
����� ��������	

Amid scare over the spread
of Covid-19 Omicron vari-

ant, top genome scientists from
INSACOG, a Government’s
network of national testing
labs to monitor genomic vari-
ations of coronavirus, on
Friday recommended a boost-
er dose of Covid-19 vaccines
for those above 40 years, with
preference to vulnerable pop-
ulation.  They also said genom-
ic surveillance will be critical
for early detection of the pres-
ence of this variant to enable
necessary public health mea-
sures.

The Government has said
that such a decision (on boost-
er dose) will be considered
only after detailed discussion
with the scientific community. 

India has so far reported
two cases of Omicron variant.
One of the two patients who
was found infected in India is
a 46-year-old fully vaccinated
doctor from Bengaluru, who
had no travel history but devel-
oped fever and body ache on
November 21. The other con-
firmed Omicron patient is a
66-year-old South African who
came to India with a negative
Covid report.

The recommendation for

booster dose by the scientists
made in the weekly bulletin of
the INSACOG has come amid
demands for a booster dose of
Covid vaccines by MPs during
a discussion in the Lok Sabha
on the pandemic situation in
the country.

“Vaccination of all remain-
ing unvaccinated at-risk peo-
ple and consideration of a
booster dose for those 40 years

of age and over, first targeting
the most high-risk/high-expo-
sure, may be considered since
low levels of neutralising anti-
bodies from the current vac-
cines are unlikely to be suffi-
cient to neutralise Omicron,
although risk of severe disease
is likely to be reduced,”
INSACOG said. The scientists
have also recommended mon-
itoring travel to and from the

known affected areas, and con-
tact tracing of Covid-19 cases
with an epidemiological link to
the affected areas has been
implemented, along with
increased testing.

The Genetics Consortium
has said that the preliminary
evidence suggests that
Omicron may increase rein-
fection risk, which is expected
from the structural changes
due to the mutations, and the
number of cases of this variant
appears to be increasing in
almost all provinces in South
Africa.

“In some PCR tests, such
as Thermo TaqPath, one of the
three target genes is not detect-
ed. Such a phenomenon was
previously seen for Alpha,
which is currently not in active
circulation and thus SGTF can
be used as a marker for this
variant, pending sequencing
confirmation”, said INSACOG
adding that the mutation spec-
trum of Omicron is predictive
of high transmissibility”.
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The Supreme Court on
Friday took strong excep-

tion to the Uttar Pradesh
Government’s claim that
winds blowing from Pakistan
were one of the reasons for
Delhi’s air pollution.

Senior counsel Ranjit
Kumar appearing for UP told
the Bench that polluted air in
north Indian plains is cur-
rently coming from Pakistan
since UP is in the downward
direction of the wind.

“Closure of industries
may affect sugar cane indus-
tries. UP is on downwind,
air is mostly coming from
Pakistan,” he said. A peev-
ed CJI Ramana asked,  “So
you want to ban industries
in Pakistan?” 

The Chief Justice also
expressed displeasure on
certain media reports blam-
ing the top court for the clo-
sure of schools.  A special
bench headed by the CJI
also took note of measures
taken by the Commission
for Air Quality Management
in the National Capital
Region and adjoining areas
and asked the Centre, Delhi
and States in the NCR to fol-

low the directions. In an affi-
davit, the commission told the
bench, also comprising jus-
tices DY Chandrachud and
Surya Kant, that a five-mem-
ber enforcement task force
has been set up to contain air
pollution in Delhi and NCR.
Forty such squads would
monitor the implementation
of measures suggested by it to
deal with pollution, the panel
said. 
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After Mamata Banerjee pro-
claimed UPA’s death in

Mumbai, Trinamool Congress
on Friday put Congress in “deep
freezer” saying void created by
fall of Congress would be filled
by Bengal Chief Minister. Calling
Congress a spent force, an arti-
cle in TMC mouthpiece Jago
Bangla said  the “Congress is a
spent force,” adding the nation-
al party has lost “zeal to fight BJP.”
Referring to what pollster
Prashant Kishor wrote a few days

ago about Congress’ alleged
moribund state, the Friday arti-
cle said not only Kishor but also
Congress leaders felt that there
was nothing left in party and that
its leadership was not in control
of its affairs.“The party was so
much mired in infighting that

hardly any energy is left to build
a viable Opposition that will fight
BJP. It is incapable and incom-
petent party,” the article said iter-
ating what Bengal Chief Minister
said in Mumbai a few days ago
that “the UPA does not exist.”
Batting rather strongly for
Mamata, it said with fall of
Congress and demise of UPA
there was a strong need for a
uniting force that can build up
a viable anti-BJP force and
around which other Opposition
parties would unite. “The coun-
try currently needs an alternative
front, that can replace UPA of
which Chief Minister herself
was a part till 2012 when she
came out of Alliance,”  the
mouthpiece said.
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The new super mutant
Omicron variant of

Covid-19 can increase risk of
reinfection by three times as
compared to other past vari-
ants such as Beta and Delta,
said a preliminary study by
South African researchers.

Population-level evidence
suggested that the Omicron
variant is associated with sub-
stantial ability to evade immu-
nity from prior infection. 

In the meantime, the
World Health Organisation
(WHO) has warned that
countries in the Asia-Pacific
region need to strengthen
healthcare services and focus
on vaccinating their people as
the Omicron variant is spread-
ing globally and entering new
territories. In a virtual brief-

ing, Takeshi Kasai, WHO
regional director for the west-
ern Pacific, said that it is
clear that this pandemic is far
from over.

“I know that people are
worried about Omicron. I
understand. My message to
you today is that we can adapt
the way we manage this virus
to better cope with future
surges and reduce their health,
social and economic impact,”
he said.

In Asia, Omicron cases
have been reported in India,
Japan, Malaysia, Singapore
and South Korea, and new
cases are being documented
with each passing hour.
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Nine members of a family
here tested positive for

Covid-19, days after four of
them returned from South
Africa, putting the Health
Department on alert amid con-
cerns over the “Omicron” vari-
ant of the infection.

Those who returned from
South Africa have been admit-
ted to the hospital of the
Rajasthan University of Health
Sciences (RUHS) and swab
samples of all nine people have
been sent for genome sequenc-
ing to Jaipur’s Sawai Man Singh
Hospital, a health official said.

Chief Medical and Health
Officer Dr Narottam Sharma
said 14 samples were taken for
testing from family, nine of
which tested positive for infec-
tion. In contact tracing, it was
found that four of them had
returned from South Africa, he
said. 

The official said as per
guidelines, those who returned
from South Africa have been
isolated at RUHS hospital while
other five have been home
quarantined. Currently,
Rajasthan has 213 active cases.
The maximum 114 active cases
are from Jaipur alone.

Geneva: The World Health
Organization said on Friday it
had not seen any reports of
deaths relating to the new
Omicron variant of Covid-19.
The WHO said it was collect-
ing evidence about the variant
of concern (VOC), as countries
around the world scramble to
stop it from spreading. But

despite a growing number of
countries registering infections
with the new variant, no deaths
have yet been reported to the
UN health agency. “I have not
seen reports of Omicron-relat-
ed deaths yet,” WHO
spokesman Christian
Lindmeier told reporters in
Geneva.
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Amid arrival of the highly
contagious Omicron vari-

ety of the Covid-19 in India
and expected third wave of the
pandemic, the Uttarakhand
Government has come into an
alert mode. Health, Higher
Education and Cooperatives
Minister Dhan Singh Rawat
talked with Gajendra Singh
Negi of The Pioneer on the
Government preparations on
Covid-19, ambitious Ghasiyari
Kalyan scheme and politics.
Here are the excerpts.

Omicron has arrived in
the country and chances are
that the third wave could hit
the country soon. What are
our preparations? 

We have asked the admin-
istration to keep a vigil on those
who are arriving from other
states. Random checking has
started in the border check
posts, airports, railway sta-
tions and bus stands. 

I have directed the health
department to conduct at least
25,000 tests every day so that
the cases of the disease don’t
remain undetected. As a safe-
ty measure our government has
decided to conduct tests of all
the doctors, health workers,
police personnel and other
frontline workers. I have direct-
ed that tests of all the person-
nel being deployed on the VIP

duty should be done at their
respective place of posting and
before their departure for duty. 

To detect new variants of
Covid-19, genome sequencing
facility is needed which at pre-
sent is not available in
Uttarakhand. What is your
plan?

We have started this facil-
ity in the laboratory of the
Government Doon Medical
College (GDMC) and soon
genome sequencing will be
done in all the government
medical colleges of the state. It
will save time. I have directed
the authorities to ensure that
MRI facility is available in all
government medical colleges as
well.

In the wake of the increas-
ing cases of Covid-19, the
parents of the students are
concerned as the colleges and
universities are open now.
What would you say to assure
them?

Our government has
directed all the Chief Medical
Officers (CMO) to submit a
report on Covid-19. The report
is expected in a couple of days
and based on it we will take a
decision whether the universi-
ties and colleges would remain
open or not. We have already
said that the students who
don’t want to come to the col-
leges would not be forced and
for then online classes would be
held.

You had promised that all
the students of the Govt col-
leges would be provided with
tablets. When will this
promise be fulfilled?

About 1.10 lakh tablets
would be provided to the stu-
dents of the government col-
leges. We have already floated
tenders for it and if it does not
materialise soon we are ready
to transfer the amount of Tablet
into the bank accounts of the
students.

PCC president Ganesh
Godiyal has strongly objected
to the word Ghasyari in the
Yojana launched by Union
Home Minister Amit Shah
recently. What is your view?

Ghasyari scheme is a path
breaking scheme for the welfare
of women in the rural and semi
urban areas of the state. We are
providing nutritious fodder for
the cattle under it and we are

also providing a handy kit for
them. It would save the time
the womenfolk used to spend
in collecting fodder for the cat-
tle. It would also save them
from attacks by wild animals
and other accidents. They can
now spend the time saved in
increasing their family income
and proper upbringing of their
children. 

I don’t want to react to
what the PCC president has
said but want to inform that
more than 18,000 applications
have already been received
under the scheme which
includes many women from
the native village of PCC pres-
ident.

The Congress is claiming
that since BJP is losing the
elections PM Modi and other
leaders have increased the
number of visits to
Uttarakhand. What is your
opinion? 

The BJP is all set to score
a landslide victory in the
upcoming assembly polls. The
PM is coming here with a gift
of projects worth thousands of
crores. Similarly leaders such as
Amit Shah, Rajnath Singh,
Jyotiraditya Sindhia and
Mansukh Mandavia had given
important projects to the state
during their visits. Our leaders
are not like that of the Congress
party who used to come to the
state for picnics.
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Traffic on many routes will
remain diverted for five

hours from 10 am to 3 pm due
to Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s visit to Dehradun today. 

However, the Deputy
Inspector General (DIG) and
the senior superintendent of
police (SSP) Janmejaya
Khanduri clarified that the
candidates appearing in the
competitive examinations and
vehicles associated with emer-
gency services will not be
stopped on the restricted
routes. 

He also suggested leaving
for the examination centre at
least two hours before the
scheduled time to avoid being
late. The police have declared
a zero zone for the movement
of vehicles on all routes near
the Parade Ground. 

The police informed that
all the vehicles will be divert-
ed from Survey Chowk to
Araghar, Buddha Chowk to
Clock Tower and Darshanlal
Chowk to Tehsil Chowk and
would not be allowed to pass
through the routes near Parade
Ground. The traffic from
Orient Chowk and Pacific tri-

section will be diverted to
Clock Tower and Dilaram
Chowk respectively.

The police informed that
vehicles of the people arriving
to participate in the public
gathering at Parade Ground
from Rishikesh, Tehri, Thano
and Raipur will be parked near
Nanaksar Gurudwara in
Raipur Road. 

Vehicles arriving from
Haridwar will be parked near
Rispana bridge, Dharmpur,
and in the premises of Bannu
School and Guru Nanak Inter
College. 

In case the parking gets full
at these locations, the vehicles
will be parked at the new BJP
office on Ring Road, stated the
police. Vehicles, including pub-
lic buses arriving from the
Chakrata area, will be parked
near The Doon School after
dropping passengers at Bindal
bridge. Smaller vehicles like
cabs will be parked on the
ground near Tilak Road.

In case these parking spots
get full, vehicles will be parked
on Mahindra Ground, ONGC
Ground and Kaulagarh Park.
People arriving from Roorkee
and Saharanpur on buses to
participate in the public meet-

ing will be dropped at
Saharanpur Chowk and the
buses will be parked in Hindu
National Inter College near

Lakshman Chowk. Vehicles
arriving from the Mussoorie
route will be parked on  ground
of Survey of India,

Hathibadkala after dropping t
passengers at Dilaram Chowk.
The SSP stated that the police
have made parking arrange-

ments for the drivers of public
transport vehicles and request-
ed them to park the vehicles in
designated areas on Saturday. 
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The Uttarakhand police have
made elaborate security

arrangements for Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s visit
to Dehradun today. The
Director General of Police
(DGP) Ashok Kumar along
with senior police officers
briefed the police force
deployed in VVIP security
duty for PM in Parade Ground
on Friday.

The DGP directed police
personnel to arrive three hours
before scheduled time at their
duty. He said that only autho-
rised persons should be
allowed inside and those meet-
ing VVIPs should also be close-
ly monitored by the security.

He directed officials concerned
to allow only listed people
inside after anti-sabotage
checking. All station in-charges
have been instructed to con-
duct a checking campaign in
Dharamshalas, hotels, bus sta-
tions and railway stations in
their respective areas to ensure
safety. The DGP said that the

administration will not tolerate
any kind of neglect on duty on
Saturday.  Besides DGP, the
senior superintendent of police
(SSP) Janmejaya Khanduri,
Inspector General of Police
(Law and Order) V Murugesan
and Inspector General of Police
(Intelligence) Sanjay Gunjayal
were also present during brief. 
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In view of the arrival of
Prime Minister Narendra

Modi today, the Dehradun
district magistrate (DM) R
Rajesh Kumar has issued an
order to keep all the schools
and educational institutes
closed within  500 metres of
the Parade Ground on
Saturday. 

Kumar issued the order
to restrict any movement in
the area from 10 am to 3 pm
as Modi is scheduled to
address a public meeting in
Parade Ground. He has
directed the chief education
officer to ensure the closure
of all government and private
educational institutions as
per the orders. 
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The former president of
Congress party Rahul

Gandhi would give a fillip to
the election campaign of the
party in Uttarakhand by hold-
ing a rally in Dehradun on
December 16. He would attend
a Sainya Samman Sabha organ-
ised by the Uttarakhand unit of

Congress party in Dehradun.
Informing about the visit of
Rahul Gandhi, the Pradesh
Congress Committee (PCC)
president Ganesh Godiyal said
that the country is celebrating
50 years of the famous victory
in the Bangladesh war. He said

that the historic achievement of
defeating Pakistan and cre-
ation of a new country
Bangladesh was made possible
by the charismatic leadership of
the then Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi. Godiyal said that the
Congress party is organising
the Saniya Samman rally in
Dehradun to remember the
historic victory and leadership
of Indira Gandhi.

Expressing happiness on
the programme of Rahul
Gandhi, the vice president of
Uttarakhand Congress
Dhirendra Pratap said that his
visit would kick-start the elec-
tion campaign of the party in
Uttarakhand.
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In a ceremony presided over
by the Commandant of

Indian Military Academy
(IMA) Lieutenant General
Harinder Singh degrees were
awarded to 68 cadets of Army
Cadet College (ACC) at
Khetarpal auditorium of IMA
on Friday. 

In the ceremony which
strictly adhered to Covid-19
regulations, the cadets were
conferred degrees of the pres-

tigious Jawaharlal Nehru
University (JNU), New Delhi.
The Commandant, in his con-
vocation address, congratulat-
ed the Course for successfully
completing their challenging
three years of training at the
ACC Wing. 

He said “I congratulate the
passing out cadets for having
crossed this milestone in their
professional career. You are
well worthy of this recognition
after completing three years of
rigorous training at the college

and your graduation today,
represents a major milestone in
your professional growth and
development. Leadership and
learning are indispensable to
each other and I am certain
that you all will demonstrate
the ability and desire to con-
tinue learning throughout your
service.’’

The Commander of ACC
wing Brigadier Shailesh Sati
highlighted the dedication and
commitment shown by the
cadets during the course. He
also appreciated the Cadets
for their all round excellence
despite prevailing Covid-19
restrictions.

On the occasion, the
Commandant’s Banner to the
Champion Company was
awarded to ' Kargil Company’.
The banner is awarded to the
company, which excels in var-
ious competitions like sports,
academics, camps, debates and
interior economy. 

The ACC has a rich his-
tory of training selected per-
sonnel from other ranks of all
three Services who have the
potential to become officers in
the Indian Army. After three
years of training at the Army
Cadet College, the graduated
course will join Indian Military
Academy for one year for their
Pre-commissioning Training. 
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Delhi cabinet minister and
Aam Aadmi Party (AAP)

leader Rajendra Pal Gautam
said that the public of
Uttarakhand should check out
the past manifestos of BJP and
Congress before casting votes
to verify how many promises
these parties actually fulfilled
after winning the elections.
Gautam visited Rajpur and
Doiwala constituencies on
Friday ahead of state assembly
elections next year. 

He addressed the public
during his rally in these con-
stituencies and promised that

the AAP’s government will
fulfil every promise made by
the Delhi chief minister Arvind
Kejriwal unlike the other par-
ties.In a Press conference in the
AAP’s office in Dehradun,
Gautam said that the public is
yet to see the development in
Uttarakhand for which martyrs
sacrificed their lives. 

He said that despite having
successive governments in the
state for the past 21 years,
Congress and BJP have failed
to do significant development
works. He said that such par-
ties buy votes with money.
Their aim is to form the gov-
ernment by using money and

making false promises to the
public, added the AAP leader.
He said that the public should
check out the previous mani-
festos of these two parties and
compare which promises were
made before the elections and
which were actually fulfilled. 

He asserted that the pub-
lic here should also check out
AAP’s Delhi manifesto to com-
pare what promises the party
made and how many of those
promises were fulfilled. “After
the public checks these mani-
festos, they will know AAP is
the best alternative to form the
government next year,” stated
Gautam.
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Adelegation of the Teerth
Purohits met the Pradesh

Congress Committee (PCC)
president Ganesh Godiyal at
Congress headquarters here
on Friday and expressed their
gratitude for the party's support
on the issue of the Char Dham
Devasthanam Management

Board. The delegation led by
president of Mahapanchayat
Samiti, Krishnakant Kothiyal,
Harish Dimri and others said
that the Congress  party stood
with them in their protest
against the bill. Speaking on the
occasion Godiyal said that the
BJP ruled union and state gov-
ernments have proved to be
failures on every front. 

He said that BJP foisted
farm laws and Devasthanam
board on the people and
behaved dictatorially but now
defeat is staring them in the
face as its leaders were forced
to repeal them.  

The PCC president said
that the repeal of the farm
laws and the Devasthanam
board expose the failure of
BJP and victory of the peo-
ple. The Vice President of
Uttarakhand Congress
Prithvi Pal Chauhan,
Surendra Kumar, Rajpal
Bisht, spokesperson Lakhpat
Butola and others were pre-
sent on the occasion.
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The chief secretary of Uttarakhand S S Sandhu has said that sub-
stitutes of single use plastics should be promoted in order to

stop its usage. He said that a study should be conducted on these
alternatives so that their use is encouraged by providing subsidies.
The CS was presiding over a meeting of special task force set up
for preventing single use plastic at secretariat here on Friday. In
meeting CS said a work plan should be planned for finding alter-
natives of single use plastic. He said that Single use plastic is most
harmful and special efforts should be made to prevent its
use.Sandhu added that special measures should be undertaken to
increase awareness about single use plastic and its harmful effects.
He suggested that possibilities for use of jute bags instead of plas-
tic in nurseries of forest department should be exploredl.
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Those wanting to undergo an
operation to treat a disabili-

ty should go for it at an early age
as complications are less and pain
is bearable. Padma Shri recipient
orthopaedic surgeon Dr BKS
Sanjay said this while addressing
media on occasion of
International Day of Persons
with Disabilities (IDPD) on
Friday. He spoke on various
aspects to address  issues faced
by disabled.

Addressing gathering on
occasion he said that many peo-
ple suffering from disability in
India are victims of road traffic
accidents. Those living in rural
areas suffer most due to lack of
facilities. 

He opined that chances of
disability decrease in cases of
accidents if patient has received
proper treatment on time.
Further, if any disability is caused
due to an accident  chances of it
being treated effectively are high
in general. Dr Sanjay said, “We
also conduct various free of cost
campaigns to raise public aware-
ness about disabilities.”
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Following an intelligence
input, Central paramilitary

forces, Army, Jammu &
Kashmir Police and Delhi
Police have been alerted to
guard their ranks against a
honey-trap bid by a Delhi-
based advocate, aged 35 years.

The suspected advocate
allegedly honey-traps officials
and later uses them to get sen-
sitive information as also trans-
fer and postings of the armed
forces’ and police officials.

The advocate originally
hails from Bhiwani, Haryana
and is currently based at
Dilshad Colony here and is
allegedly involved in “activities
prejudicial to national interest.”

“It has been reported that
……(the advocate) is taking
interest in developing connec-

tions with the officers of Indian
Army and CAPFs (Central
Armed Police Forces or para-
military forces). She is using
her relations with these officers
in seeking personal favours
like transfer/posting and elic-
itation of sensitive information
from prominent government
officials,” reads the alert.

She has also allegedly
formed close connections with
both retired and in-service
officials of various Government
ministries as Central Reserve
Police Force (CRPF), Indo-
Tibetan Border Police (ITBP),
Jammu and Kashmir Police
and Delhi Police, according to
the alert.

“She is known to honey
trap officials and later use
them to get her work done,”
reads the communication that
also attached a detailed profile
of the advocate, including her
photographs.

The armed forces have
been asked to sensitise the
ranks and file about her indul-
gence in undesirable activities
detrimental to the security
interest of the country.

The agencies have also
been asked to ensure that the
entry of the advocate is barred
from their respective premises.

In the last one year, she has
travelled extensively to Jammu
and Kashmir, Rajasthan,
Haryana, Himachal Pradesh,
Uttar Pradesh and Punjab.

She is interested in con-
necting with influential people
and takes a lot of interest in
news related to Jammu and
Kashmir, transfer of senior
officials of paramilitary forces
and also in the personal lives of
her connections.

“She has now shown inter-
est in developing similar con-
nections in the Indian Army,
preferably (posted) in
Himachal Pradesh,
Uttarakhand and Delhi,” the
advisory added. 

She uses three mobile
phones and a landline for net-
working and honey-trapping
activities.

The identity of the suspect
advocate is being withheld so
as not to disturb the surveil-
lance mounted on her by the
agencies.
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As the two countries are
working out modalities to

ferry wheat and life saving
medicines to Afghanistan
through Pakistan land route
from India, Islamabad has sug-
gested the goods may be ferried
in Afghan trucks.

So far, India was insisting
that 50,000 metric tons of

wheat and medicines should be
transported to Afghanistan in
Indian trucks but Pakistan said
its trucks will take the con-
signment from Attari-Wagah
border in Punjab.  

Incidentally, Pakistan allows
exports of goods from
Afghanistan to India by road but
does not allow India to export
goods through the land route.

On Thursday, India said

discussions with Pakistan are
going on to finalise the modal-
ities for the transportation of its
aid to Afghanistan through
Pakistani soil and insisted that
no conditionalities should be
attached for sending the
humanitarian assistance.

On Thursday, Pakistan
turned down India's wheat
transit proposal.

However, the Foreign

Office said in a statement on
Friday the decision to let New
Delhi send wheat and life-sav-
ing drugs to Afghanistan
through Pakistan on Afghan
trucks was formally conveyed
to India.

“With a view to further
facilitate Pakistan's decision to
allow transportation of 50,000
MT of wheat and life-saving
medicines from India to

Afghanistan via Wagah border
on an exceptional basis for 

humanitarian purposes, it
has been decided to also allow
the use of Afghan trucks for
transportation from Wagah
border to Torkham,” it said.
The Foreign Office said the
decision was conveyed to the
Charged'Affaires of India at the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

India wants to ensure that

the aid reaches the intended
beneficiaries without being
diverted and wants the distri-
bution of the relief materials
through a credible interna-
tional agency.

The Pakistani statement
said the Indian government
was urged to take necessary
steps to expeditiously under-
take the delivery of the human-
itarian assistance. It said the

decision demonstrates the
commitment and seriousness
of the Government of Pakistan
to facilitate the proposed
humanitarian assistance to the
people of Afghanistan.

Pakistan last week formal-
ly informed India about its
decision to allow the trans-
portation of wheat and life-sav-
ing drugs to neighbouring
Afghan through its territory.
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Union Health Minister
Mansukh Mandaviya on

Friday informed the Lok Sabha
that a decision on booster dose
and Covid jabs for children will
be taken on the basis of scien-
tific guidance from experts. He
also said that India has stepped
up surveillance for Omicron
variant of the coronavirus.

Replying to a two-day-
long debate on Covid-19 pan-
demic, the Health Minister
blamed Opposition parties for
“playing politics” during the
calamity. 

Mandaviya said RT-PCR
tests have been conducted on
16,000 passengers from "at-
risk" countries, of whom 18
have tested positive for Covid-
19.  The Minister said the
swab samples of these 16 pas-
sengers have been sent for
genome sequencing to screen
for the Omicron variant of the
virus.

The Health Minister hit out
at the opposition for making a
political issue on the availabil-
ity of ventilators, which were

funded through the PM-
CARES Fund, and hailed the
leadership of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi during the
testing times. 

He said orders were placed
for the supply of 58,000 venti-
lators, mostly with public sec-
tor companies, and 50,200
breathing machines had been
delivered to states and 48,000
have been installed at various
hospitals.  Besides ventilators,
the Government also ensured
availability of Covid protocol
medicines across the country to
ensure that the states did not
appear wanting in the fight
against the pandemic.
Mandaviya also slammed the
opposition parties for creating
doubts about homegrown vac-
cines which affected the vacci-
nation drive. 

"Opposition-ruled states
promised support during meet-
ings with the prime minister,
but went back on their words
and tried to weaken the
nation's fight against COVID-
19," the Minister said.  To
questions on the vaccination
drive, the Minister said the

Government was committed to
fully vaccinate all the eligible
beneficiaries. 
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The IMD on Friday said
Cyclone Jawad ( name pro-

posed by Saudi Arabia), formed
in the Bay of Bengal, is expect-
ed to travel along the Andhra
Pradesh and Odisha coasts on
Saturday before reaching Puri
district on Sunday morning.
This is the first cyclone in 130
years in December  and third
after Yaas and Gulab to reach
Odisha in 2021.

According to cyclone
development frequency data
maintained by the India
Meteorological Department
(IMD), no cyclone had crossed
the Odisha coast in December
between 1891 and 2020. As per
the latest satellite observations,
it was located 420 km south-
southeast of Visakhapatnam,
650 km south-southeast of
Paradip and 530 km south-
southeast of Gopalpur. 

Cabinet Secretary Rajiv

Gauba chaired the second
meeting of the National Crisis
Management Committee  to
review the preparedness of
States and Central
Ministries/Agencies to deal
with the cyclone “Jawad”.

IMD director general Dr
Mrutyunjay Mohapatra on
Friday said the cyclone would
come closest to land near Puri

district around noon on
Sunday. The maximum impact
will be when the cyclone inten-
sifies to the ‘Severe Cyclone’
category, bringing with it very
heavy rainfall and gusty winds
with speed picking up to 110
kmph between the mornings of
Saturday and Sunday.

“The cyclonic storm is like-
ly to reach the west-central Bay

of Bengal off the coast of north
Andhra Pradesh and Odisha by
Saturday morning. Thereafter,
it is likely to recurve north-
northeastwards, move along
the coast of Odisha and adjoin-
ing Andhra Pradesh and touch
the coast around Puri by
December 5 noon,” he said. 

“A low-pressure area had
developed over the Andaman
Sea on November 30. It inten-
sified into a depression on
December 2 and further into a
deep depression on Friday
morning. It turned into a
cyclone on Friday noon,”
Mohapatra added.

Very heavy rainfall is like-
ly to start in north coastal
Andhra Pradesh and south
coastal Odisha by Friday
evening. The intensity of rain-
fall is likely to increase on
Saturday.A red colour warning
has been issued for Andhra
Pradesh's Srikakulam,
Vizianagaram and
Visakhapatnam districts for
Saturday. The red colour warn-
ing has also been issued for the
Gajapati, Ganjam, Puri,
Jagatsinghpur districts of
Odisha.
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As tension persists at the
Line of Actual Control

(LAC)in Ladakh for the last
one and half years, security sce-
nario has become complex,
Navy chief Admiral R Hari
Kumar said here on Friday. 

He also said China has
built more than 138 warships
in the last ten years and India
has factored in this develop-
ment to ensure operational
preparedness.  The Navy chief ’s
remarks came in the backdrop
of China increasingly flexing its
muscle in the Indian Ocean
region and Indo-Pacific.

Assuring that the Indian
Navy continues to keep a close
watch on the movement of the
Chinese ships in India’s zone of
interest, Kumar said China is
present in the Indian Ocean

region since 2008.  At any
given time there are eight
Chinese ships there and some-
times the number goes down to
three, he said while addressing
the annual press conference on
the eve of the Navy Day on
Saturday.

Elaborating upon the
sequence of events since last
year when trouble broke out at
the LAC in Eastern Ladakh, the
newly appointed Navy chief
said Indian warships were
deployed in all the sensitive
zones and continue to be mis-
sion deployed even now.

He admitted situation
along India's northern bor-
der(LAC) has added to the
“security complexities” at a
time the country was reeling
under COVID-19 and that the
"dual" scenario continues.

The Indian Navy continues

to maintain close surveillance
on the Chinese movements
and has fairly good maritime
domain awareness, the Navy
chief said adding “we have
plans in place.”

As regards the situation in
the Indo-Pacific region, he
said this is of great importance
to India as more than 200 bil-
lion dollars worth of trade of
the country transits through
the sea lanes there.  Moreover,
Indian daispora also resides in
the littoral states on the rim of
the Indo-Pacific, the Navy chief
said. On comparison with
China in terms of number of
ships, Kumar said, "It is not just
the numbers that matter. It is
also about people, how you
employ the weapons that you
have, your strategy and your
operational plans. There are a
whole lot of issues. I want to

assure you that the Indian
Navy is a well-balanced force
and is confident of defending
India's maritime interests for
sure."

Kumar said that
Acceptance of Necessity
(approval) was accorded for 72
projects worth Rs 1,97,359
crore for the Navy and out of
which 59 projects worth Rs
1,74,027 crore will be imple-
mented indigenously. He also
said work is on to finalise the
ten-year plan for projecting the
need for ships, submarines and
related assets.

Referring to the theateri-
sation plan of the armed forces,
he said the details on setting up
of the maritime theatre com-
mand are being worked out
and they may be finalised by
the middle of next year. 
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Even as winter has set in, par-
ents of over 60 lakh school

children are still waiting for 
�1,100 meant for the purchase
of uniforms, sweaters and shoes
for their wards who are being
forced to go to schools without
proper winter uniforms.

On October 30, Chief
Minister Yogi Adityanath had
declared that �1,800 crore
would be transferred through
DBT in the bank accounts of
parents of more than 1.60
crore students for the pur-
chase of winter uniforms. He
had claimed that the scheme
would benefit students of pri-
mary, upper primary schools
and non-government aided
p r i m a r y / p r e - s e c o n d a r y
schools.

“A parent would get Rs
1,100 per child and the pay-
ments would be made within a
month’s time,” Yogi had
declared while releasing funds
online.

A month later, officials of
the Education department
claimed that over 60 lakh par-
ents were yet to receive the
money and the entire process
was delayed because of the
delay in the confirmation of
bank details of parents with the
details available with the

school.
“Who will do it?” asked a

leader of the Shiksha Parishad.
“The teachers and officers of
the Education department are
deployed in the revision of elec-
toral rolls. There is no one in
schools to carry out the cleri-
cal work of confirming the
bank details of the parents,” he
said.

Officials said that the first
lot of money was transferred to
the accounts of over one crore

parents but over 60 lakh par-
ents were still waiting for the
funds to purchase uniforms,
sweaters, shoes and school
bags.

An employees’ union
leader said that the argument
given by the official was that
the direct transfer of money
would ensure a transparent
system as well as develop a
market at the local level which
in turn would generate self-
employment opportunities in

rural areas.
“Winter has already set in.

The delay in transfer of money
will lead to delay in purchase of
sweaters and till then the poor
students will bear the brunt of
the winter,” he said.

Principal Secretary Deepak
Kumar said that this money
should have been transferred
within a month’s time. “I need
to inquire as to where the
whole process got stuck,” he
said.
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About 4 million people staying in the dis-
tricts of Idukki, Kottayam, Ernakulam

and Alappuzha in Kerala live in perpetual fear
as the possibilities of the 126 year old
Mullaperiyar Dam bursting any time became
stronger with the north east monsoon of 2021
bringing in bountiful rain.

Wednesday night saw Tamil Nadu
Government which owns and operates the
dam situated in Kerala opening seven shut-
ters without any warning and this led to unex-
pected raise in water level in Periyar River that
flows through Idukki, Kottayam, Ernakulam
districts.

“The Central Government should imme-
diately intervene and save the people of Kerala
from a deluge. It is time Mullaperiyar Dam
is either demolished or decommissioned,”
seven-time MLA of Kerala Legislative
Assembly P C George told The Pioneer.
George, a veteran farmers’ leader in the State
said that the Dam is a ticking time bomb and
people like him who reside downstream live
in perpetual fear.

“I as the chairman of the petition com-
mittee of Kerala Legislature had  recom-
mended thrice the decommission of this dam
and cancellation of the 1886 Mullaperiyar
Agreement signed between the then British
Government and the Travancore Maharaja.
The agreement has become null and void as
all agreements signed between the British
colonial masters and the princely States in
India got cancelled by the night of August 14,
1947 with the implementation of the India
Independence Act 1947,” said George.

The controversial dam, built with lime
and surki (before cement and concrete mix-
ture came into vogue) is 53.66 meter (176 ft)
heigh, 1200 ft in length and has a depth of 142
ft. “Though Tamil Nadu claims that its
Kallanai Dan in Thanjavur was built during
the 2nd century AD, the truth is that it is a
dwarf of a dam compared to Mullaperiyar.  Its

height is just 5.4 meters and there are no struc-
tural defects detected in it unlike Mullaperiyar
Dam which has many flaws in its construc-
tion,” said George.

M M Mani CPI(M) MLA who is the for-
mer power minister and P J Joseph, MLA and
former minister for revenue  too expressed
their fear and concerns about the safety of the
dam and called for immediate action from the
Government of Tamil Nadu. “Water level in
the dam should be brought down so that peo-
ple could sleep peacefully,” said Mani.

Tamil Nadu opened the shutters of the
dam on Wednesday late night without any
warning that led to the flooding of Periyar
River flowing through Kerala. Since the
people staying on the river banks were did not
sleep because of heavy rains, they could alert
their brethren and save them from getting
washed away, said Joseph.  

George said Kerala has identified land for
building a new dam in place of Mullaperiyar.
“We will continue giving Tamil Nadu what-
ever water it is taking from Mullaperiyar. Our
only mission is to save the people of Kerala
from getting washed away while ensuring
water for Tamil Nadu,” said George.
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Samajwadi Party president
Akhilesh Yadav exhorted

the electorate of Bundelkhand
region to throw out the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party from
power like Rani Lakshmi Bai
expelled the British colonial
forces from Jhansi.

“The BJP swept the 2017
UP assembly election and won
all 19 assembly seats in
Bundelkhand and later in 2019
Lok Sabha polls, it won all par-
liamentary seats from there.
But what did the people of
Bundelkhand get in return?
They were taken for a ride and
no development work took
place in the region,” Akhilesh
alleged while addressing a pub-
lic meeting at Jhansi on Friday.

Attacking Chief Minister
Yogi Adityanath and his gov-
ernment, the Samajwadi Party
chief said that just as the BJP
changed the names of places
and other institutions, the peo-
ple of the state would very soon
change the government.

"The Yogi government has
only changed the names of
places. Very soon people in
Uttar Pradesh are going to
change this government. Youth,
farmers and businessmen in
Uttar Pradesh have decided to
get rid of the Yogi government.

Farmers in Uttar Pradesh are
going to benefit if Samajwadi
Party comes to power," he said.

Akhilesh further said that
Uttar Pradesh was one state
where the maximum number
of cases of crime against
women in the country was
registered and the state also
topped in custodial deaths
across the country.

"If any government has
received the highest number of
notices for fake encounters, then
it is the present BJP government
in Uttar pradesh," he added.

Countering the charges of
dynastic politics against his party
by the BJP, Akhilesh raised the
demand for caste-based census.

“Caste-based census is the
only solution to caste-related
disputes. The BJP is a master in
creating discord in society and
among castes to exploit it for
their narrow political ends. Let
there be a caste-based census
after which the numerical
strength of each caste will be on
record. Subsequently, those
enjoying strength on paper will
be exposed,” the SP chief said.

On alliance of Samajwadi
Party with smaller caste-based
political parties, Akhilesh said,
“Now Pal and Gopal (Yadavs)
have joined hands and no force
on earth can fight this formi-
dable combination.”
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Bahujan Samaj Party president
Mayawati alerted the people of

Uttar Pradesh, asking them to be
cautious on the election promises
being announced by different polit-
ical parties ahead of the 2002 assem-
bly polls.

Reacting to promises made by
Congress general secretary Priyanka
Gandhi Vadra, Samajwadi Party
chief Akhilesh Yadav and even a
host of Bharatiya Janata Party lead-
ers, including Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, Union Home
Minister Amit Shah and Chief
Minister Yogi Adityanath, Mayawati
tweeted on Friday, "In UP, a flurry
of election promises are being made
every day, especially by Bharatiya
Janata Party, Samajwadi Party,
Congress etc., to woo and mislead
the people of the state. But these
promises are mostly forgotten after
coming to power. This has been
their history till now. People should
be cautious of them."

The BSP chief further tweeted,
"The promises that the BJP and SP
are making to the public, why did
they not do the work while they
were in the government in the
state? Why did the Congress party
not do what they promised to give
40 per cent tickets and scooty to
women in states where they have
governments? This is also some-
thing to think about.”

Mumbai: The Bombay High
Court on Friday directed the
National Investigation Agency
(NIA) to get poet-activist
Varavara Rao medically exam-
ined at Nanavati hospital in the
city to check if he suffered
from any ailments that war-
ranted extension of his medical
bail.

The HC also extended till
December 18 the time for Rao
to surrender before the Taloja
prison authorities. 

As per HC's previous order,
Rao was to have been medically
examined on November 18, but
the NIA told the court on
Friday it was yet to get his med-
ical check up done.

The NIA counsel Sandesh
Patil said the delay was caused
because several doctors were
required to check Rao since the
83-year-old was "taking advan-
tage of the court's order" and
trying to get a comprehensive
health check up done.

"At the time of seeking
medical bail earlier this year, he
(Rao) had complained of
cataract, hernia, and appendix.
Now appendix and hernia are
over and only cataract remains.
But he is taking advantage of
the court's order and trying to
get all tests done," Patil 
said.

A bench of Justices Nitin
Jamdar and SV Kotwal, how-
ever, questioned the NIA's sub-
mission and said the agency
must take a practical approach
and consider Rao's advanced
age. PTI
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Former Congress president
Rahul Gandhi on Friday

expressed surprise that the
Modi Government had "no
record" of the farmers' deaths
during the farm laws agitation
and accused it of being "inhu-
man", "insensitive" and "arro-
gant". 

The Congress leader also
questioned the Government
for treating the deceased farm-
ers and earlier people who
died of Covid as nonexistent.
"This is not the way a Prime
Minister should behave. This is
an unpleasant, immoral, and
cowardly way to behave," Rahul
said.

Addressing a Press confer-
ence at AICC headquarters,
Rahul mentioned that while he
will place the list of the
deceased farmers before the
Parliament on Monday, he
mentioned that the Punjab
government is not responsible
for the deaths of the farmers
during the farm laws agitation
but still paid Rs 5 lakh com-
pensation to the families of 403
deceased farmers in the state.

He said the Congress also
has a list of 100 farmers from
outside Punjab who died dur-
ing the farm laws agitation and
another list of about 200

deceased farmers has been
compiled based on public
records.

Rahul's attack was against
the backdrop of the
Government's statement in
Parliament a day earlier. "No
record is available on the mat-
ter (death of farmers) so the
question does not arise," the
government maintained.

On a question about the
remaining demands of the
farmers following the repeal of
the farm laws, he said, "I don't
think the government will
accept farmers' demands" and
asserted that "its intention is
not right".

"Frankly it is not our mis-
take that caused the death of
700 farmers. It is the PM's mis-
take. The Prime Minister apol-
ogised. He said he made a mis-
take and because of that mis-
take, 700 farmers died. Why
doesn't the PM have the decen-
cy and the dignity to help
their families?" Rahul asked.
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The ruling CPI(M) in Kerala
which has been facing a

series of allegations in con-
nection with murder of polit-
ical rivals, corruption in high
places and religious appease-
ment, got a major relief on
Friday as the party’s State
Secretariat decided to give back
the charge of secretary to polit
bureau member Kodiyeri
Balakrishnan who was on leave
on heath grounds since
November 2020. The decision
to hand over the post of secre-
tary to Balakrishna comes at a
time when there isa strong
demand by the party cadre to
elevate him as all India General
Secretary.   

Though Kodiyeri
Balakrishnan, who has been
secretary of the Kerala unit of the
party since 2014, was on leave
reportedly due to health reasons,
it was the arrest and imprison-
ment of his younger son Bineesh
Kodiyeri that made him tem-
porarily vacate the party post.
Bineesh was arrested by the
Enforcement Directorate in
connection with drug trafficking
and related financial issues.

The younger son of
Balakrishnan was in
Bangalore’s Parappana
Agrahara Prison for one year
and was released on bail only
in October 2021. Balakrishnan’s
elder son Binoy is also facing
charges of sexual abuse and
financial impropriety. 
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Nine weeks after a shocking
gang-rape of a 15-year-old

girl allegedly by 33 persons,
including four juveniles, rocked
Maharashtra, the police on
Friday filed a comprehensive
charge-sheet against the
accused in the Sessions Court
at Kalyan in the adjoining
Thane district.

The charge-sheet filed in the
sensational blackmail and gang-
rape case against 33 persons in
the Kalyan Sessions Court runs
into 885 pages, comprising state-
ments by 122 witnesses.

Of the 33 accused, 29 are in
judicial custody, while four
others – all juveniles—are cur-
rently out on bail.

The heinous crime came to
light when the 15-year-old victim
girl from the satellite town of
Dombivili in Thane district –
who had allegedly been black-
mailed and gang-raped for more
than eight months – lodged a
complaint with the Manpada
police station on September 22,
2021.

The investigations have
revealed that in January this
year, the victim's boyfriend

had reportedly indulged in
forcible sex with her and had
video-graphed the incident.

Later on, the accused boy-
friend showed and shared the
video with his friends who
allegedly used the clip to
blackmail, threaten and sexu-
ally assaulted the girl for over
the next eight months. 

The perpetrators, some of
them said to be politically well-
connected, compelled the girl to
accompany them to various
locations at Dombivli, other
nearby towns like Rabale,
Badlapur, Thane, Navi Mumbai,
Murbad and also at a remote
farmhouse, where they repeat-
edly raped her. The charge-
sheet stated that on a few occa-
sions, the accused also drugged
the victim girl before perpe-
trating sexual crime on her.  

The accused had allegedly
blackmailed and threatened the
victim girl that if she told her

family members or approached
the police about forced sexual
acts, they would put out the
video clips of her in revealing
positions in social media.
However, the victim girl mus-
tered courage and approached
the Manpada police station at
Dombivli on September 22.  

The victim girl, who
underwent medical tests and
treatment at a local hospital,
recovered later from the trau-
ma she had undergone.

During the investigations,
the victim girl named all the 33
accused. The accused have
been booked under sections
376 (rape), 376 (2) (n) (repeat-
ed rape is punishable with rig-
orous imprisonment for a term
which shall not be less than 10
years but may extend to impris-
onment for life),, 376 (d) (gang-
rape), 376 (3) (rape on a woman
below sixteen years of age) of
IPC and provisions of the
Protection of Children from
Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act.

The 29 adult accused will
be tried in a regular sessions
court or a Special Fast Track
Court, while the four juveniles
will be tried before a Juvenile
Justice Board.
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At least one in 100 patients hospi-
talised with Covid-19 are likely to

develop central nervous system com-
plications, like strokes due to clogged
arteries, bleeding in the brain, inflam-
mation of the brain, and other poten-
tially fatal complications, researchers
have said after analysing nearly 40,000
cases of such hospitalised infected
patients.

Many of the patients had comor-
bidities like hypertension, cardiac dis-
ease and diabetes, as per the study, one
of the largest multi-institutional stud-
ies to date on brain complications of
Covid-19.

Researchers from the Thomas
Jefferson University in Philadelphia, US
said the most common finding was a
stroke due to clogged arteries.

Symptoms led doctors to suspect
brain complications in about 11 per
cent, the researchers reported at the
recent annual meeting of the
Radiological Society of North America.

The most common complication
was ischemic stroke, with an incidence
of 6.2 per cent, followed by intracranial
hemorrhage (3.72 per cent) and
encephalitis (0.47 per cent), an inflam-
mation of the brain.

"Much has been written about the
overall pulmonary problems related to
Covid-19, but we do not often talk
about the other organs that can be
affected," said study lead author Scott
H. Faro, M.D., FASFNR, professor of
radiology and neurology and director
of the Division of Neuroradiology/Head
& Neck Imaging at Thomas Jefferson
University in Philadelphia.

"Our study shows that central ner-
vous system complications represent a
significant cause of morbidity and mor-
tality in this devastating pandemic."

The patients had been admitted
between September 2019 and June
2020. Their average age was 66 years
old, and there were twice as many men
as women.

The most common cause of admis-
sion was confusion and altered mental
status, followed by fever. 

There were 442 acute neuroimag-
ing findings that were most likely asso-
ciated with the viral infection. The over-
all incidence of central nervous system
complications in this large patient
group was 1.2 per cent.

"Of all the inpatients who had
imaging such as MRI or a CT scan of
the brain, the exam was positive approx-
imately 10 per cent of the time,a Faro
said.
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With the protest on suspension of 12 Rajya
Sabha MPs from Opposition camp enter-

ing its fifth day, the ruling BJP MPs on Friday too
staged a dharna adjacent to them in front of the
Gandhi statue on the Parliament premises
against the "unruly" behaviour of the opposition
MPs.

There were some tense moments as BJP
members, carrying placards, marched towards the
opposition members near the Gandhi statue to
condemn their "undemocratic actions" inside the
House.

"We are here to highlight the duplicity of the
opposition parties," BJP member GVL Narsimha
Rao said.

The issue also figured in both houses of
Parliament when opposition leaders complained
about "hooting" by BJP members to the presid-
ing officers.

Amid the stalemate, Leader of the House
Piyush Goyal said how can there be a reconcil-
iation when these members are unwilling to apol-
ogise for their unruly behaviour in the previous
session.

The issue came up in the House when RJD
member Manoj Kumar Jha said in the Rajya
Sabha that some BJP members "gatecrashed" the
site in Parliament complex where the 12 sus-
pended members were staging an agitation.
"Gatecrashing amounts to taking away the
democratic values," Jha said.
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Patna: The opposition RJD in
Bihar on Friday demanded
that politicians who have spent
more than 14 years in jail serv-
ing sentences be released
forthwith in keeping with a
Supreme Court judgement
which has empowered respec-
tive state governments to take
a call on such matters.

The issue was raised in the
state assembly by MLA Chetan
Anand, whose father Anand
Mohan Singh had been award-
ed death penalty which was
later commuted to imprison-
ment for life in a high profile
murder case.

“I had raised the matter
both as a member of the House
and as a member of an aggriev-
ed family,” Anand told
reporters later outside the
assembly.

Singh, a don-turned-politi-
cian who famously loved to get
photographed holding a gun
and surrounded by henchmen
armed to the teeth, had been
convicted for inciting a mob
that lynched IAS officer G
Krishnaiya in the 1990s.

Krishnaiya, who was the
District Magistrate of
Gopalganj, was beaten to death
after being dragged out of his
car while it was passing
through Muzaffarpur district
where a procession was being
taken out in support of dread-
ed gangster Chhotan Shukla

upon his murder.
Interestingly, Singh had

always been daggers drawn
with Lalu Prasad, who was then
the chief minister of Bihar and
is now the president of the RJD. 

Brij Bihari Prasad, then a
powerful RJD minister of the
state, was allegedly involved in the
murder of Shukla, who had got
associated with the Bihar People's
Party floated by Singh. Brij Bihari
Prasad was also shot dead in a
Patna hospital where he was
undergoing treatment in 1998.

Singh's son said, “The reply
to my submission by the min-
ister in charge clearly shows
that it has no intention to
release such prisoners. I spoke
not only for my father but for
many others, including
Rajendra Yadav”.

Rajendra Yadav is an ex-
MLA of the RJD from Atri in
Gaya who has been convicted
for the murder of a JD(U)
worker when the former was
taking out a victory procession
after winning the seat in 2005.

Leader of the opposition
Tejashwi Yadav, who stood
beside Chetan Anand, also spoke
after the latter was through.“This
government wants to keep all
those who are not beholden to
it under some type of pressure.
Reluctance to release Anand
Mohan and Rajendra Yadav is
politically motivated,” said Yadav.

He asserted that the

nephew of a minister was
named in a murder that took
place about a month ago
though the accused was yet to
be arrested.

“So much for the Nitish
Kumar government's claims of
framing no innocent and spar-
ing no guilty”, said the RJD
leader who shortly afterwards
held a press conference at the
party office where he bran-
dished a bundle of papers
claiming it to be a copy of the
FIR lodged in connection with
the Purnea murder case.

“The FIR clearly speaks of
sufficient evidence at hand
against Athiya, a nephew of
Leshi Singh, who is a cabinet
member and a confidante of
the chief minister. Why is not
the minister being even inter-
rogated?” asked Yadav.

The RJD leader also showed
a video purportedly showing
Athiya pulling the trigger on the
deceased Rintu Singh and return-
ing to check whether the latter
had died. Yadav, who claimed
that Rintu Singh was killed
because he was considered close
to the RJD, also alleged that his
"question pertaining to the mur-
der did not get listed because the
government entertains no ques-
tion on the floor of the House
which relates to the department
of home and general adminis-
tration, both retained by the
chief minister”. PTI
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years ago, the issue of mislead-
ing endorsement had cropped
up in India, when Maggi noo-
dles were temporarily banned
after the food regulator
revealed that it contained an
excessive amount of lead. 

Marketers use celebrity
endorsements to make adver-
tisements believable and to
enhance consumer recognition
of the brand name. Celebrity
endorsements as of now have
become the most effective
marketing tool in advertise-
ments, which can exert a
greater influence on con-
sumers' attitudes and buying
intention. The millennial gen-
eration, especially the college
students, are the viable pur-
chasers and brand loyalists.
There is a great effect of
celebrity-brand congruence
and publicity on consumers'
choice and buying behaviour.
Fans of celebrities quite often
seek to imitate or follow the
style of their choice celebrities
to improve their self-image
and self-esteem. As such, they
become crazy to purchase the
product endorsed by them. 

Celebrities cause great
influence on the endorsed
product. However, for creating
such a big influence upon the
sale of the endorsed product,
they charge heavy amounts
from the manufacturers/ busi-
nesses. Some celebrities charge
up to �5.5 crore a day to
endorse brands. Several
celebrities have also endorsed
the co-ownership endorse-

ment model by taking an equi-
ty stake in the product brand
company. Another form of
arrangement is a royalty agree-
ment where the celebrity leas-
es a brand to another compa-
ny, which is in manufacturing
and distribution. 

The law of demand states
that other factors being con-
stant (ceteris paribus), price
and quantity demanded of
any good and service are
inversely related to each other.
When the price of a product
increases, the demand for the
same product decreases, then
increases as the prices fall.
However, this rule is changed
when not bothering the
demand or price of a product
endorsed by the favourite
celebrity, the consumer out of
celebrity influence finds him-
self forced to buy the product. 

Leaving aside the ques-
tions of false and misleading
advertisements and celebri-
ties’ endorsing a product or
service without using, experi-
encing and having knowledge
of the product endorsed, the
question arises from the prin-
ciple of reasonableness as well
as accounting procedures that
the heavy amount paid to
celebrities by manufacturer
for endorsement in any form
is made through business
expenses, which ultimately
falls on the neck of the con-
sumers. 

The phenomenon of mar-
keters’ sensitising, informing
customers about their prod-

uct/service may be fair enough
through reasonable modes but
why the intervention of
celebrities for recommending
a product? How can it be in the
consumer's interest, when the
choice of the consumer is not
the demand of the product but
the psychological influence of
the endorser? More so, what is
the rationale, rule or criteria of
celebrities charging heavy
amount as fees for endorse-
ment in a most arbitrary, dis-
criminatory, fanciful and
unjustified manner? Who
decides the quantum of fees
and on what measure or basis?
The endorsers have been let
loose to charge any amount of
fees from manufacturers arbi-
trarily with no legal control. 

The question arises
whether the heavy cost of
endorsement falling upon the
neck of the consumer is a con-
sumer rights issue? If yes, then
the central authority is
empowered to protect, pro-
mote and enforce the rights of
consumers as a class and pre-
vent violation of consumer
rights and unfair trade prac-
tices under the CP Act, 2019.
The Authority is also empow-
ered to undertake and promote
research in the field of con-
sumer rights. It is, therefore,
essential to establish that
endorsement practice is unfair
and prejudiced to consumers
interests or rights.

(The writer is a legal jour-
nalist and an author. The views
expressed are personal.)
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Sir — The air pollution in Delhi and
adjoining regions is so severe that it is a
life-and-death issue; it has serious health
implications. The consequences will be
very grave if nothing is done to improve
the quality of air. When the Supreme
Court was hearing the case related to air
pollution in Delhi, the Uttar Pradesh
Government made the bizarre claim that
the smog in Delhi was caused by Pakistan.
But for the nightmarish situation in Delhi
due to the air pollution, we could have
thought that it was comic relief provided
by the Yogi Adityanath Government. 

The UP Government stretched logic
to the limit when it deduced that the toxic
air was blowing from Pakistan to cause
smog in Delhi, perhaps in a vain bid to
pull the wool over our eyes. The ‘indict-
ment’ of Pakistan as ‘the guilty party’
prompted Chief Justice NV Ramana to
ask in a sarcastic vein if the UP
Government wanted the country’s top
court to ban industries in Pakistan and
added, for good measure, that it has no
jurisdiction over the neighbouring coun-
try. It is absurd to say that Pakistan is
responsible for the smog in Delhi; it is
common knowledge that emissions from
vehicles and industries, road dust, con-
struction activities, garbage burning,
stubble burning etc are the major causes
for the high levels of pollution.

G David Milton | Maruthancode
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Sir — I tend to disagree with the fact that
online classes would enhance the quality
of education. On the contrary, students
have been facing a lot of issues due to the
forced switch over to e-learning from the
conventional system of classroom learn-
ing. The mandatory shift to online class-
es has greatly impacted the disadvantaged
students living in rural India. Students can
easily lose track of their studies in online
education, as there are no face-to-face lec-
tures. Until and unless you keep yourself
motivated, it takes a long time to complete
a course through e-learning. 

Though it is imperative to maintain
the engagement of students during the

lockdown, e-learning cannot be smooth
and it cannot make up for the academic
loss suffered by the students. The most
crucial part of a student's life is to learn
good communication skills, discipline,
social interaction and an optimistic atti-
tude. These qualities can only be achieved
when there is a live student-teacher inter-
action. The most nostalgic part of every-
one's life is their school life, which obvi-
ously cannot happen in e-learning.

Ranganathan Sivakumar | Chennai
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Sir — The TMC supremo Mamata
Banerjee declared political war against
the ruling BJP and has been trying to
stitch alliances with other like minded
parties nationwide to that effect. To prove
others her credentials as the unchal-
lenged candidate for the leadership
position in Opposition camp against PM
Modi, she is belittling the role of other
potential players, especially the Congress.

Her political strategist Prashant
Kishor has criticised what’s been going
on in the Congress party. The other day,
she questioned the very existence of the
UPA. Though her comments are correct
to some extent, the context and timing
is not right. The BJP is very strong on
the national front with some advantages
on its side. To defeat it at hustings, there
should be a strong alliance of regional
and national parties. For that each
potential alliance partner should act as
the best team member, build a cohesive
team, minding the ultimate goal and
leave personal agendas to the back
burner. The Congress party with its
national presence cannot be left out in
an anti-BJP camp. The divisions in the
Opposition camp will certainly help the
BJP continue its winning streak. 

DVG Sankararao | Vizianagaram

+ � + 0 , � � 3 # � � + � & & 3 � !

)))*'��+,"���%%�*��!
�������� ��!"#����$��������J �����������������J ��%&�'��! ��!"#����$������"

������� 
!
��"����# !
��$�%&��
()
*'*+

�0

+�����
"�������������
7
�����3���4��5��3678����9�8�

(������&����#��%�!��&%���A������!����������&�A��!����&��'�&����@����
�����.��&�'���&�������-�����������%-!��%F��&&�&-#�%���#��-���'���&��&���

���K��,	��
��	,�,�������
������32�(�,

�/������,�4��
/���	�1��������

��(
��/���
(��,�4���	,��

(��,�4����	1�,
	,,��;�	/�2�,H

�������(�����
�����	2�	,

�4���������
��/��(��/�	�

��������(	(�,�

12''2.� '-�''�2�2!+'-.

����-�3�4.��+!

	�#��E%����!����&���&����?-�0�����1���'�
����������#%������&��#-�&��� �,�����%�@��
&�����!������&���2�����@��#��������#

�&���&��%�����'���!��'�&����&���#�����-�B
�'��'���-�'�'���%����	�#���&��&����-$�%$��&%
��#���'�&�����'��#����L-���&� ���?-���%�!�#�
	�#���$��-#����@�����'�%-�����$��%&�'��-%
�@��# �,���#�#���&�#�����@����������&��&��
#�A���$!��&����@�!��E%�%$��&%����&�����-�B
&�� ����655)�����#�(��!$���%��$%�����C�
!�#���%&�������'�?-!$���%���%$���#�	�#���

@�!���&��$���H���������#�'��@����%$��&%���#
����'������ ��-���%� ���� &�����-�&�� �,��� �%
&�-��� ��� ��%$���&���� &�� &���@�!������ &��%
��-�&���@���@�%��&��&���%��&��&�����&����&
��#����#�@����&��%-���%% �

���!-%&��$$�����&���������������.��$B
&���������&���-&���%��������'��'�'��#��B�L-�B
&�����%$��&% �,�����%�@����#����#�&��$��B
!�&��&����!$��&��������@�!��F%�%$��&%���#
�%���#�%��A��'�����$���&����%-����������-� 
��#���@H�������%$��%�����&����%�������%�#
��#�%���@�������&��-��&��%��@�&���$�&��&�
�%$����'�	�#����@�!���%$��&%���&�-%��%&% 
	�#����@�!�����A��&��!��#�-%�&����&���#
@����$�@�����#����'�A���&�����'�&��&!�%$����H
&�����$�����!�����@�-�#�'��-$�%�'�������&B
�� ���&���H�	�#����@�!���$��A�#�&���%�!�
�&�&��������������!$��% �������#�'-�#�%
@����������������#�!�-�#�&�����@�&����&���
&��%���&��� ���#�!��&��%� �������?-�0����
1���'����#��&���%����������&��%�A��--!���
��%&�@��'���-&�%�@�&��&�����'�&���%$���&���
��#�'-�#���� 

)�3���1����,�5�| ������

������	�� !"�"	#�$"%	�	!&�'	()#*

��������#	���������
�	����	�� ����	�
��5

The term ‘Hero’ denotes a
person who is admired
for his courage, out-
standing achievements

or noble qualities. It is generally
associated with ‘a war hero’. The
hero is a character who, in the
face of danger, combats adversi-
ty through feats of ingenuity,
courage or strength. The hero is
a role model, looked by others as
an example to be imitated.
According to Cambridge dictio-
nary, ‘hero worship’ is a feeling of
extreme admiration for someone,
imagining that they have quali-
ties or abilities that are better than
anyone else’s. The concept of hero
narratives fulfil important cogni-
tive and emotional needs, includ-
ing the need for wisdom, mean-
ing, hope, inspiration and growth.
The framework called the Heroic
Leadership Dynamic (HLD) is to
explain how need based heroism
shifts overtime from our initial
attraction to heroes to later reten-
tion or repudiation of heroes.
Central to HLD is the idea that
hero narratives fulfil both epis-
temic and energising functions.
To energise us, heroes promote
moral elevation, heal psychic
wounds, inspire psychological
growth and exude charisma. 

However, gone are the days
when ‘hero worship’ provided the
elevation of the human spirit.
Today, the concept of role model
has shifted from personalities of
heroic deeds to film actors,
singers, musicians, models, crick-
eters and other sportspersons,
wrestlers and the likes who are
simply the professionals in their
respective fields but have some-
how gained fame and public
support. They have no visible role
to elevate the human spirits but
still, through the vehicle of media
resources, have successfully
reached to target the impression-
able minds, mostly the teenagers
to blindly follow them as their
role models worthy of veneration.
The glamour which they exhib-
it accelerates their fame and ‘star’
becomes their pseudonym. 

Celebrity endorsement of
advertisements make a great
impact. However, quite often the
endorsements given by celebrities
for a particular product are
unscrupulous and unreliable as
these promoters hardly use the
products being endorsed. A few
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It is often said that the quality of high-
er education in a country rest on the
hands of the number of PhDs holder
produced by her.  With this objective,

policymakers of higher education give more
impetus to increase the number of doctor-
al degree holders every year. Even during
the accreditation process of UGC- NAAC
more thrust is given to the number of PhD
holders in an institution.  The UGC is also
supporting teachers through faculty
improvement programs to pursue PhD.
Even those who do not have any interest
in research also do PhD for the sake of pro-
motions. Does a greater number of PhD
holders improve the academic or research
culture of a country? Do such people do
any good for the academic system?

A debate was triggered earlier this
month when Union Education Minister
Dharmendra Pradhan said that making a
PhD degree mandatory for the post of
assistant professor at universities is "not
favourable" in the current education sys-
tem.

If we analyze the quality of an average
PhD holder from a state university or pri-
vate university, we get a dismal picture of
our higher education (with few exceptions).
There are many who even do not know
how to state a research problem or how to
cite references properly. Quality in higher
education cannot be attributed to the
degree one holds.  If the number of PhDs
and high impact factor publications is the
scale for measuring quality, our country
would have produced hundreds of Nobel
Laureates and we would have solved many
of the problems afflicting our society.

In history we find many eminent sci-
entists without a PhD degree or even a
good academic degree. Michael Faraday
did an apprenticeship, and had no degree;
Charles Darwin, had an 'ordinary' degree
in theology; and James Joule, had no
degree at all. John Walker, who won the
Copley Medal and the Nobel Prize, got a
third-class honours degree; and Admiral
Henry Jackson, who invented radio com-
munication between ships, did not have a
degree either. 

In one of the studies published in The
Biologist, it is reported that 10 per cent of
the distinguished scientists who were list-
ed in the prestigious Fellows of the Royal
Society (FRS) never had degrees. Our own
great scientist and teacher Sir C V Raman
did not have a research degree. Clearly,
degrees or grades are not a reliable indi-
cator of the research or academic ability
and potential of a candidate. Using degree
scores alone would have prevented many
world-famous scientists from building suc-
cessful careers if they had lived today.

Considering the facts from history, the
statement of the Union Education Minister
is a welcome step for people who value
knowledge and wisdom above certificates
or degrees.

In higher education what is needed is
the transformation of the students to equip
them to solve the problems faced by soci-
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ety and also to mold them into cit-
izens having good values.
Unfortunately, today's education
fails to impart these. Academic
transformation can be achieved
only by updating the latest devel-
opments in the subject. Regrettably,
most of our teachers are not inter-
ested in updating the subject. The
students are fed with information
of the 70s or 80s or 90s that these
teachers learned during their col-
lege days and they ask students to
write the same for university exam-
inations. Teachers of this group do
not even students to refer to stan-
dard books. 

Many teachers who have taken
doctoral degrees have the feeling
that they have climbed Mount
Everest and they do not need to
learn further. They even have a feel-
ing that they should be focused only
on MSc and PhD classes as they are
superior. Many do not engage
themselves with BSc and MSc
classes citing workload mentioned
in UGC rules, which gives weigh-
tage to teachers who are engaged in
research. In many affiliated colleges
having research centers, BSc and
MSc students get less focus from
this group of teachers. In universi-
ty centers the situation is so pathet-
ic that many are not interested even
in taking classes, their only focus is
research. In many university cen-
ters, theory and practical sessions
for post-graduate students are car-
ried out by research scholars.

Of course, in science education,
research and teaching are two sides
of the same coin and we cannot

neglect either one. The attention of
teachers is needed for molding
undergraduate students as they
are fresh and need the assistance of
teachers. The students who come
for MSc and PhD are people who
usually have already a clear set of
objectives.

Value-based education can be
provided only if a teacher has
some connection with society. Most
of the present-day college teachers
feel they are an elite class. A teacher
having more degrees and honors
becomes totally excluded from
society. During earlier days students
had good role models among their
teachers. But in today's world even
a teacher's life is corrupted with the
dismal state of society. Most of the
present-day teachers do not like to
correct students; they only fulfill
their duty as a lecturer providing
one hour lecture or giving a test and
teacher-student relationship ends
just there.

To be a good teacher one needs
to be a good student. Only a good
student can excel as a teacher. To be
a good student means always open-
ing your eyes and ears to the learn-
ing process. A good teacher need
not be one who holds a PhD
degree. The reason in most cases is
that once a person is awarded a
PhD degree, he feels that his learn-
ing process is complete and
becomes egotistic. They feel that
they are superior superhuman
beings and nobody should question
them. This creates a negative impact
on the academic culture of our stu-
dents. In science education, this atti-

tude will destroy the questioning
nature of students.  

To be a good teacher is more
difficult than securing a PhD
degree. A good teacher should be
able to understand the academic
level of each student and according-
ly deliver the content. It is really
more challenging than doing a wet
lab experiment. In higher education
what we lack today is the presence
of a good teacher.  Only a good
teacher can instill scientific creativ-
ity in students.

There are many passionate
researchers among our school
teachers who do not have a post-
graduate degree, but still are better
researchers compared to PhD hold-
ers. We have to tap the resources of
such great teachers. But the so-
called scientific community will not
accept them as they do not have a
PhD. The Government should pro-
vide opportunities for such teach-
ers to showcase their talents. We
need to promote them with an
award equivalent to Shanti Swarup
Bhatnagar Prize given to
researchers. Solutions to problems
affecting the community can be
solved only if we tap the intellectu-
al ability of so-called non-scientif-
ic people who lack a PhD. It is the
undue importance we give to the
PhD degree that harms the produc-
tivity in science. Science should be
respected looking at the work one
does, not by one's degree. In high-
er education what we need is good
teachers who enlighten our young-
sters and create a strong intellectu-
al pool for the country.

(The writer is a 
science communicator and

columnist. The views
expressed are personal.)

The COVID-19 pandem-
ic was an unexpected
disruption but air pollu-

tion remains the national cap-
ital's chronic crisis which
recurs on a yearly basis. Year
after year, it is a familiar story
— farm fires meet firecrackers
in November, Delhi-NCR and
the Indo-Gangetic plain choke
and the annual blame game
starts. After a two-month-
uproar, come February, every-
one moves on. 

In 2017, the Graded
Response Action Plan (GRAP)
was introduced specifically to
combat winter air pollution in
Delhi. However, the primary
issue is that the GRAP mea-
sures are reactive and linked to
higher levels of measured PM
2.5 and PM 10 concentrations.
As a result, the appropriate
response measures targeting

sources are usually activated
too late. For instance, actions
such as private vehicle restric-
tions, construction bans and
school closures kick in only
when the fine particulate mat-
ter (PM2.5) levels of 300
ug/m3 — 20-times the World
Health Organisation's safe
limit — persist for at least 48
hours. 

Hot mix plants, stone
crushers and brick kiln oper-
ations are required to be shut
only when air quality crosses
the severe mark (250 ug/m3).
In 2021, Delhi is better
equipped with an early warn-
ing system that gives a three-
day pollution forecast and a
dedicated Decision Support
System (DSS) developed by the
Indian Institute of Tropical
Meteorology that pin-points
sources of pollution. However,

these systems are not in sync
with the GRAP. 

Delhi-NCR's action plan
to tackle air pollution requires
a fundamental rethink. More
measures need to be 'pre-
emptive' rather than 'reactive'
as we propose in this four-
point plan.

First, the threshold for
declaring a public health emer-
gency and restricting highly
polluting activities like indus-
trial operations, vehicular
movement, and construction
has to be brought down from
48 hours of PM2.5 concentra-
tions at 'severe' level (>300

ug/m3). The threshold should
be improved to 'very poor'
(PM2.5 > 121 ug/m3) in the
next three years and eventual-
ly to the National Ambient Air
Quality Standards limit of 60
ug/m3 if Delhi-NCR is to
ensure clean air round the year.
Public messaging should be
stepped up at the threshold
and citizens should be encour-
aged to limit their outdoor
movements. The messaging
should also include air quali-
ty forecasts so that citizens can
plan activities accordingly.
Similar to COVID-19, lock-
downs should be acceptable
even in the case of chronic
crises like air pollution, the
long-term impacts of which
are much worse.

Secondly, the response
measures in the GRAP should
be triggered by the early warn-

ing system and in sync with
the forecasted source contribu-
tions. this means that if 'severe'
air quality is forecast for the
next two days and the prima-
ry contributor is to be local
vehicular emissions, then
vehicular restrictions should
be imposed in the city. For a
system that is driven by fore-
casts, continuous validation of
the forecasts becomes equally
important. Also, efforts should
be made to ensure that the
forecasting system captures
and reflects on-ground condi-
tions and episodic contribu-
tors. Thirdly, the NCR and
states of Punjab, Haryana, and
Uttar Pradesh should have a
common winter response plan,
which should be notified
under the Commission of Air
Quality Management in NCR
and adjoining areas Act, 2021.

For instance, a survey from last
winter found that power plants
and industries accounted for
15 per cent of Delhi's winter
particulate concentrations.
However, there are no coal-
fired power plants within
Delhi's jurisdiction. Equally,
states in the region resort to
using some of their most inef-
ficient plants to fulfill their
power needs, on account of
perverse incentives that keep
efficient plants moth-balled.
Therefore, one component of
the regional plan must be to
ensure that all large-scale
industries around NCR com-
ply with minimum efficiency
and emission standards. 

Fourthly, create a fund
that pools resources from the
environment damages com-
pensation paid by industries
and the green cess paid by

commercial vehicles entering
Delhi. Such a fund can com-
pensate the weakest of those
affected by air pollution, espe-
cially during economic shut-
downs. It can provide a safety
net to informal sector workers
like construction labourers
and micro and small enterpris-
es. Further, the fund can also
be used to accelerate clean
energy transition for Delhi
NCR's urban poor, thereby
reducing household emissions.

Air pollution is certainly
not insurmountable. Look at
the examples of London, Los
Angeles, and even Beijing for
inspiration. These cities have
successfully improved the
quality of air and thereby,
quality of life. With a recali-
brated approach to solving
for clean air, Delhi too can add
itself to the list. 
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(Tanushree Ganguly is a
Programme Lead and Milan

George Jacob is a
Communications Specialist
at the Council on Energy,

Environment and 
Water. The views expressed

are personal.)
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Manila: Measures used to
counter the delta variant should
remain the foundation for
fighting the coronavirus pan-
demic, even in the face of the
new omicron version of the
virus, World Health
Organisation officials said
Friday, while acknowledging
that the travel restrictions
imposed by some countries
may buy time.

While about three dozen
countries worldwide have report-
ed omicron infections, including
India on Thursday, the numbers
so far are small outside of South
Africa, which is facing a rapid
rise in Covid-19 cases and where
the new variant may be becom-
ing dominant. Still, much
remains unclear about omicron,
including whether it is more con-
tagious, as some health author-
ities suspect, whether it makes
people more seriously ill, or
whether it can evade vaccine
protection. 

“Border control can delay
the virus coming in and buy
time. But every country and
every community must prepare
for new surges in cases," Dr.
Takeshi Kasai, the WHO region-
al director for the Western

Pacific, told reporters Friday
during a virtual news conference
from the Philippines. “The pos-
itive news in all of this is that
none of the information we
have currently about omicron
suggests we need to change the
directions of our response."

That means continuing to
push for higher vaccination
rates, abiding by social-dis-
tancing guidelines, and wear-
ing masks, among other mea-
sures, said WHO Regional
Emergency Director Dr.
Babatunde Olowokure. 

He added that health sys-
tems must “ensure we are treat-
ing the right patients in the
right place at the right time, and
so therefore ensuring that ICU
beds are available, particularly
for those who need them.”

Kasai warned: “We cannot
be complacent.”  

WHO has previously urged
against border closures, noting
they often have limited effect
and can cause major disrup-
tions. Officials in southern
Africa, where the omicron
variant was first identified,
have decried restrictions on
travelers from the region.

AP

Kabul: The Taliban decreed
Friday that they are banning
the forced marriage of women
in the war-torn country, in
what appears to be a move to
address criteria that developed
nations consider a precondition
to recognise their Government
and restore aid.

The move announced by
Supreme Leader Hibatullah
Akhunzada came as poverty is
surging in Afghanistan, fol-
lowing the religious militia's
takeover in August that
pushed out US and interna-
tional forces and led foreign
governments to halt funds
that had been a mainstay of

the economy.
“Both (women and men)

should be equal,” said the
decree, adding that “no one can
force women to marry by coer-
cion or pressure.” Women's
rights improved markedly over
the past two decades of inter-
national presence in
Afghanistan, but are seen as
under threat with the return of
the Taliban, whose earlier rule
in the 1990s saw them virtual-
ly cloistered.

Forced marriages have
become more commonplace in
the poor, conservative country,
as the internally displaced
marry off their young daugh-

ters in exchange for a bride-
price that can be used to pay
debts and feed their families.

The announced decree did
not mention a minimum age
for marriage, which previous-
ly was set at 16 years old.

Women in Afghanistan for
decades were treated like prop-
erty — as an exchange token
for blood money or ending dis-
putes or tribal feuds. The
Taliban now state they are
against the practice. They also
said a widow will now be
allowed to re-marry 17 weeks
after her husband's death,
choosing her new husband
freely. AP

Kyiv (Ukraine): Ukraine's Defense Minister estimat-
ed Friday that Russia has amassed more than 94,000
troops near their borders and said there is a probabil-
ity of a “large-scale escalation” in late January. 

Ukrainian and Western officials recently voiced
alarm about a Russian troop buildup near Ukraine, say-
ing they feared it could herald an invasion. Moscow
has denied planning to invade and accused Ukraine
and its Western backers of fabricating claims to cover
up their own allegedly aggressive designs.

Ukrainian Defense Minister Oleksii Reznikov told
lawmakers Friday that the number of Russian troops
near Ukraine and in Russia-annexed Crimea is esti-
mated to be 94,300.  “Our intelligence service analyzes
all scenarios, including the worst ones. It notes that a
probability of a large-scale escalation on the part of
Russia exists. The most probable time when (Russia)
will be ready for the escalation is end of January,”
Reznikov said. The minister noted an escalation “is a
probable scenario, but not certain, and our task is to
avert it." AP

Lahore: A mob in Pakistan on
Friday lynched a Sri Lankan
national before burning his
body over alleged blasphemy in
the country's Punjab province.

Priyantha Kumara, who
was in his 40s, was working as
the general manager of a fac-
tory in Sialkot district, some
100 kms from here, a Punjab
police official told PTI.

"Mr Kumara allegedly tore
a poster of the hardline
Tehreek-e-Labbaik Pakistan
(TLP) in which Quranic vers-
es were inscribed and threw it
in the dustbin. The poster of
the Islamist party was pasted on
the wall adjoining the office of

Kumara. A couple of factory
workers saw him removing
the poster and spread the word
in the factory," the official said.

Hundreds of men, enraged
over the “blasphemy” incident,
started gathering outside the
factory from adjoining areas.
Most of them were activists and
supporters of the TLP.

"The mob dragged the sus-
pect (the Sri Lankan national)
from the factory and severely
tortured him. After he suc-
cumbed to his wounds, the
mob burnt his body before
police reached there," the offi-
cial said.

PTI
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The WHO has rushed a
team of experts to South

Africa's Gauteng province, the
epicentre of the new Omicron
variant of Covid-19, to ramp
up surveillance and contact
tracing efforts as the country
grapples with rising cases of
infections.

Omicron, which was first
identified in South Africa
exactly a week ago, now has
been detected in at least 24
countries around the world,
including India.

“We are deploying a surge
team in Gauteng province to
support surveillance and con-
tact tracing,” World Health
Organisat ion's  Regional
Emergency Director for
Africa Dr Salam Gueye said
in a  media br ief ing on
Thursday.

A team is already working
in South Africa on genomic
sequencing, he said.

The Gauteng province,
which is the economic hub of
South Africa, has accounted
for almost 80 per cent of the
infections over the past 
week.

Some 11,500 new infec-
tions were registered on
Thursday, a sharp rise from the
8,500 cases confirmed on the
previous day.

In contrast, daily infec-
tions were averaging between
200 and 300 in mid-November
in the country, according to
health officials.

The National Institute for
Communicable Diseases
(NICD) said at the same brief-
ing that around 75 per cent of
samples tested positive for the
new variant.

“For the month of
November, we had 249
sequences and of those, 183
have been considered to be
Omicron,” said NICD clinical
microbiologist professor Anne
von Gottberg.

New York: Health officials
have confirmed at least five
cases of the omicron coron-
avirus variant in New York,
Gov. Kathy Hochul said
Thursday evening.

A 67-year-old woman from
Suffolk County, two Queens
residents, a Brooklyn resident
and a fifth person believed to
be a visitor to the state tested
positive. Their vaccination sta-
tuses weren't immediately clear,
but the woman from Suffolk
County had received at least
one dose, Hochul said.

The cases come after a
Minnesota resident tested pos-
itive for the variant following
attendance at an anime con-
vention in New York City.

New York City Mayor Bill
de Blasio said the geographic
spread of the positive tests
suggested the variant was
undergoing “community
spread” in the city, and was-
n't linked to any one event. 

AP

Kuala Lumpur: Malaysia said
Friday it has detected its first
case of the new omicron strain
of the coronavirus in a foreign
student who returned to the
country last month after visit-
ing her family in South Africa.

Health Minister Khairy
Jamaluddin said the 19-year-
old female transited in
Singapore and arrived in
Malaysia on Nov 19, where
she underwent a COVID-19
test upon arrival. She was
then bussed to her university
lodging in northern Perak
state with four others and
placed under quarantine, he
said.

Results the next day con-
firmed the student was positive
for COVID-19, he said. The
bus driver and four others in
the vehicle tested negative and
were all quarantined, he 
added. AP

New York: As Donald Trump's lawyers try
to block the White House from releasing
records to the congressional committee
investigating the Jan. 6 Capitol insurrection,
the former president faces a flurry of other
investigations that could come to a head in
the coming weeks and the new year. That
includes two major state criminal investiga-
tions — one in New York and one in
Georgia — and lawsuits concerning sexual
assault allegations, a fight over an inheritance
and questions of whether he should be held
personally liable for inciting the insurrection.
Trump has long dismissed the investigations
as nothing more than a politically motivat-
ed “witch hunt” that began with the probe into
Russian meddling in the 2016 election. But
while Trump has spent most of his life dodg-
ing legal consequences, he is no longer shield-
ed by the protections against indictment
enjoyed by sitting presidents. AP
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Geneva: The World Health
Organization said Friday it
had not seen any reports of
deaths relating to the new
Omicron variant of Covid-19.

The WHO said it was col-
lecting evidence about the vari-
ant of concern (VOC), as coun-
tries around the world scram-
ble to stop it from spreading.

But despite a growing
number of countries register-
ing infections with the new
variant, no deaths have yet
been reported to the UN health
agency.

"I have not seen reports of
Omicron-related deaths yet,"
WHO spokesman Christian
Lindmeier told reporters in
Geneva.

"We're collecting all the
evidence and we will find much
more evidence as we go along.

"The more countries... keep
testing people, and looking
specifically into the Omicron
variant, we will also find more
cases, more information, and,

hopefully not, but also possibly
deaths."

While Omicron has rattled
the world, Lindmeier also
urged people to be mindful of
the Delta variant, which
accounts for 99.8 percent of
sequences uploaded to the
GISAID global science initia-
tive with specimens collected in
the last 60 days.

"Omicron may be on the
rise, and we may come to a
point where it takes over to be
the dominant variant, but at
this point, the very dominant
variant remains Delta," he
stressed.

Lindmeier added: "The
restrictions that were put into
place in many countries just
two weeks ago -- economical
closures again, lockdowns in
some areas, closures of
Christmas markets in parts of
Europe -- this was done before
Omicron because of a rise of
Delta cases. Let's not lose sight
of this." AP
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Mumbai: Domestic markets
lurched lower on Friday after
India reported its first case of
the Omicron variant of the
coronavirus, prompting
investors to dial back risk expo-
sure.

The Centre on Thursday
said two cases of Omicron
have been detected in
Karnataka. Both the patients
are men, aged 66 and 46 years,
with mild symptoms. Severe
symptoms have not been noted,
an official said.

The Government has
asked people not to panic and
follow Covid-appropriate
behaviour. It also said while
there is no evidence to suggest
that existing vaccines do not
work against Omicron, some of
the mutations reported may
decrease the efficacy of the jabs.

Snapping its two-session
rally, the 30-share BSE Sensex
nosedived 764.83 points or
1.31 per cent to end at
57,696.46.  

Similarly, the broader NSE
Nifty tanked 204.95 points or
1.18 per cent to 17,196.70.PTI

New Delhi: About �374.78 crore amount is pending for
reprocessing after failed transactions occurred under the
central scheme the Pradhan Mantri Kisan Samman
Nidhi Yojana (PM-KISAN)  since its launch in 2019.
Under the PM-KISAN scheme, eligible marginal farm-
ers have electronically given �6,000 annually in three
equal instalments -- saw a 14.22 lakh pending failed
transaction during 2019-20 fiscal, when the scheme was
launched in February 2019.

“Consequently, the number of pending failed trans-
actions was reduced to 8.19 lakh during the 2020-21 fis-
cal. But in the ongoing 2021-22 fiscal, the number of
pending failed transactions stood at 9.11 lakh till
November 30”, the Ministry of Agriculture data showed.

The amount that was pending for reprocessing due
to failed transactions was �182.78 crore during 2019-
20 fiscal, �163.99 crore in 2020-21 fiscal, and �28.47 crore
till November of 2021-22 fiscal.  The total amount that
is pending for reprocessing from 2019-20 till November
20 of this year under the PM-KISAN scheme stands at
374.78 crore, the data showed.

In a written reply to the Upper House, the agricul-
ture minister said failed transactions remained less than
one per cent so far since the launch of the PM-KISAN
scheme.  "Under the PM-KISAN scheme, the total num-
ber of transactions that have taken place is 80,27,44,674,
of which the number of failed transactions is less than
one per cent," he noted. Tomar said the cumulative num-
ber of failed transactions of PM-KISAN were at
69,02,227 from February 1, 2019, till November 30 of
this year. Out of which, 32,02,408 transactions were suc-
cessfully reprocessed, Tomar said.  PNS
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Stating that  that the history
of currency shows tremen-

dous evolution, the Prime
Minister Narendra Modi on
Friday informed that last year,
in India, mobile payments
exceeded ATM cash with-
drawals "for the first time"
and affirmed that the country
has proved to the world that it
is second to none in adopting
new technology.

"From barter system to
metals, from coins to notes,
from cheques to cards, today
we have reached here”, he said.

Inaugurating  InFinity
Forum, a thought leadership
Forum on FinTech through
video conference, Modi said in
India has now "fully digital
banks, without any physical
branch offices,  are already a
reality" and may become com-
monplace in less than a decade.

“As humans evolved, so
did the form of our transac-
tions. From barter system to
metals, from coins to notes,
from cheques to cards, today
we have reached here”, he said.

The Prime Minister noted
that India has proved to the
world that it is second to none
when it comes to adopting
technology or innovating
around it. 

"Transformational initia-
tives under Digital India have
opened doors for innovative
Fintech solutions to be applied
in governance", he said to the
forum participated by 70 coun-
tries.

The Prime Minister
emphasized that now it is time

to convert these fintech initia-
tives into a fintech revolution. 

“A revolution that helps to
achieve financial empower-
ment of every single citizen of
the country”, Prime Minister
said.

Explaining how technolo-
gy has also catalyzed financial
inclusion, Modi pointed out
that from less than 50% of
Indians having bank accounts
in 2014, India has almost uni-
versalized it with 430 million
Jan Dhan accounts in the last
7 years.

The Prime Minister said
transformational initiatives
under Digital India have
opened doors for innovative
Fintech solutions to be applied
in governance. 

The Prime Minister
emphasized that now it is time
to convert these fintech initia-
tives into a fintech revolution.
“A revolution that helps to
achieve financial empower-
ment of every single citizen of
the country”, he said. 

New Delhi: The Government on Friday
sought Parliament's nod to infuse over
�62,000 crore into the company that holds
residual assets and liabilities of Air India
after its privatisation, as part of over �3.73
lakh crore additional spending planned
in the current financial year. The extra
spending would include �58,430 crore by
way of additional fertiliser subsidy,�53,123
crore towards payment of pending export
incentives and � 22,039 crore to rural
development ministry for transfer to
National Rural Employment Guarantee
Fund. 

Minister of State for Finance Pankaj
Chaudhary tabled the second batch of
supplementary demands for grants in the
Lok Sabha envisaging a net cash outgo of
over � 2.99 lakh crore and �74,517 crore
extra expenditure would be matched by
savings by different ministries. 

Later, Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman tabled the supplementary
demands for grants for 2021-22 in the
Rajya Sabha. 

As per the document, �62,057 crore
would be given to the Civil Aviation
Ministry for equity infusion in Air India
Assets Holding Company (AIAHL) for
repayment of past Government guaran-
teed borrowing and past dues/liabilities
of Air India. PNS

New Delhi: India's new climate goals will be dif-
ficult to achieve without significantly compro-
mising the country's stated economic targets and
its ambition to become a USD 5 trillion econ-
omy by 2024-25, according to global forecast-
ing firm Oxford Economics. 

It further said India's pledge to achieve 'net
zero' emissions by 2070 is admirable, but the
path announced by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi at COP26 toward achieving that goal is
ambitious.                  

"We think the new climate goals will be dif-
ficult to achieve without significantly compro-
mising India's stated economic targets and its

ambition to become a USD 5 trillion economy
by 2024/25. Indeed, it may not even be possi-
ble," Oxford Economics said.             

In 2019, Modi envisioned to make India a
USD 5 trillion economy and global powerhouse
by 2024-25.  Last month, the Prime Minister
announced a bold pledge that India will achieve
net zero carbon emissions by 2070 and assert-
ed that it is the only country that is delivering
in "letter and spirit" the commitments on tack-
ling climate change under the Paris Agreement. 

According to Oxford Economics, financing
the transition will also be a big 
challenge.                 PTI

Mumbai: The Indian rupee
extended its loss by another 10
paise to settle at 75.12 against the
US currency on Friday in line
with massive sell-offs in domes-
tic equities amid growing wor-
ries over the new COVID vari-
ant.

At the interbank foreign
exchange market, the local cur-
rency opened at 74.98 and wit-
nessed an intra-day high of
74.95 and a low of 75.18 against
the US dollar in a highly volatile
trading session.  The local unit
finally settled at 75.12 a dollar,
down 10 paise over its previous
close. For the week, the curren-
cy weakened by 23 paise against
the US dollar. The dollar index,
which gauges the greenback's
strength against a basket of six
currencies, was trading 0.06 per
cent up at 96.21.

New Delhi: Gold in the nation-
al capital on Friday dipped �196
to �46,581 per 10 gram in line
with fall in international pre-
cious metal prices, according to
HDFC Securities.

In the previous trade, the
precious metal settled at �46,777
per 10 gram.  Silver also declined
�146 to �59,878 per kilogram
from � 60,024 per kilogram in
the previous trade.

In the international market,
gold was trading lower at USD
1,767 per ounce and silver was
flat at USD 22.30 per ounce.

"Gold prices traded weak
with spot gold prices at COMEX
were trading down at USD
1,767 per ounce on Friday,"
according to HDFC Securities,
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Last month, Jamshedpur-born
Priyadarshini Nieharika was
crowned as Face of North Mrs

India at the grand finale of Mrs India
Pride of Nation 2021. The evening,
which was all about glitz, glamour and
fashion at The Leela, Gurgaon was
adorned by renowned celebrities like
Madhurima Tuli, who was also fea-
tured among the jury. This distinctive
platform by Glamour Gurgaon has
paved the way for married women to
step out into the world with their indi-
viduality and unique personality with
confidence and dignity. Ladies from all
walks of life across India auditioned to
be a part of the process and all along
the way were encouraged to step out
of their comfort zones to challenge
their limits and live their dreams.

Conceptualised by Barkha Nangia,
the director of Glamour Gurgaon, the
pageant has been touted as the epito-
me of womanhood in the modern
world by transforming those who are
engaged in their daily lives into
stronger individuals who are aware of
their capabilities. On the heels of sev-
eral beauty pageants in the past,
Glamour Gurgaon is known to provide
a platform for women to contribute to
the welfare of society while working in
the fashion and entertainment indus-
try. Some of the previous winners such
as Dr Rajbir Randhawa are currently
seen on the entertainment circuit.
She was recently seen on Who’s Your
Daddy Part 2, the ALTBalaji web
series, apart from featuring in Street
Dancer 3, alongside Varun Dhawan
and Shraddha Kapoor. Another note-
worthy winner is Sweta Sarangal, who
has made quite the name for herself in
Punjabi films and also helped the com-
munity using the platform she has
access to by spreading awareness on
Covid-19 appropriate behaviour
through a campaign in Delhi.

Nangia shared that these pageants
are organised on a grand scale, with
most of the work happening behind the
scenes as every contestant who cleared
the preliminary rounds underwent in-
depth grooming under image consul-
tants, make-up artists, renowned fash-

ion designers and the celebrities on the
jury panel. 

Talking about adding another suc-
cessful edition of the pageant to her
cap, Nangia revealed, “Mrs India Pride
of Nation is a step towards acknowl-
edging a married woman’s contribution
to her family and society while taking
care of her own health. Every woman
is special and is capable of leading a
progressive and meaningful life; it's all
about making her realise her potential

and motivating her to put her skills to
the best use. Through this platform, we
also empower participants by impart-
ing knowledge about various health
and wellness issues. This title is not just
about beauty and talent, it also seeks
to guide women in leading a healthy
life, mentally and physically. To spread
awareness on self-care we have also ini-
tiated a Breast cancer awareness week.”

We got in touch with Nieharika,
who was also proclaimed as the con-

testant with ‘The best smile’ at the
pageant, for more inside information.

�Do you remember the first time you
forayed into the world of beauty and
glamour?

I, honestly, haven’t been into it for
a long time. It was just an opportuni-
ty that I thought I could identify with.
While I honestly haven’t been into it for
a long time, I believe I have always pos-
sessed a good sense of aesthetics.

�Have you not participated in com-
petitive events when you were
younger?

Back in school and college, of
course I have, especially with occasions
such as graduation day, I am not unac-
customed to this, but not to this extent.
Back then, it was all about having fun;
it is not competitive and your appear-
ance is not scrutinised critically. 

This is another ball game altogeth-
er, you are competing with women
across the country. When I went for the
finale, I learnt that 17,000 people had
auditioned to win the crown. My
journey began in March this year, and
concluded last month. Along the way,
I got to learn from the best of 17,000
diverse women, apart from the groom-
ing we undergo in preparation for the
five-day event; the first four days were
jam-packed with training sessions. I
dared to dream and participated, and

here I am. However, I believe I still have
a long way to go. I would still consid-
er myself a novice, despite every-
thing. (laughs) 

�So, what has life been like, after the
pageant? What’s next for you?

It’s been an interesting journey ever
since I got crowned because there is so
much to do after the pageant conclud-
ed. I cannot tell you everything that is
going on but I would like to empha-
sise that the pageant works on the
thought of developing 'beauty with a
purpose'.

We have been spreading awareness
for breast cancer, apart form inspiring
women to deviate from regular life and
pursue the things they want to. 

From the third week of December
we would be mentored by the organi-
zation on developing our own brand-
ing. The organisation helps us, every
step of the way. Not just with promo-
tions et al but also by enabling us to
come out of our shells.

The learning process goes on, I will
be taking it as it comes. In the mean-
while, I am extremely grateful for this
insightful experience as it helped me
focus on myself because in our daily
lives, while taking care of everything,
we forget to look after ourselves. 

�What role do you play in your daily
life?

Apart from being a homemaker, I
am an HR representative for one of the
largest IT organisations across the
globe for the past five years. 

�Is there anything you would like to
add for the readers?

Balancing a professional and a
passionate side takes its toll and I too
got overwhelmed at times but in ret-
rospect it is all about prioritising; there
is always a way out, trust me.
Additionally, I would like to express
my gratitude for the strength and sup-
port I received from my peers, col-
leagues, mentors, family and friends.  

And for the women reading this
— please go out and pursue your
interests.

Bollywood star Ayushmann Khurrana has
established himself as the poster boy of con-

tent cinema in India today. His blockbuster
social entertainers have brought taboo topics
out in the open for public discussion and this
has earned him the tag of one of the ‘Most
Influential People in the World’ by the presti-
gious TIME magazine.

Khurrana’s next, Chandigarh Kare Aashiqui,
is with Abhishek Kapoor (director of films like
Kai Po Che, Rock On!! and Kedarnath) and the
film-maker says that while the industry has
always either made tentpole or parallel cine-
ma, Khurrana has given birth to the big ‘con-
tent-pole’ cinema that is pulling audiences, who
want exceptional quality of entertainment, to
theatres.

Kapoor proudly says, “We’ve been led to
believe that there’s conventional tentpole cin-
ema and then there’s parallel cinema but
thanks to actors like Ayushmann Khurrana that
gap is being bridged gracefully, giving rise to
a new wave of content-pole cinema.”

He adds, “What’s wonderful about him is
that right since his debut, he has championed
the art of taking the road less travelled. This
hasn’t just granted him the credibility of his fans
but also the limitless scope to experiment.”

Kapoor explains how Khurrana perfectly
fits the role of a gym trainer from Chandigarh
in this romantic film. He expresses, “I believe
that creating compelling characters is para-
mount to being a filmmaker. Manu’s charac-
ter had stayed with me for over two years before
the film went on floor but Khurrana walked in
like a breeze and made it his own in no time.
He fit the part like a glove and enriched it fur-
ther with his own nuances.”

The director and the Bollywood star hit it
off brilliantly because they share the common
goal of presenting brilliant and disruptive con-
tent to audiences worldwide. Kapoor says, “He
and I connected mentally and emotionally

instantly because we have the same passion to pre-
sent something fresh and new for audiences to
connect with. We pushed each other to deliver
the best film that we could have possibly made.”

He adds, “I’m glad to creatively collaborate
with an actor who is sensitive, genuine and
deeply opinionated. He enjoys a special place
in the hearts of his fans because he made them
a promise and kept delivering on it relentless-
ly. With Chandigarh Kare Aashiqui, I’m bolster-
ing that promise while also backing it on a
large-scale to let the audiences relish this expe-
rience in all its glory.”

Chandigarh Kare Aashiqui, produced by T-
Series and Guy In The Sky Pictures, also stars
Vaani Kapoor and is set to release on
December 10.

Discovery+ is all set to surprise its
audiences by bringing the Indian

version of the hit international franchise
Say Yes To The Dress to the country. Right
in time for the wedding season, the brand
has roped in the popular artist, Badshah
for the music video. Joining him as the
female lead singer is the melodious Payal
Dev. This groovy track is composed by
Aditya Dev and the video is produced
by the production house, The Content
Team. To take the song’s virality quotient
up a notch, discovery+ has roped in
everyone’s favorite dancer, Punit J Pathak
to choreograph it.

Audiences, for the first time, will get
to witness Badshah in five different never
seen before avatars including that of an
event manager, pandit, chef, rapper and
a fashion designer, bringing about an
energy that has no match. Not only does
the video showcase real-time brides but
also successfully brings out the show’s
core theme of fun, celebration and giv-
ing each bride the attention they deserve.
While the show is visually mesmerising,
the rapper’s newest wedding track is sure
to get one swaying.

Badshah on his new track for discov-
ery+ ’s Say Yes To The Dress India, said,
“The song hits the right notes for each
bride, and it was absolutely fun to envi-
sion its playout as I tried to capture the
multiple thoughts that run through the
mind of a bride. For the first time I was
not just being myself but playing some
quirky avatars which made the experi-
ence one of a kind for me too.” 

He further added, “It has been an
absolute delight to collaborate with dis-

covery+ for the second time this year
and I look forward to working with
them on more such interesting projects
in the future. I hope this song sets the
bar high and makes its way to every-
one’s playlist as they Say Yes To The
Dress.” 

“It’s always a fun time working with
Badshah and this song is nothing less
than magic to the ears. Since we thor-
oughly enjoy this track ourselves, I am
sure the audiences too will give it just

the amount of love it deserves", shared
Payal.

"Listening to the track, I knew it was
going to be the song of the season so I
tried to keep the choreography as sim-
ple and catchy as possible so that every-
one can recreate it with ease on any
Indian wedding or party occasion. Also,
Badshah has created such an amazing
and catchy song and I had to justify it
visually hence thought of bringing a sur-
prise element for his fans by showcasing

him in never seen before looks, which
he has portrayed so well,” expressed
Pathak.

Neeraj Sharma, founder and prin-
cipal producer of The Content Team
said, “We at TCT believe in coming up
with creative solutions that bring audi-
ences closer to the content. Buoyed by
the recent successes of some of the pres-
tigious singing reality shows in India, we
have a fair understanding of what con-
sumers are looking forward to in the
music industry. We are thrilled to bring
to you the biggest shaadi blockbuster of
the year.”

“We at discovery+ believe in offer-
ing content that caters to different pas-
sion groups. As we advance towards the
wedding season, we are excited to pre-
sent another original from our global hit
international franchise, Say Yes To The
Dress India. We foresee this as a family
favorite and recognise that weddings are
incomplete without groovy tracks.
Therefore, to bring the show's elements
to life, we collaborated with Badshah for
this outstanding track that showcases the
significance of a wedding dress in a
bride's life,” stated Issac John, head of
marketing at Discovery, Inc.

Premiering on December 8, Say Yes
To The Dress India celebrates brides from
different walks of life as top-notch fash-
ion designers of the country help them
choose and curate their dream attire.
Catch all the fun that goes behind help-
ing these brides achieve the ‘perfect’ dress
for their big fat Indian wedding filled
with family drama, fun, dancing, and a
burst of colours.

Actor Samir Soni, who has turned into an author with
his book My Experiments with Silence, which stems

from diary entries, gives a glimpse of what goes in the mind
of an introvert like him, in a world which is inherently out-
going given the social nature of human beings, and how
he made his way through it.

Talking about his recent book, Soni said, “These diary
entries are an introvert's entries of how I look at the world,
how I have gotten my way through showbiz despite being
someone who is not very outgoing. I have put together my
heart in this book. At a time where people seek validation,
I chose to turn to my safe place, my diary, and that's how
I discovered my real self ".

Explaining how being an introvert had its share of dis-
advantages and benefits, he continued, “I haven't been
someone who is socially very active and that might have
been a disadvantage on most instances, but as an actor, it
was an advantage for me because it enabled me to con-
nect with my character better".

Through his diary, the actor provides an insight on how
healing is never a linear process and hopes that the book
will help the readers with answers to the questions that
have long agitated the human mind.

Speaking about one instance where his diary bailed
him out of the troubled waters of uneasy days, Soni con-
cluded, “When I received my first award and my name was
announced, there was rock silence. There was no one clap-
ping for me but my diary helped me get through such days.
I have put myself out there despite such lows, but in the
end, I am also thankful for my highs, and my diary has
truly helped me through all of it.”
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With the lockdown being
lifted in phases, most
of us city dwellers can’t
wait to travel to some-
place relatively cooler,

where the night sky is filled with stars
that are clearly visible to the naked eye.
And we are sure your bags are packed,
ready to go. But what destination do
you have in mind? Surely someplace
relatively unknown, to minimise the
scope of contact with other people?

With states like Himachal Pradesh
witnessing an overwhelming influx of
vacation-starved folks after the
announcement that a negative RT-PCR
test report is no longer required to enter
the borders, we are certain that you are
having a hard time figuring out the des-
tination for your weekend getaway.

Rest assured, we are here to help
you!

Here’s a straightforward guide to
lesser-known scenic places close to the
metros that will help you beat the heat
and, odds are, won’t feature on the itin-
erary for most people... unless they have
read this article, of course.

DELHI
As someone who resides in Delhi,

I have been to the conventional spots
across Himachal Pradesh one too
many times, which is why I feel now
would be a good time to explore
Uttarakhand. Do take note that at the
time of writing, the state demands a
negative RT-PCR test from everyone
entering its borders. 

Chakrata: Chakrata is about 325
km away from Delhi, and if you’re up
for it, the place is a great destination for
a motorcycle trip. Built as a summer
retreat for high-ranking officials of the
East India Company, presently,
Chakrata serves as the base for the
Special Frontier Force (SFF), an Indian
special operations unit, that serves
under the direct supervision of the
Research and Analysis Wing (RAW).
So, I am afraid you won’t witness any
rave parties here. Pre-COVID, there
was a range of adventure sports one
could indulge in, however, even if you
can’t go river rafting in Kanasar 
or waterfall rappelling at Kimono Falls,
there is still a lot to do. Located about
13 km from Main Chakrata Market, the
Deoban Forest, loved by bird watchers,
makes for a good hike. Hire a 4x4 vehi-
cle and a guide as normal four-wheel-
ers are known to get stuck along the
secluded stretch leading to Deoban.
The motorable road is only built till the
Forest Rest House and after a brisk 15-
minute walk, one can reach Vyas
Shikhar. As per local belief, this is where
sage Vyas wrote the Hindu epic,
Mahabharata. If you are lucky, the
weather will permit you to catch a
glimpse of numerous peaks of the
Himalayan range including Nanda
Devi.

You could undertake the somewhat
easy, five-km-long trek from the taxi
stand near the cantonment area at
Chakrata to Tiger Falls. Your exertion,
through luxurious deodar vegetation,
will be rewarded with the breathtaking
view of the waterfall cascading down
the hill to form a small pond at the bot-
tom. Enjoy the serenity of the falls and
the surroundings by having a small pic-
nic beside the pond. If you are in luck,

subject to further developments of the
pandemic, you would be able to rappel
down the face of the waterfall.

Feeling particularly adventurous?
You could recce the Budher caves,
which remain largely unexplored due
to the rough terrain, known for their
stalactite and stalagmite formations. A
stalactite is an icicle-shaped formation
that hangs from the ceiling of a cave
and is produced by the precipitation of
minerals from water dripping through
the cave ceiling. Most stalactites have
pointed tips while, on the other hand,
most stalagmites have rounded or flat-
tened tips. A stalagmite is a type of rock
formation that rises from the floor of
a cave due to the accumulation of mate-
rial deposited on the floor from ceil-
ing drippings. An easy way to remem-
ber the terminology is by simply pic-
turing that stalactites are held ‘tight’ by
the roof of the cave while stalagmites
‘might’ just grow big enough to touch
the roof of the cave.

These caves are about 30 km from
Chakrata and are believed to have been
built by the Pandavas. But be warned,
those who have undertaken it say that
the expedition is quite rigorous.

We saved the best for the last
though. We highly recommend a visit
to Chilmiri neck, which is just 20-30
minutes away from Chakrata main
town. A sunset point set atop a plateau,
Chilmiri is the highest peak in the

town, offering National Geographic-
worthy views of the mountains sur-
rounding Chakrata.

KOLKATA
If you reside in Kolkata, we are sure

you have visited Darjeeling, Kalimpong,
Kurseong and Siliguri. Since I haven’t
visited it, I had to rely on a friend, who
happens to be a modern day-nomad,
for some valuable input. Bearing in
mind that we were looking for some-
place offbeat, she highly recommend-
ed that we visit Simultala (about 360 km
from Kolkata) and Ayodhya Hills (280
km from Kolkata). We sought more
information on the latter as it is clos-
er.

Ayodhya Hills: Ayodhya (or
Ajodhya) Hills, in Purulia District of
West Bengal, is a part of the lowest step
of the Chota Nagpur Plateau and are
popular among young mountaineers

who wish to take the basic course in
rock climbing. The name might be
somewhat misleading as it is a small
plateau, surrounded by hills. If you are
feeling particularly lucky, and railway
services recommence, you can catch the
train to Barabhum from Howrah.
Barabhum is a short distance from
Bagmundi which is one of the main
entrances to Ayodhya Hill. If this is the
route you take, seek directions from
locals to Bamni Falls on the way.
Don’t forget to catch a full view of the
creek and the beauty of the scene from
the watchtower for an enchanting
experience.

The region has great religious sig-
nificance since, according to mythol-
ogy, Rama and Sita lived here during
their exile. Sita was thirsty and Ram
pierced an arrow through the Earth’s
crust and a pristine fountain gushed
out. The place where Sita quenched her

thirst is known as Sita Kund. Now, this is a
small, shallow water body in Bagandi village
where cold water bubbles from the white sand
base.

Ajodhya Hills is known for its temperate
environment and pleasant weather which lasts
through the year. While it was one of the most
remote areas of the state, it is now slowly gain-
ing popularity.

CHENNAI
We can’t imagine your eyes ever tiring of

the panoramic views at Yercaud, Ooty,
Kodaikanal and Munnar. However, if you
were on the lookout for a place much closer to
Chennai, we have something worth your
while.

Kolli Hills: Kolli Hills or Kolli Malai,
which means ‘Mountains of Death’, is a small
mountain range located just 358 km from
Chennai and is apt for a perfect bike trip. The
Kollimalai Ghat Road, leading to the Kolli Hills,
is an extremely adventurous undertaking with
more than 70 hairpin bends spread across a
length of nearly 47 km.

Apart from the scenic journey to Kolli Hills,
there are numerous places you could visit, in
and around the area, to satiate the tourist with-
in you.

The Arapaleeswar Temple is a crucial part
of Kolli Hills sightseeing with a rich culture and
historical significance that dates as far back as
the 1st century CE when it was built by the
then-ruler Valvil Ori. Dedicated to Lord Shiva,
the temple stands as a witness to the great
Dravidian style of architecture till today.

And don’t forget to visit the Botanical
Garden which comprises a beautiful rose gar-
den, a majestic sightseeing point, eco-friend-
ly cottages, and a fun-filled children’s park.

If hiking is your passion, do visit
Puliancholai, a haven for the quiet and adven-
turous alike. Puliancholai is a dense forest range
on the foothills of Kollimalai. There is a lot of
scope in converting this place into a trekking
base, as the forest has nearly 24 discernible, well-
set trails.

MUMBAI
Being the third-largest state in India,

Maharashtra has no dearth of scenic locations
with pleasant weather throughout the year. We
had heard of several (somewhat) commer-
cialised places that would serve as the ideal
weekend getaway from the prickly summer heat

such as Mahabaleshwar, Panchgani, Matheran,
Lonavala and Khandala. Since some of the
aforementioned places fall within 100 km of
Mumbai, seeking clarity, we reach out to a fel-
low traveller who currently resides in Mumbai.
As someone who was raised in Pune, another
major Maratha city that has its little belts of
greenery, forests and temperate weather, he is
a trusted source of intel. When he shares that
all of the aforementioned places deserve a visit,
we feel dejected; turns out he is just as spoilt
for choice as we are. He is someone who prefers
camping out by himself or with friends, some-
where in the Sahyadri mountain ranges
(Western Ghats). He shares that camping out
always seems like the best way when travelling,
provided you have the necessary equipment,
know how to cook and clean up after yourself. 

Thinking hard, as a cursory remark, he
mentions that if one fancies the notion of head-
ing out on a long drive, one could visit Amboli,
Maharashtra’s last hill station on the way to the
plains of Goa. He says that since it is relatively
unexplored, there’s no need to be worried about
running into many tourists here. While we rec-
ommend you take all necessary precautions
every time you step outside the safety of your
home, we look up his claims and it turns out he
is right. At a little less than 500 km from Mumbai
via NH 48, Amboli Ghat (as it is also known)
looks pristine and has one of the lowest posi-
tivity rates in Maharashtra with between 1,100
and 1,500 residents, as per the latest data. 

Bhandardara: Knowing that we might like
embarking on a momentous trek leading to
some breathtaking views, he recommends we
visit Bhandardara. A short while later, he
shares an elaborate itinerary. Turns out a large
reason why he singled out Bhandardara is
because of Kalsubai Peak, the highest peak of
the Sahyadri Ranges, and Maharashtra, with its
summit situated at an elevation of 1,646 metres. 

The trek is a very tricky one and, usually,
the experienced trekkers find their way to the
top with some difficulty, he said about the climb.
He also added that there are now man-made
stairs to access the peak if you don’t wish to trek. 

While there are several quaint hotels in or
around the city centre at Bhandardara, we were
told that camping at the Mt Kalsubai base or
close to the Wilson Dam would be a good idea.
For a weekend getaway, there is plenty to look
forward to here. 

So, what are you waiting for? Travel, but
travel safe and smart.
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Mayank Agarwal knows that
he might be confined to the

sidelines once KL Rahul and
Rohit Sharma are back in the mix
but what has helped him stay
focussed is words of wisdom
from coach Rahul Dravid, who
told him to control what’s in his
domain.

Agarwal, who has been in
and out of the squad in recent
times, scored a fine 120 under
pressure on the opening day of
the second Test before which he
watched legendary Sunil
Gavaskar’s batting videos and
slightly changed his stance.

“When I was picked, Rahul
bhai spoke to me. He asked me to
control what is in my hands and
said, ‘go out there and give it your
best’,” Agarwal said at the end of
the day’s play.

“He had told me ‘When you
get set, make it big’. I am happy
to have capitalised on the start
that I had. But that message was
very clear from Rahul bhai, that
I should make it count,” he added.

The Bangalore based opener
lamented that it was his misfor-
tune that he got hit on the head
during a net session in England
and then there was nothing in his

hands.
“It was unfortunate for me to

not have played in England, I got
hit and there’s nothing much I
could do about that. I accepted it
and continued to work hard and
work on my process and my
game.”

Gavaskar on the day during
his commentary session spoke
about how he had advised
Agarwal to reduce his pro-
nounced back-lift into a shorter
one and the opener said that as of
now, he is trying to ape the icon-
ic former India captain’s side-on
stance.

“He told me that I should
consider keeping the bat a bit low
initially in my innings. I have a
tendency to hold it high. I could-
n’t make that adjustment in this
short period of time. When he
was saying that, I noticed his
shoulder position and basically
picked up that I need to be more
side on.”

On the day, he hit four sixes
off left-arm spinner Ajaz Patel,
who was New Zealand’s best
bowler by a distance with four
wickets to his name. He said it was
a “conscious decision”.

“He was bowling exceeding-
ly well. But each time anything
was in our half (our arc), the plan

was to be a bit
more attacking.
Anything that came a lit-
tle towards us in length,
we were going to go for
it.

“He had that phase
when he tied us down,
so it was a conscious
decision to make it
count when we could or
each time he bowled it
in our spot,” he
explained.

For Agarwal, this
innings was more about
“grit and determination”
and he was prepared to
look ugly as long as he
got results. “That is
something I have
thought about, but this
innings was more
about grit and determi-
nation, just to stick with
the plan, be disciplined.
I know I didn’t look
good sometimes but I
got the job done,”
he said.
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Under pressure to prove
his worth, Mayank
Agarwal made the best

statement possible with a superb
hundred as India recovered
from a sudden top-order col-
lapse to reach 221 for 4 in two
extended opening day sessions
against New Zealand in the
second Test here on Friday.

Agarwal (120 batting, 246
balls), who is all but certain to
sit out once Rohit Sharma and
KL Rahul come back during the
next series (if South Africa then
away, if West Indies then home),
added to a happy headache for
coach Rahul Dravid, on a day
when vice-captain Ajinkya
Rahane had to be “dropped”
because of a hamstring niggle.

Worse, Cheteshwar Pujara
and Virat Kohli failed to trouble
the scorers and it was a hundred
that came under pressure with
India being 80 for 3 and 160 for
4 at different stages of the game.

Had the Indian team man-
agement been forced to play
Rahane, the axe was likely to fall
on Agarwal and it’s never a great
feeling to go out there in such a
situation.

He was jittery to begin with
as a streaky boundary through
slips came early on but once he
marched down the track to loft

Ajaz Patel (29-10-73-4) for a
straight six, his nerves had all but
vanished. The boundaries --- 14
in all and four sixes, all off Patel
showed his class as he got his
fourth hundred in Tests.

In fact, Patel, who was by far
the best New Zealand bowler in
view, having reduced India from
80 for no loss to 80 for three, did
look pedestrian in front of
Agarwal at times.

When an airborne Agarwal
punched the air after a square
driven boundary off part-time
seamer Daryl Mitchell, one
could sense that pressure weigh-
ing a thousand tonne must have
come off his chest.

Agarwal was the first choice
opener during the England
series but before the first game,
he got hit on the head and KL
Rahul coming in his place,
grabbed the opportunity with
both hands.

With Rohit also having his
best overseas series as Test open-
er, Agarwal was confined to the
reserves.

He could again be back in
the reserves but he made a
statement of intent with his
strokeplay as he dominated the
80-run fourth wicket stand with
Shreyas Iyer (18).

Along with another reserve
player in Wriddhiman Saha (25
batting, 53 balls), Agarwal added

another 61 runs before the close
of play.

New Zealand had erred in
not playing Neil Wagner on a
track where there was a lot of
bounce on offer.

If Agarwal showed discre-
tion, the same couldn’t be said
about Shubman Gill (44, 71
balls), who was dazzling till he
was around in their 80-run
opening stand before Patel
snuffed him out.

Gill looked fluent before
paying for his impetuosity which
led to a mini collapse.

Mumbai-born left-arm
spinner Patel also picked up
Cheteshwar Pujara and Virat
Kohli in quick succession with
both failing to trouble the scor-
ers. Patel became the second
Mumbai-born cricketer after
legendary England captain
Douglas Jardine to play against
India in his city of birth.

He altered the length clev-
erly and the extra bounce, which
is always a speciality of
Wankhede, helped him
immensely.

He had Gill on the mat
when he flighted one to entice
him to come out and the ball

turned and jumped
with keeper Tom
Blundell making a
hash of a stumping.

However, the very next ball
saw him shorten the length as
Gill tried jabbing at it and it
turned enough to take the out-
side edge into Ross Taylor’s
palms.

Pujara’s confidence has hit
nadir after too many failures and
he survived a DRS appeal from
New Zealand before he jumped
down the track to york himself.
Patel, very wisely, fired one with
an angle straight into his toes
and what happened with Pujara
often happens with out-of-form
batters.

For skipper Kohli, it was a
delivery that straightened after
pitching as the Indian skipper
tried to play a forward defensive
stroke. Straight umpire Anil
Chaudhary gave him out and
Kohli immediately asked for a
review.

The replay was inconclusive
on whether it hit the bat first or
pad and as per rule, TV umpire
Virender Sharma went with his
on-field colleague, leaving Kohli
absolutely livid.

He had a word with leg
umpire Nitin Menon and was
seen expressing his displea-
sure.

The TV cameras then
caught him standing in the
dressing room balcony, visibly
upset with the decision, which
was a touch and go one.
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Olympic champion Viktor
Axelsen and Tokyo

Games silver medallist Tai
Tzu Ying were named the
BWF Male and Female Player
of the Year respectively in
recognition of their stellar
runs this season. 

It was the first season-
ending award in this category
for both Axelsen and Tai Tzu
Ying -- the All England cham-
pions of 2020.

All eight winners were
honoured in a virtual broad-
cast on Friday.

Axelsen was rewarded for
his extraordinary run starting
from the Barcelona Spain
Masters in February 2020. 

The Dane made 10 finals
in 11 individual tournaments,
winning seven of those,
including gold at the Tokyo
Games. “This means a lot to

me,” said Axelsen in a release. 
“Thank you to my team,

my coaches, my friends, my
family, my competitors. 

This year has been really
eventful. A few downs, but a
lot of ups, with the Olympics
being the biggest win, a dream
coming true. This award gives
me a lot of motivation to
work harder.”

Tai Tzu Ying won the All
England 2020 and then struck
a rich vein of form at the
three-tournament Asian Leg
in January 2021, making all
three finals, and clinching the
BWF World Tour Finals 2020. 

The Chinese Taipei play-
er then made the final of the
Tokyo Olympics, going down
in a thrilling match to China’s
Chen Yu Fei. 

“It’s a pity I can’t be in
Indonesia for the HSBC BWF
World Tour Finals,” said the
world No.1. 
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Already Assured of a semifinal berth at the BWF
World Tour Finals, India’s P V Sindhu on Friday

suffered a three-game defeat to top seed Pornpawee
Chochuwong of Thailand in her third and final group
A women’s singles match here on Friday. Sindhu, a two-
time Olympic medallist, couldn’t apply enough pres-
sure on the world no. 10 Chochuwong to go down

fighting 12-21 21-19 14-21 in a
match that lasted an hour and 11
minutes. This was Sindhu’s third loss
to the 2016 world junior champion
Chochuwong in seven meetings.
Sindhu thus finished in the second
position in group A, behind
Chochuwong and her opponent of
the semifinal stage will be decided
in a draw later in the day. 

Earlier, Kidambi Srikanth bowed
out of the season-ending tournament
after losing to second seeded
Malaysian Lee Zii Jia 19-21 14-21 in
37 minutes in his third and final
group B match. It was Srikanth’s sec-
ond loss to the world no. 8 Malaysian,
who had defeated the Indian at Hylo
Open in straight games. Ashwini
Ponnappa and N Sikki Reddy too
ended their campaign though they
eked out a hard-fought 21-19 9-21
21-14 win over England’s Chloe
Birch and Lauren Smith in the
inconsequential third and final
group match.


