral section of NH-48
and Mumbai-Pune
Expressway

Farmer leaders (above) come out after a meeting with
Central ministers in Chandigarh on Wednesday.
Farmers, detained at Chandigarh, being taken to the
Bahadurgarh commando training centre in Patiala on
Wednesday. — PTI



Trump says ‘We’re on
track’ after Kyiv’s call
Russia, Ukraine accuse either of violating new agreement
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WWaasshhiinnggttoonn,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
Russia and Ukraine
accused each other on
Wednesday of violating a
new agreement to refrain
from attacks on energy
targets hours after it was
agreed by US President
Donald Trump and
Russia’s Vladimir Putin.

But a prisoner swap tout-
ed as a confidence-build-
ing step went ahead, and
Trump followed Tuesday’s
phone call with Putin with
a call on Wednesday with
Ukraine’s President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy, say-
ing afterwards that “we
are very much on track".

Trump said his “very
good telephone call” with
Zelenskyy lasted an hour,
their first conversation
since an Oval Office meet-
ing descended into a
shouting match on
February 28.

The discussion followed
Tuesday’s call with Putin,
and aimed “to align both
Russia and Ukraine in
terms of their requests
and needs”, Trump posted
on social media.

During Putin's call with
Trump on Tuesday, the
Russian leader rejected a
proposed full 30-day cease-
fire, which had been
sought by Trump and pre-
viously accepted by

Ukraine. But Putin agreed
to pause attacks on energy
infrastructure, a proposal
Zelenskyy accepted.

That narrowly defined
pause appeared in doubt
on Wednesday, however,
with Moscow saying Ukra-
ine hit an oil depot in sou-
thern Russia while Kyiv
said Russia had struck
hospitals and homes, and
knocked out power to
some of its railways.

Still, the two sides
announced they had car-

ried out an exchange of
prisoners, each releasing
175 troops in a deal facili-
tated by the United Arab
Emirates. Moscow said it
also freed an additional 22
wounded Ukrainians as a
goodwill gesture.

Zelenskyy said on
Wednesday that the con-
tinued attacks showed
Moscow's words did not
match its actions, and that
Russia was not ready for
peace. He said the United
States should be put in

charge of monitoring any
ceasefire.

“If the Russians will not
strike our facilities, then
we will definitely not
strike theirs,” he said at a
briefing in Helsinki along-
side the president of
Finland. The Kremlin said
it had called off planned
attacks on Ukraine’s ener-
gy infrastructure, includ-
ing by shooting down
seven of Russia’s own
drones heading towards
Ukraine. — Reuters

Israel resumes Gaza
ground operations
DDeeiirr  AAll--BBaallaahh,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
Israel has resumed
“focused ground opera-
tions” in the “centre of
the Gaza Strip” over the
past 24 hours, according
to the Israel defence
forces. Israeli forces have
also taken control and “re-
expanded their control to
the centre of the
Netzarim” corridor — the
line that separates north-
ern Gaza from the south.

Israeli strikes killed at
least 20 Palestinians in
Gaza on Wednesday, local
health workers said, as
the Israeli military
unleashed more bombard-
ments of the enclave.

An international United
Nations staffer was killed
and five others were
wounded in a strike on
Wednesday on a UN guest-
house in the Gaza Strip.

As a part of the terms of
the truce deal that went
into effect on January 19,
Israeli forces agreed to
withdraw troops on the
ground in Gaza to a buffer
zone they carved out alo-
ng the perimeter of Gaza,
and troops remained in
the Philadelphi corridor
the 8-mile-long border bet-
ween Gaza and Egypt.
During phase one of the
ceasefire deal, Israel wit-
hdrew completely from
the Netzarim corridor.

Israeli defence minister
Israel Katz warned the
residents of Gaza that
“the evacuation of the
population from the battle
zones” in Gaza will “begin
again soon,” in a video
message in Hebrew on
Wednesday.

Katz encouraged Gaza
residents to go to “other
places in the world for
those who wish.”

“Take the advice of the
US President. Return the
hostages and eliminate
Hamas, and other options

will open up for you — in-
cluding going to other pl-
aces in the world for those
who wish,” he said. Last
month, President Donald
Trump called for the
forced displacement of
Palestinians in Gaza,
drawing wide internation-
al criticism and accusa-
tions from allies and the
United Nations. He has
since said that Palesti-
nians should want to leave
voluntarily due to the
destruction.

Residents of Gaza are
currently unable to leave
on their own because the
border crossing into
Egypt is closed.

Israel’s current plan is
to make Gaza unlivable,
re-establish those so-call-
ed “humanitarian zones,”
concentrate Palestinians
in those bubbles or islan-
ds and from there offer
voluntary transfer out of
Gaza, retired Brig. Gen.
Amir Avivi, a security
hawk who continues to
advise the military and
defense ministry, told
ABC News.

Avivi stressed leaving
would be voluntary. They
would be loaded on buses
and sent through the

Kerem Shalom crossing
either to Ashdod port, or
to an airport near Eilat.

Prior to resuming
ground operations, an
Israeli official told ABC
News that its renewed
campaign of strikes on
the Gaza Strip would con-
tinue until all remaining
hostages are released.

Palestinian health offi-
cials said that at least 436
people have been killed —
including more than 130
children, according to
Unicef figures — since
Israel renewed its bom-
bardment of the coastal
territory overnight on
Tuesday, marking the col-
lapse of a ceasefire with
Hamas that began in
January. Another 678 peo-
ple have been wounded,
Palestinian officials said.

On Tuesday, an Israeli
official told ABC News of
Hamas, “They got ham-
mered last night and
they're going to continue
to be hammered until we
get the hostages out.”

The official described
the Israel defence forces’
renewed attacks against
Hamas in Gaza as a “dif-
ferent form of negotiat-
ing.” — Reuters

CCaappee  CCaannaavveerraall,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
Stuck in space no more,
Nasa astronauts Butch
Wilmore and Sunita
Williams returned to
Earth on Tuesday, hitch-
ing a different ride home
to close out a saga that
began with a bungled test
flight more than nine
months ago. 

Their SpaceX capsule
parachuted into the Gulf
of Mexico in the early
evening, just hours after
departing the Internation-
al Space Station. Splashd-
own occurred off the coast
of Tallahassee in the Flo-

rida Panhandle, bringing
their unplanned odyssey
to an end. 

Within an hour, the
astronauts were out of
their capsule, waving and
smiling at the cameras

while being hustled away
in reclining stretchers for
routine medical checks. It
all started with a flawed
Boeing test flight last spr-
ing. The two expected to be
gone just a week or so after
launching on Boeing’s
new Starliner crew cap-
sule on June 5. 

So many problems crop-
ped up that Nasa eventual-
ly sent Starliner back
empty and transferred the
test pilots to SpaceX, push-
ing their homecoming into
February. 

Then SpaceX capsule iss-
ues added another mon-

th’s delay. Sunday’s arrival
of their relief crew meant
Wilmore and Williams
could finally leave. 

Nasa cut them loose a lit-
tle early, given the iffy
weather forecast later this
week. They checked out
with Nasa’s Nick Hague
and Russia’s Alexander
Gorbunov, who arrived in
their own SpaceX capsule
last fall with two empty se-
ats reserved for the duo.
Wilmore and Williams en-
ded up spending 286 days
in space — 278 days longer
than anticipated when
they launched. — AP

Astronauts return to Earth after nine months
Wilmore, Williams ended up spending 286 days in space — 278 days moreFINALLY || HOME

Deshabandu TTennakoon

(L to R): Nasa astronaut Butch Wilmore, Roscosmos cos-
monaut Aleksandr Gorbunov, Nasa astronauts Nick
Hague and Sunita Williams inside a SpaceX Dragon
spacecraft after having landed in the water off the coast
of Tallahassee, Florida, on Tuesday. — AFP

This still image shows dol-
phins around the Dragon
capsule. — AFP

Supporters of the Mayor of Istanbul walk to Istanbul
townhall as they demonstrate against his detention
over a corruption probe, on Wednesday. — AFP

Flames of fire and smoke engulfed a building after a
Russian attack in Krasnopillia, of Sumy region, in
Ukraine, on Tuesday. — AP

Israelis march in a protest against PM Benjamin Netan-
yahu and his plans to dismiss the head of the Shin Bet
internal security service, on Wednesday. — AP

Trump purges two Democrats
from US Federal Trade panel
WWaasshhiinnggttoonn,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
President Donald Trump
fired two Democratic
members of the Federal
Trade Commission on
Tuesday, intensifying
efforts to exert his admin-
istration's control over
independent agencies
across the government.

Commissioners Alvaro
Bedoya and Rebecca Kelly
Slaughter said they’d been
dismissed illegally and
would sue to block
Trump’s order. 

They also said they con-
sider themselves still part
of the FTC, though
whether they will still
have access to their offices
and logistical tools like
email going forward was
unclear. 

Removing Bedoya and
Slaughter could free up
space on the five-member
FTC for new commission-
ers loyal to Trump and his
priorities and policies. 

The White House con-
firmed the dismissals.
FTC Chair Andrew Fergu-
son, a Republican whom
Trump designated for the
role upon taking office in
January, released a state-
ment on X saying he had
no doubts about Trump’s
“constitutional authority
to remove Commissioners,
which is necessary to
ensure democratic
accountability.” 

The FTC is a regulator
created by Congress that
enforces consumer protec-
tion measures. — AP

Cardboard sculptures known as ‘Ninots’ depicting US
President Donald Trump and Tesla CEO Elon Musk (R)
are displayed during the Fallas festival in Valencia,
Spain, on Wednesday. — AP

Violent attacks on
Tesla dealerships up
SSeeaattttllee,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
Cybertrucks set ablaze.
Bullets and Molotov cock-
tails aimed at Tesla show-
rooms.

Attacks on property car-
rying the logo of Elon
Musk’s electric-car com-
pany are cropping up
across the US and over-
seas. While no injuries
have been reported, Tesla
showrooms, vehicle lots,
charging stations and pri-
vately owned cars have
been targeted. 

There has been a clear
uptick since President
Donald Trump took office

and empowered Musk to
oversee a new department
of government efficiency
that is slashing govern-
ment spending. 

Experts on domestic
extremism say it’s impos-
sible to know yet if the
spate of incidents will bal-
loon into a long-term pat-
tern. 

In Trump’s first term,
his properties in New
York City, Washington and
elsewhere became a natu-
ral place for protest. In the
early days of his second
term, Tesla is filling that
role. — AP

JFK ASSASSINATION
CLASSIFIED FILES
ARE NOW RELEASED
DDaallllaass,,  MMaarrcchh  1199:: Prev-
iously classified docume-
nts related to the 1963
assassination of president
John F. Kennedy were
released on Tuesday fol-
lowing an order by Presi-
dent Donald Trump short-
ly after he took office.

The documents were
posted on the website of
the US National Archives
and Records Administ-
ration. 

Trump said that his
administration will be re-
leasing 80,000 files. — AP

1ST NITROGEN GAS
EXECUTION FOR
MAN IN LOUISIANA

TECH COMPANIES
FIGHT TO STEM
DEEPFAKE DELUGE
LLaass  VVeeggaa,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
Tech firms are fighting
the scourge of deep-
fakes, those deceptively
realistic voices or videos
used by scammers that
are more available than
ever thanks to artificial
intelligence.

Ever-improving gener-
ative artificial intelli-
gence (GenAI) tools have
become weapons in the
hands of bad actors
intent on tricking people
out of their money or
even their identities.

Deepfakes are also
being exploited by crimi-
nal gangs. A recent
study by identification
start-up iBoom found
that a scant tenth of one
percent of Americans
and Britons were able to
correctly tell when a pic-
ture or video was a deep-
fake.  — AFP

AAnnggoollaa,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
Louisiana used nitrogen
gas on Tuesday evening to
execute a man convicted
of murdering a woman in
1996, the first time the
state has used the method,
a lawyer for the con-
demned man said.

Jessie Hoffman Jr., 46,
was put to death at the
Louisiana State Peniten-
tiary, defence lawyer
Cecelia Kappel said in a
statement. — AP

CCoolloommbboo,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
Deshabandu Tennako-
on, the suspended inspe-
ctor general of police,
surrendered to the court
on Wednesday after
evading arrest for over
two weeks in a case
related to a shooting
incident in 2023.

Tennakoon, who had
been on a run since Feb-
ruary 28, turned himself
in at the magistrate's
court at the southern
town of Matara. The
court sent him to
remand prison for a day. 

He had two days ago
lost his appeal at the
Court of Appeal to pre-
vent his arrest. The Ap-
peal Court refused his
plea without a hearing. 

Tennakoon, under sus-
pension since July 2024,
remained a fugitive and
was hiding since the Ma-
gistrate’s court in Mat-
ara on February 28 orde-
red his arrest. — PTI

Mayor of Istanbul
arrested over graft

RRoommee,,  MMaarrcchh  1199:: Six peo-
ple died and 40 are miss-
ing after a migrant ship-
wreck in the Mediterr-
anean, the United Nations
said on Wednesday, as
Italian authorities
searched for survivors off
the island of Lampedusa.

“Still too many dead in a
new shipwreck in the

Mediterranean,” Chiara
Cardoletti, the Italy repre-
sentative of the UN
refugee agency UNHCR,
said on X.

An inflatable dinghy car-
rying 56 people left the
Tunisian port of Sfax on
Monday before getting
into trouble, she said.

“After a few hours of

sailing, the dinghy began
to deflate and take on wa-
ter. Six bodies recovered.
40 missing,” she wrote.

Italy’s Coast Guard said
it pulled 10 people to safe-
ty and was scouring the
area for survivors.

“Due to the particularly
adverse weather and sea
conditions, the search

operations are being car-
ried out with the support
of various aircraft...
which will take turns in
overflying the area,” the
coastguard said in a state-
ment. Those included air-
craft belonging to
Frontex, the European
Border and Coast Guard
Agency, it said. — AFP

IIssttaannbbuull,,  MMaarrcchh  1199:: Tu-
rkish police on Wednes-
day arrested Istanbul’s
mayor — a popular oppo-
sition leader and key
rival of President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan — and
several other prominent
figures as part of investi-
gations into alleged cor-
ruption and terror links. 

It was a dramatic escala-
tion in an ongoing gov-
ernment crackdown on
the opposition and dis-
senting voices in Turkiye.
The state-run Anadolu
Agency said prosecutors
issued detention warran-
ts for the mayor, Ekrem
Imamoglu, and some 100
other people. 

Among those detained
was Imamoglu’s close
aide, Murat Ongun. Auth-
orities also closed several
roads around Istanbul

and banned demonstrati-
ons in the city for four
days in an apparent effort
to prevent protests follow-
ing the arrest. 

Private NTV television
reported that two Ista-
nbul district mayors were
among those detained.
Critics say the crackdown
follows significant losses
by Erdogan’s ruling party
in local elections last year
amid growing calls for
early national elections. 

Government officials in-
sist that the courts oper-
ate independently and re-
ject claims that legal acti-
ons against opposition
figures are politically mo-
tivated. The arrest came
during a search of Ima-
moglu’s home, but it was
not immediately clear if
police confiscated any-
thing at the site. — AP

WWaasshhiinnggttoonn,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
US envoy Steve Witkoff
said technical discussions
on a possible deal to end
the Russia-Ukraine war
will begin Monday in
Saudi Arabia, predicting
a ceasefire agreement
could come as soon as “a
couple of weeks.” “I belie-
ve on Monday we actually
have the technical teams
going” to the kingdom,
Witkoff told Bloomberg
Television on Wednesday
as he expressed confi-
dence. — AFP

UKRAINE TRUCE IN
COUPLE OF WEEKS,
SAYS U.S. ENVOY

6 migrants die in shipwreck off Italy

ABSCONDING SL
POLICE CHIEF
SURRENDERS

SHORT TAKES

RSF ATTACKS KILL
50 IN KHARTOUM

IN ONE WEEK
OOmmddoouurrmmaann,,  SSuuddaann,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
Sudan’s paramilitary Rapid
Support Forces killed at least
50 people in Khartoum during
the past week, rescuers said on
Wednesday, as fighting with the
Army for control of the capital
intensifies. “Khartoum’s citi-
zens are facing widespread vio-
lations by the RSF and allied
militias,” the Khartoum Eme-
rgency Response Room said.

The group said about 70 peo-
ple, including 12 volunteers,
had been abducted during the
past week, and that forced dis-
placed had sharply increased
in the capital’s centre, south
and east.

AF-PAK TORKHAM
BORDER CROSSING
REOPENS: REPORT

IIssllaammaabbaadd,,  MMaarrcchh  1199:: The
Torkham border crossing betw-
een Pakistan and Afghanistan
reopened on Wednesday after
27 days of closure following
talks between jirga members
from both sides, according to a
media report.

The cross-border movement
was suspended on February 21
after Islamabad shut it down
over a dispute concerning the
construction of a border post
by the Afghan government.

Head of the Pakistani jirga
(tribal council) Syed Jawad
Hussain Kazmi told the Dawn
newspaper that the border has
opened for cargo vehicles.

NEW ‘ASSASSIN’S
CREED’ GAME

FLAYED IN JAPAN

MANILA WANTS
INDIA TO JOIN

U.S.-LED GROUP

TTookkyyoo,,  MMaarrcchh  1199:: A Japanese
lawmaker on Wednesday sla-
mmed the latest video game in
the hit “Assassin’s Creed” se-
ries, complaining that a samu-
rai character destroys the inte-
rior of a Shinto shrine.

“Shadows” — the game by
France’s Ubisoft, that is sched-
uled to be released on
Thursday — is set in 16th-cen-
tury feudal Japan inspired by
real historical events and
samurai movies.

But one gameplay video on
YouTube shows the character
firing a bow towards priests
and destroying a traditional
drum and an altar.

MMaanniillaa,,  MMaarrcchh  1199:: The Phil-
ippines wants India to join an
emerging US-backed military
alliance to push back against
China’s rising assertiveness in
Indo-Pacific, according to a top
military official from the
Southeast Asian nation.

Romeo Saturnino Brawner,
the country’s military chief,
said he wants India to become
a part of “Squad” comprising
the US, Australia, Japan and
the Philippines. “I’m going to
talk to General Anil Chauhan
this afternoon and I am going
to open it up,” Brawner told
Bloomberg News.

POPE WRITES 
LETTER TO EDITOR

FROM HOSPITAL
RRoommee,,  MMaarrcchh  1199:: Pope Francis
said in a letter that his lengthy
illness has helped make more
lucid to him the absurdity of
war, as his top deputy rejected
any suggestion of resignation
and Buckingham Palace
announced plans for an upcom-
ing audience with Britain’s
King Charles III.

Italian daily Corriere della
Sera published on Tuesday the
letter to the editor from Fran-
cis, signed and dated March 14
from Rome’s Gemelli hospital
where the 88-year-old pontiff
has been treated since Februa-
ry 14 for a complex lung infec-
tion and double pneumonia.

EX-ENGINEER TO
BE EXECUTED IN

CHINA FOR SPYING
BBeeiijjiinngg,,  MMaarrcchh  1199:: A former
Chinese engineer has been sen-
tenced to death for leaking sta-
te secrets to a foreign power,
Beijing’s spy agency said on
Wednesday.

The man, surnamed Liu,
“secretly copied, duplicated,
and sold a large volume of
state secrets to a foreign espi-
onage and intelligence agen-
cy”, China’s ministry of state
security said.

Liu had worked as an assis-
tant engineer at a research
institute and had resigned
after believing he had been
treated unfairly.

Israeli def. min. warns Gazans of evacuations
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R
ussia’s President Vladimir Putin agreed to pause strikes on
Ukrainian energy targets for 30 days. This may have been con-
strued as a prelude to peace but his reluctance to even accept a 30-
day full ceasefire in Ukraine, or even observe the partial ceasefire,

means the war is here to stay. And just the day prior to the hyperbole over
the Trump-Putin phone call peaking, Israel’s Benjamin Netanyahu
ordered a massive bombing spree over Gaza, breaking a two-month 
ceasefire.

It is back to square one then on the two wars that have tested global peace
the most in the last three years since the Russian invasion that began on
February 24, 2022, and the Israeli counter-strikes on Hamas actions of
October 7, 2023, converted Eurasia into a major battle zone. There is no end
in sight as Putin will clearly not negotiate further until his big push into
Ukraine with more than six lakh troops brings in the territorial gains that
he has set his eyes on.

As the hapless pawn in this battle of super powers, Ukraine can expect
not only to lose most of the 65,000 square miles of territory that Russia is
occupying currently, including Crimea, but also the sliver of Russian land

in the Kursk region of Russia which is all that is
left as a bargaining chip for Volodymyr
Zelenskyy after Putin’s forces began its most
recent offensive in which it regained land and
also targeted those Ukrainian armoured vehi-
cles that were on the retreat.

The eternal optimist US President Donald
Trump may be blowing the trumpet over the
movement for peace having begun with the
agreed ceasing of fire on energy and infrastruc-
ture on both sides of the conflict as Ukraine had
also been flying drones into Russia’s oil and gas
installations that are the financial key to
Putin’s war effort as most of the revenue flows
from energy sales.

Truth to tell, this does not sound promising at all. There is no making
sense of continued Russian attacks at night that included a hit on a power
plants in eastern Ukraine and a hospital after the 90-minute phone call had
ended and word had gone out to the Russian army on the partial ceasefire.
Since Moscow has already emphasised that a fuller truce would depend on
long-standing demands for a total cessation of Western military and intel-
ligence to Ukraine’s army and that Ukrainian troops should not rearm or
mobilise, the ceasefire is a total sham.

Preceding this failure of the Trump conversation with Putin was
Netanyahu’s decision to resume the bombing of Gaza aimed at Hamas tar-
gets. The far-right Otzma Yehudit party that had left his coalition is back
along with its leader and former minister Itamar Ben-Gvir. This carries
more than a hint that the Israeli PM has done this only to prolong his rule
that could end if the hostilities stop.

A fragile 60 days of truce with exchange of prisoners for hostages, alive
or dead, was better than the pounding and killing of Palestinians, with the
toll now nearing 50,000. But Israel’s latest actions, which are to do with
denying Hamas the right to retain control of the Gaza Strip and play its
role in administering it, mean that the aerial war has resumed, and a
ground invasion is probably coming. The war hawks are having their way
even as ceasefire agreements are being shredded.
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No end to war likely in
both Ukraine and Gaza

There is no making
sense of continued
Russian attacks at
night that included

a hit on a power
plants in eastern

Ukraine and a 
hospital after

Trump’s 90-minute
phone call had just

ended with Putin

L
et us continue
to debate whe-
ther democra-
cy in India is
fully or partial-

ly free and the extent of
the “institutional cap-
ture”. But the Congress
Party’s decision to hold
the next AICC session in
April in Gujarat is cer-
tainly good news, sig-
nalling that the badly
battered Opposition is
still not vanquished.
There is certainly no
question of putting up
the white flag.

No doubt, the BJP led
by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has been
at the zenith for over the
past decade, but there is
still a challenger
around, however feeble
or incapacitated it 
may be.

It speaks volumes on
the state of Indian
democracy that no anti-
BJP party has thought it
fit for the past decade of
holding its key meeting
on the home turf of
Narendra Modi and
home minister Amit
Shah.

Banking on the
Hindutva card, a resur-
gent BJP has changed
the grammar and vocab-
ulary of the Indian poli-
ty. Aided and abetted by
the cacophony of a not-
so-independent media,
the growing footprint of
the world’s largest party
has clouded the exis-
tence of other forms of
political creatures. The
just concluded Maha
Kumbh in Prayagraj
was utilised to further
the Hindutva vote bank.

The detractors of the
BJP insist that the ulti-
mate intent behind the
“one nation, one elec-
tion” move is to have
“one leader”.

At such a time, it is cer-
tainly brave or fool-
hardy as one chooses to
think to challenge the
saffron party in its back-
yard. There have been a
series of elections sched-

uled next year after
those in Bihar at the end
of this year. They
include those in West
Bengal, Kerala, Assam,
Tamil Nadu and
Puducherry. The Uttar
Pradesh Assembly elec-
tions are scheduled for
early 2027, while Gujarat
will go to the polls by the
end of that year.

The AICC session at
Ahmedabad on April 8
and 9 is also an unmis-
takable message to those
squabbling allies in the
INDIA Opposition bloc
as to who is the leader of
the anti-BJP group. A
single action often mat-
ters more than a thou-
sand words.

Besides telling the
other Opposition parties
that it alone could take
on the BJP in its den, the
move is intended to
enthuse the dispirited
Congress cadres and tell
them that there is a rain-
bow at the end of the
tunnel.

The Congress has cre-
ated a dubious record of
sorts since May 2014 of
losing a record number
of state polls and three
successive Lok Sabha
elections. It is witness-
ing the worst dry patch
in Independent India,
when the party which
helped the country get
its freedom from the
British yoke is finding
itself in the political
wilderness. 

The credit for the
Congress fightback goes
solely and squarely to
Rahul Gandhi, who has
been the most maligned
leader in the history of
free India, with a vicious
campaign on to 
paint him as “Pappu” 
for the past nearly 15
years. 

Whether Rahul Gandhi
succeeds or not is anoth-
er story, but his actions
show that one who is
already down does not
fear defeat. If there is
any movement, it could
be up.

Interestingly, the ses-
sion in Gujarat, the
birthplace of the
Mahatma, is taking
place when Rahul is
firmly in command and
has even brought about
an organisational
reshuffle, bringing to
the fore his team to man-
age the party. The last
such Congress meeting
in Gujarat had taken
place way back in 1961,
when Pandit Jawaharlal
Nehru was at the helm.

That glory is now a
thing of the past. And
living on it is not mak-
ing any sense. The 1985
centenary celebrations
of the Congress held in
Mumbai, where the
Congress was founded a
century ago (1885), wit-
nessed the party at its
pinnacle of power. Since
then, it has been a down-
hill journey, and it has
only accelerated since
the emergence of Nar-
endra Modi on the na-
tional scene in May 2014.

So, Ahmedabad is cru-
cial to see how the
Congress seeks to rein-
vent itself and turns its
character of an “umbrel-
la” organisation encom-
passing all castes, creeds
and religions an appeal-
ing thing in the changed
circumstances. The
“mohabbat ki dukan”
pitch has to be made
really catchy to all at a
time when strident
Hindutva is the order of
the day.

This is easier said than
done, as the Congress
has for long remained
content with the much-
maligned “nomination”
culture that has left the
organisation hollow.
The building up of the
organisation and infus-
ing fresh blood at all lev-
els is a Herculean task
that has yet to be seri-
ously undertaken. A dia-

logue within the party is
the need of the hour, to
bring to the fore hidden
talents as well as to
ensure that the one with-
in flourishes. 

Brainstorming ses-
sions at the national as
well as state levels are
necessary to generate
fresh ideas to overcome
the drawbacks being
consistently observed in
the working of the
organisation to make it
fighting fit.

What needs to be also
done on a war footing is
devising a strategy to
take on the BJP, which
is using every trick in
the trade to deny a level
playing field to its
detractors. Right or
wrong, some observers
hail the BJP as the
world’s most ruthlessly
efficient political party,
and therefore the
Congress must realise
what an onerous task it
is facing.

A redeeming feature is
that in spite of most of
the media playing a par-
tisan game to help the
ruling side, there is a
wide body of people at
all levels that feels that
the middle path offered
by the Congress is the
best way out for India at
this crucial juncture.

There are no two opin-
ions on this: The Gujarat
session is crucial to
make or mar the Con-
gress. It must come out
with a roadmap and a
resolve on how to make
a turnaround on a war
footing. Time is crucial,
as one has to prepare for
the next Lok Sabha polls
right now and virtually
from scratch. It has to
decide on how best to
proceed on the issue of
alliances while making
the Congress shipshape.
There is no time to lose.
The Congress needs to
remember that Mahat-
ma Gandhi brought the
mighty British Empire
down with his Dandi
march.

A small beginning
sometimes brings mira-
cles if backed by unwa-
vering determination.
Will the Congress act
decisively? Only time
will tell.

The writer is a 
journalist based in 

New Delhi

‘MOTHER’ OF MI6
Male bastions across the
world are slowly falling
down. It seems like the
next head of MI6, the intel-
ligence service of the UK,
is going to have a female
head for the first time. The
fictional head of MI6 in the
Bond movies was female,
too, referred to as M. This
raised many questions as
to why Ian Fleming, the
creator of James Bond,
did so. Bond’s relationship
with M was of an obedient
employee. None of his
quips and witticisms were
directed at her making
many think that M stood
for mother. Be that as it
may, life begins imitating
art now at least in MI6.

AAnntthhoonnyy  HHeennrriiqquueess
Mumbai

A redeeming feature
is that in spite of
most of the media
playing a partisan
game, there is a
wide body of people
that feels that the
middle path offered
by the Congress is
the best way out for
India at this juncture
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Will AICC in Gujarat mark
major reset for Congress?

American astronauts Butch Wilmore and Sunita Williams returned to
earth safely after spending 286 days in space — 278 days longer than
anticipated when they were launched into space to test Boeing’s

Starliner crew capsule on June 5. This is the second longest space mission
after US astronaut Frank Rubio’s 371-day stint in space.

On both occasions, the prolonged stay in space was caused by the malfunc-
tion of spacecraft — because of an internal issue for Boeing Starliner and an
accident caused by space junk to Rubio’s Soyuz MS-22. These space missions
highlight the need to improve the safety and predictability of space travel.

The return of the astronaut duo was facilitated by SpaceX, which sent its
four-member Dragon capsule with two empty seats to the International
Space Station. This mission also underlines the dominance of SpaceX in the
field of private spaceflight. Elon Musk’s company focuses on reusable rock-
ets, which revolutionised the space launch industry, reducing costs and
increasing efficiency. It has already launched 62 space missions, which is
more than those launched by several countries.

However, the unfortunate stranding of Williams and Wilmore in space
could be useful for researchers as Nasa can study the impact of prolonged
stay in space on their bodies. Past studies indicated that humans are not
made to live in zero gravity and an extraordinarily long stay could deterio-
rate bone density, muscle quality and impact brain fluids, potentially alter-
ing brain structure.

This data will be useful for Nasa and other space agencies which are plan-
ning to set up permanent facilities on the moon, requiring humans to remain
in space for extended periods. After the American astronaut duo landed on
earth, Elon Musk promised to send humans to Mars in the next 20 or 30
years.

The growth chart of SpaceX can also inspire budding space startups in
India as the race for exploiting outer space begins to speed up once again
after decades of lull.

A welcome return from space

Under Trump, US
is blind to power

of nationalism
across the world

LETTERS

I
n the opening weeks of his second term,
President Donald Trump has used threats,
intimidation and coercion against both
America’s friends and adversaries to try to

bend them to his will. His unilateralist ‘America
First’ worldview has led to such pronouncements
and measures. Trump assumes he can use US
power — the Economist calls it the Don Corleone
approach — to browbeat other countries into
doing his bidding. But the growing pushback from
countries, big and small, shows how mistaken this
assumption is. It is becoming increasingly evident
that nations faced with Trump’s actions are deter-
mined to stand up to US pressure.

Take for example Beijing’s response to Trump’s
imposition of two rounds of tariffs on Chinese
goods. China retaliated by imposing tariffs on a
range of US products including agricultural goods
that are likely to hurt American farmers hard. As
trade tensions mounted, a spokesman of the
Chinese Embassy in Washington said: “If war is
what the US wants, be it a tariff war, a trade war
or any other type of war, we’re ready to fight till
the end.”

In fact, measured statements from Chinese offi-
cials earlier have given way to tougher rhetoric
aimed at sending a strong message to both the US
administration and the public in their own coun-
try that China will not take Trump’s actions lying

down. The strongest statement so far came from
China’s foreign minister Wang Yi during a press-
er in Beijing earlier this month. He accused the US
of using “two-faced methods” to engage and sup-
press China to the detriment of bilateral relations.

These efforts, he said, would fail as will any
attempt to drive a wedge between China and
Russia, which some have read into Trump’s over-
tures to President Vladimir Putin. The China-
Russia relationship, Wang said, “is a constant in a
turbulent world, not a variable in geopolitical
games”. By both their rhetoric and actions,
Chinese leaders have signalled resolve to counter
Trump’s moves.

The pushback from other countries is taking dif-
ferent forms but indicates that Trump won’t find it
easy to secure compliance with his plans. His out-
rageous idea of the US taking over Gaza, forcibly
relocating Palestinians from their homeland and
turning it into a ‘Riviera of the Middle East’ was
universally condemned and rejected, especially by
Muslim and Arab states but also many of
America’s European allies.

Arab states came up with an alternative in the
shape of the Egyptian plan for Gaza’s rebuilding
and governance. This has been endorsed by the 57-
member OIC, backed by Hamas and supported by
France, UK, Germany and Italy. This foils the
Trump proposal and has not surprisingly been

rejected by the US and Israel. There are many hur-
dles to cross before it can be implemented but for
now it serves as a rebuke to Trump’s designs.

The response of countries to Trump’s pressure
tactics has been a function of how dependent they
are on the US and varied — offering talks to
resolve problems, defiance and retaliatory mea-
sures as well as adopting hedging strategies.
Trump has shown marked animosity towards
neighbouring Canada, slapping stiff tariffs on its
goods, repeatedly proclaiming the country should
become the 51st state of America and that he will
use economic coercion to achieve it.

This has provoked a furious response from
Canadian leaders, with Ottawa hitting back with
counter tariffs. It responded to US tariffs on metals
by announcing levies on around $30 billion worth
of US imports. The Trump effect in Canada also
saw a surge in the Liberal party’s popularity with
its new leader and prime minister, Mark Carney,
promising to confront the US, saying, “We didn’t
ask for this fight, but Canadians are always ready
when someone else drops the gloves”.

Meanwhile, Mexico, with an economy acutely
vulnerable to the impact of sweeping tariffs on its
goods, also signalled resistance to Trumpian pres-
sure. Rejecting any capitulation to US demands
and “interventionism”, Mexican President
Claudia Sheinbaum declared: “Coordination, yes;

subordination, no.” Greenland’s likely new Prime
Minister vehemently rejected Trump’s desire to
annex the island saying “We don’t want to be
Americans”.

European nations, stunned by Trump’s reversal
of policy on the Ukraine war, his reaching out to
Putin, public spat with President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy and being shut out of US talks with
Russia, have quickly come together to evolve a
unified position. Faced with an unreliable
America, French President Emmanuel Macron’s
call for “strategic autonomy” is getting wider trac-
tion in Europe. Meanwhile, the EU retaliated
sharply to US tariffs on aluminium and steel
imports by significantly increasing levies on
American products.

Trump may be extreme in his imperious, unilat-
eralist ways but there is continuity with past US
conduct in an important respect. Throughout its
history of dealing with other nations, the US has
underestimated the power of nationalism and the
resistance it would meet in trying to force its will
on others. This has been responsible for its mili-
tary debacles, diplomatic setbacks and strategic
failures as exemplified by its experience from
Vietnam to Afghanistan. 

— By arrangement with 
DDaawwnn

Subhani

Maleeha
Lodhi

FDI IN INSURANCE
IINNDDIIAA’’SS insurance penetration
declined to 3.7 per cent of GDP in
FY24 from four per cent the previ-
ous year, significantly lower than
the global average of seven per
cent, reflecting under-penetration
despite the sector’s `80,000 crore
capital base. However, the govern-
ment's approval of 100 per cent FDI
in insurance is a game-changer,
attracting global insurers, capital,
and expertise. This move is expect-
ed to drive innovation, improve
customer experiences, and enhance
market reach, especially in under-
served areas. Increased foreign
investment will also boost 
competition.

AAmmaarrjjeeeett  KKuummaarr
Hazaribagh

GOVT’S NORTH BIAS
IIFF  TTHHEE delimitation  exercise is
undertaken as per schedule in 2026,
the southern states of Tamil Nadu,
Kerala, Karnataka and Andhra
Pradesh are likely to lose 26 seats in
the Lok Sabha election to be held in
2029. UP, Bihar, MP and Rajasthan
are likely to  gain 31 seats if number
of seats remains 543. This is because
delimitation is based on proportional
representation of the population.
Southern states have be able to con-
trol the birth rate and as such will be
penalised for it instead of being
rewarded. The government, there-
fore, may have to come out with a dif-
ferent  formula, but this will require
a constitutional amendment. This is
definitely a tricky question which it
has to answer, because the concern of
the southern states is genuine.

DD..BB..  MMaaddaann
New Delhi

Sunil Gatade
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MMuummbbaaii,,  MMaarrcchh  1199:: The
Bombay High Court on
Wednesday waived the
mandatory six-month
cooling off period post fil-
ing of divorce plea by
cricketer Yuzvendra
Chahal and his estranged
wife Dhanashree Verma,
and directed the family
court to decide their
divorce plea by Thursday. 

A single bench of Justice
Madhav Jamdar said
Chahal would not be avail-
able from March 21 as he
has to participate in the
upcoming Indian Premier
League cricket tourna-
ment.

The cricketer and Verma
had filed a divorce plea in
a family court here on
February 5 this year.

They had submitted a
petition mutually seeking
for the cooling off period
be waived as their divorce
was by mutual consent.

However, the family

court on February 20
refused to waive the same.
The duo then challenged
the family court’s order in
the high court.

Under the Hindu
Marriage Act, every cou-
ple has to undergo the six-
month cooling-off period
before they are granted
divorce.

Justice Jamdar of the
high court allowed the
petition.

“As the petitioner No. 1
(Chahal) is a participant
of IPL, the advocate
informs that he may not
be available post March 21.
The family court is hence
requested to decide their
divorce plea by tomorrow
(March 20),” High Court
said.

Chahal is part of the
Punjab Kings team for the
IPL cricket tournament
that is scheduled to start
on March 22. 

— PTI 

SShhiilllloonngg,,  MMaarrcchh  1199:: The
talismanic Sunil Chhetri
scored on his internation-
al comeback to lead India
to a commanding 3-0 victo-
ry over Maldives in a foot-
ball friendly here on
Wednesday, helping the
home side snap their 12-
match winless streak that
started in November 2023. 

Rahul Bheke gave India
the lead in the 35th minute
before Liston Colaco made
it 2-0 in the 66th minute.

The 40-year-old Chhetri,
who returned to the
national team after hang-
ing his boots in May last

year, made it a memorable
day as he scored India’s
third with a glancing head-
er in the 77th minute for
his 95th international goal.

Captain Chhetri, who
was denied by the
Maldives goalkeeper in the
47th minute, was substitut-
ed by Irfan Yadwad in the
82nd minute. He made a
comeback to the national
team after 286 days to play
his 152nd match.

This was India’s first win
in 16 months and also first
under Manolo Marquez
who was made the head
coach in July last year.

India’s last win was
against Kuwait (1-0) in
their 2026 FIFA World Cup
qualifying round match in
Kuwait City on November

16, 2023. Before Wednesday,
India under Marquez lost
once and drew thrice.

The match served as a
dress rehearsal for the all-
important AFC Asian Cup
qualifier against
Bangladesh at the same
venue on March 25.

Chhetri came out of his
international retirement
earlier this month to help
the team successfully navi-
gate the qualifiers for the
AFC Asian Cup, starting
with the March 25 clash.

Maldives are ranked 162
in the world, 36 places
below India (126).

This is also Shillong’s
first international match.

Interestingly, all of
India’s goals came off
headers.  Bheke and
Colaco scored off corner
kicks. 

Chhetri connected a fine
cross from Colaco.

Chhetri’s cross from the
left at the goalmouth was a
gem and a defensive error
made things easier for
India as the ball dropped
free near the six-yard box.
Naorem Mahesh Singh,
however, failed to grab the
opportunity.

— PTI

Chhetri back with a bang as India win 
●● The 40-year-old
Chhetri, who returned
to the national team
after hanging his boots
in May last year, made
it a memorable day as
he scored India’s third
with a glancing header
in the 77th minute for
his 95th international
goal.

HC speeds up
Chahal divorce
case due to IPL

CRACKERJACKS
MMuummbbaaii,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
Mumbai Indians captain
Hardik Pandya on
Wednesday said now that
the contentious Impact
Player rule has been
extended by three years, a
cricketer has to be a pure
all-rounder to find place in
the starting eleven. The
rule allows a team to
replace a player from their
playing XI at a later stage
of the match. The teams
bring in a batting or bowl-
ing specialist as the situa-
tion demands.

The BCCI extended the
rule to at least the 2027 edi-
tion despite reservations
from leading Indian play-
ers, including Rohit
Sharma who said the
Impact Player strategy
was holding back the
development of Indian all-
rounders with teams
replacing them with an
extra batter or bowler dur-
ing the game.

“In the current scenario,
it becomes difficult if you
are not completely a 50-50
all-rounder to find your
place. Going forward this
can change or will change,
we will have to see. But
yes, definitely if you want
to encourage more all-
rounders they will need a
fix spot for them to develop
over the years,” said
Pandya during the season-
opening media interac-
tion.

Pandya will miss MI's
opening game on Sunday

due to one match suspen-
sion for over-rate related
offences last year. Surya
Kumar Yadav will lead the
side.

Sitting next to him, head

coach Mahela Jaywardene
also had his say on the
matter.

“It has given a different
set of challenges. So we
have to adapt and get bet-

ter. My only concern at
that time was that some-
times you have a pure all
rounder and they have a
specific role to play but the
other all-rounders are

taken out of the game
because you can get a gen-
uine bowler or batter, that
is something we have to
see in the long term,” reck-
oned the Sri Lankan great.

PPAANNDDYYAA  UUPPBBEEAATT
AABBOOUUTT  MMII  RREEVVIIVVAALL  

Pandya’s return to
Mumbai Indians last sea-
son was not the smoothest
as the storied franchise
finished last among 10
teams. He was also booed
by the home fans.
Considering their five IPL
titles, Mumbai Indians
have had a dry run since
2021.

The premier all-rounder
said he will carry the con-
fidence of winning two
ICC titles with India over
the past year.

“Playing for India has
always been prideful. It
has also been my number
one priority, winning two
trophies is very close to
our hearts and that joy
will carry forward to the
IPL.

“Last four seasons have
been dry for Mumbai
Indians. This season we
will approach the season
with joyness and together-
ness,” said Pandya who
linked up with his IPL
team hours after winning
the Champions Trophy in
Dubai. Pandya believes
that he is constantly evolv-
ing as a cricketer notwith-
standing his “unshake-
able” confidence. — PTI

Mumbai Indians captain Hardik Pandya (left) with coach Mahela Jayawardene during
a press conference ahead of the Indian Premier League 2025, in Mumbai on
Wednesday. — DEBASISH  DEY

NNeeww  DDeellhhii::  In a move that could
have global impact, the BCCI is

considering lifting the ban on
applying saliva on the ball in the
Indian Premier League beginning

March 22.
The proposal has been discussed

at length internally within the
BCCI and will be floated to cap-
tains of all IPL teams in a meet-
ing in Mumbai on Thursday. The

ICC had banned the age-old
practice of applying saliva to

shine the ball as a precautionary
measure during the Covid-19

pandemic. In 2022, the ICC
made the ban permanent.

The IPL too included the ICC ban
in its playing conditions in the

aftermath of the pandemic but
its guidelines are outside the

purview of the sport’s governing
body.

“Using saliva on the ball was
part of the essence of the game

until Covid hit. Now that we
don’t have that threat anymore,

we feel there is no harm in lifting
the ban on saliva in the IPL,” a

top BCCI official said. — PTI

BCCI mulls lifting
saliva ban in IPL

NNeeww  DDeellhhii::  The International
Kabaddi Federation (IKF) on

Wednesday declared that the
World Cup being held in London
is not an “authorised” event and

asked the sport’s Indian apex
body to act against the team

that had gone to take part in the
tournament. Kabaddi World Cup

2025 is being held in the West
Midlands from March 17 to 23.

The tournament is being hosted
by the England Kabaddi

Association and the British
Kabaddi League under the aegis
of World Kabaddi Federation, a
parallel international governing

body of the sport.
“The ongoing so-called Kabaddi
World Cup 2025 in the UK con-

ducted under the aegis of the
so-called World Kabaddi

Federation has not been autho-
rised by the International

Kabaddi Federation, that is the
international governing body for

the sport of Kabaddi as recog-
nized by the Olympic Council of
Asia (OCA),” the IKF said. — PTI

Kabaddi WC in 
UK ‘unauthorised’

With Impact Player rule, all-rounders will succeed in IPL

NNeeww  DDeellhhii,,  MMaarrcchh  1199::
Boxing Federation of
India president Ajay
Singh on Wednesday
alleged that Assam box-
ers, including Olympic
bronze-winner Lovlina
Borgohain, are being
stopped from participat-
ing in the National
Championships by  sus-
pended BFI secretary
general Hemanta Kalita,
who refuted the charge.

In an “emergency press
conference” here, Singh
said that the Tokyo
Games medallist in the
69kg category is keen to
participate in the mar-
quee domestic event
starting Thursday in
Greater Noida but has
been asked to withdraw
by Kalita.

Kalita, who has been
found guilty of financial
mismanagement in an
inquiry conducted by for-
mer Delhi High Court
judge Sudhir Kumar
Jain, holds the secre-
tary’s position in the

Assam body.
“Assam is discouraging

players from participat-
ing in the women’s
Nationals,” Singh said.

“Lovlina has recorded a
video of support. But
officers have received a
call that she has been
asked by Hemanta Kalita
not to participate.
Because she owes a lot to
Assam boxing, she is
reconsidering her partic-
ipation.

“We have been hearing
that a lot of tickets are
being cancelled (both)
train and air,” Singh
added.

However, Kalita said the
charges were baseless
and the dispute was over
the dates of the tourna-
ment. “This is all being
done to malign me. I have
done no such thing. Since
the beginning, state units
were unhappy with the
dates of the women’s
nationals. Several states
had written to BFI as
well,” Kalita said. — PTI

POLITICS IN BOXING BODY
DEALS BLOW TO PLAYERS
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Global economy under test
Escalating trade tensions, heightened uncertainty on intensity of tariffs key reasons: RBI 
FALAKNAAZ SSYED
MUMBAI, MARCH 19

The Indian economy is
exhibiting resilience
despite escalating trade
tensions and global finan-
cial market volatility.
India’s strength is driven
by a robust agriculture
sector and improving con-
sumption demand, said
the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) March Bulletin
released on Wednesday.

“Policymakers are now
walking a tightrope, hav-
ing to balance the upward
strain of rising prices on
account of tariffs and cur-
rency depreciation, as
well as the downward
pressure on inflation from
economic slowdown,”
Reserve Bank economists
said in an article on State
of the economy published
in bulletin.

The resilience of the
global economy is being
tested by escalating trade
tensions and a heightened
wave of uncertainty
around the scope, timing,
and intensity of tariffs,
said the article.

While engendering heig-
htened volatility in global
financial markets, these
have also caused apprehe-
nsions about slowdown in
global growth, it said.

“Amidst these chal-
lenges, the Indian econo-
my continues to demon-
strate the resilience as
evident in the robust per-
formance of the agricul-
ture sector and improving
consumption,” it said.

The reverberations of a
tumultuous external envi-
ronment, however, are bei-
ng reflected in sustained
Foreign portfolio invest-
ment (FPIs), said the
authors. FPI flows contin-
ued to experience out-

flows in February. 
Net FPI outflows worth

$4 billion were recorded
in February, with net equ-
ity outflows of $5.4 billion.

The article further said
India’s macroeconomic
strength to face these
challenges is bolstered by
a decline in headline
Consumer Price Index
(CPI) inflation to a seven-
month low of 3.6 per cent
in February on account of
a correction in food
prices.

The second advance esti-
mates of national income
released by the National
Statistical Office on 
February 28, placed
India’s real gross domes-
tic product (GDP) growth
at 6.5 per cent in 2024-25 –
an upward revision of 10
bps from first advance
estim-ates despite a high-
er base. 

This reflects an upward
revision of 120 bps in net
exports to 7.1 per cent and
30 bps in private final con-
sumption ex-penditure to
7.6 per cent. 

T
he U.S. govern-
ment’s shift tow-
ard recognizing
Bitcoin as a strate-

gic reserve asset marks a
major turning point for
the crypto industry. The
recent Executive Order
14,178 allows U.S. agencies
to accumulate Bitcoin
through asset forfeitures,
signaling a policy shift
from auctioning seized
Bitcoins to retaining them
as a long-term asset.

DIGITAL GOLD
This move is expected to
reduce Bitcoin’s market
supply, potentially stabi-
lizing prices and lowering
volatility. It also strength-
ens Bitcoin’s position as
‘digital gold,’ making it
more appealing to institu-
tional investors. The
White House meeting
with key crypto leaders,
including Michael Saylor
and Brian Armstrong, fur-
ther highlights growing
institutional adoption and
the possibility of clearer
regulations.

OPPORTUNITIES
For investors, this devel-
opment brings both
opportunities and chal-
lenges. The reduced sup-
ply of Bitcoin could drive
its price higher over time,
making it a valuable long-
term asset. More financial
institutions may now

include Bitcoin in their
balance sheets, further
legitimizing its role in
global finance. Regulatory
clarity, long sought after
by the crypto industry,
may also emerge, leading
to a more structured
investment environment.

POTENTIAL RISKS
Investors must consider
potential risks. Regula-
tory shifts could introduce
new compliance and taxa-
tion rules. Short-term mar-
ket fluctuations may occur
as the government exe-
cutes its strategy.
Additionally, global mar-
kets, including India, may
adj-ust their crypto poli-
cies in response, impacting
overall market dynamics.

REGULATION
The U.S. move could influ-
ence how other nations
regulate and adopt crypto
assets. India, which is cur-
rently working on a cryp-
to concept paper, may
reassess its stance as glob-
al trends shift. Any new
regulations in India could
impact domestic crypto
investors and businesses,
shaping the future of digi-
tal asset landscape.
Globally, Trump's strategy
could trigger a domino
effect among other
nations. After El Salva-
dor’s pioneering adoption
of Bitcoin, the U.S.'s deci-
sion to establish a Bitcoin
reserve may encourage
countries worldwide to
revisit  crypto policies. 

(The author is CEO of
Giottus Crypto Platform)

VIKRAM
SUBBURAJ

quick
BITES

INDICATORS %
Sensex 75,449.05 0.20
Nifty 50 22,907.60 0.32
S&P 500* 5,655.40 0.73
Dollar (`) 86.43 -0.16
Pound Sterling (`) 112.12 -0.37
Euro (`) 94.22 -0.60
Gold (10gm)* (`) 88,542▼184 0.21
Brent crude ($/bbl)* 70.55 -0.01
IN 10-Yr bond yield 6.659 -0.011
US 10-Yr T-bill yield* 4.295 0.013

* As of 8:30 PM IST

Rays Power has bagged new
projects worth over `2,000
crore across Maharashtra,
Rajasthan, and Madhya
Pradesh. It has also been
declared the lowest or L1 bid-
der for engineering, procure-
ment and construction (EPC)
projects worth `1,600 crore in
Assam and Madhya Pradesh.
Rays Power Infra MD Ketan
Mehta said: “Our recent project
bid wins reaffirm our presence
in renewable energy sector.”

FALAKNAAZ SSYED
MUMBAI, MARCH 19

The share of the US in
India’s total remittances
remained largest, rising
to 27.7 per cent in 2023-24
from 23.4 per cent in 2020-
21. The share of inward
remittances received from
the UK has also increased
to 10.8 per cent in 2023-24
from 6.8 per cent in 2020-
21. UAE maintained its
position as second largest
source of India’s remit-
tances, with its share
increasing from 18 per
cent in 2020-21 to 19.2 per
cent in 2023-24. 

The change reflects a
shift in migration pattern
towards skilled Indian
diaspora, according to
sixth round of India’s
remittances survey’ for

2023-24 conducted by the
Central bank. 

Post-Covid pandemic
period brought a shift in
the source of funds away
from Gulf economies. 

State-wise data revealed
that Maharashtra remain-
ed the largest recipient of
remittances, followed by
Kerala, Tamil Nadu,
Telangana and Karnataka.

Maharashtra, Telangana
and Punjab accounted for
the largest number of
Indian students migrating
abroad for education and
staying back for employ-
ment opportunities,
which is reflected in the
increasing share in the
inward remittances.

In terms of size of trans-
actions, remittances over
`5 lakh had  highest share
of 29 per cent in 2023-24.

BHIM-UPI GETS
`1,500-CRORE
GOVT SUPPORT 
MADHUSUDAN SSAHOO
NEW DELHI, MARCH 19

The government  approv-
ed an incentives scheme
worth approximately
`1,500 crore to promote
Unified Payments
Interface (UPI) transac-
tions below `2,000 for
2024-25. Under the
scheme, the government
will bear merchant dis-
count rate (MDR) expense
for payment of less than
`2,000 made by a person to
a merchant.

“The Union Cabinet
chaired by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi
today approved the
‘Incentive Scheme for pro-
motion of low-value
BHIM-UPI transactions
Person to Merchant
(P2M)’ for the financial
year 2024-25,” an official
statement said.

The incentive scheme
for will be implemented at
an estimated outlay of
1,500 crore from April 1,
2024, to March 31, 2025.

Only the UPI (P2M)
transactions of up to
`2,000 for small mer-
chants are covered under
the scheme. 

Meanwhile, the Centre
also cleared the setting up
of a urea plant in Assam
with an estimated cost of
over `10,600 crore with
debt-equity ratio of 70:30
through a joint venture. 

The Assam plant is part
of the government’s effort
to reduce import of this
key crop nutrient and
make India self-sufficient. 

NEW 
Trend

NET FPI OUTFLOWS
WORTH $4 BN
RECORDED IN 
FEB., WITH NET
EQUITY OUTFLOWS
OF $5.4 BN.

● India’s macroeconomic
strength to face challenges is
bolstered by decline in CPI
inflation to 7-month low of 
3.6% in Feb.

● Maharashtra remains largest
recipient of remittances, fol-
lowed by Kerala, Tamil Nadu,
Telangana, Karnataka.

Policymakers are now
walking a tightrope,
having to balance

upward strain of rising prices on
account of tariffs and currency
depreciation, as well as down-
ward pressure on inflation from
economic slowdown.

— RBI ECONOMISTS SAID.

Understand
Trump’s strategic
bitcoin reserve

M NEY MATTERS

Rays Power bags
`2,000-cr projects
across states

US tops remittances
to India, pips UAE

Printed & Published by 
K. Sudhakar on behalf of 

Deccan Chronicle Holdings Limited.
Printed at BFL Infotech Ltd, C-9 Sector
3, Noida-201301. Published at 219, N D
Tiwari Bhawan, Deen Dayal Upadhyay

Marg, New Delhi-110002. 
Editor: KKaauusshhiikk MMiitttteerr, RNI

Registration number 30074/09, 
Air surcharge Re 1. © All rights

reserved. Reproduction in whole or 
in part without written permission of

The Editor,
Financial Chronicle ® is prohibited.

Published by K. Sudhakar for and on
behalf of Deccan Chronicle Holdings
Limited at Jawaharlal Nehru National

Youth Centre, 219 Deen Dayal Upadhyay
Marg, New Delhi 110 002. and Printed by

him at BFL Infotech Limited,  C – 9,
Sector – III, Noida – 201301. 
Editor – Kaushik Mitter, RNI
Registration number 57290/94 

Price in Nepal - Nep.Rs. 20.00 per copy.


