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Amid emerging gloom-and-
doom scenario from the

onslaught of Omicron variant
of coronavirus, the Delhi,
Punjab and Haryana
Governments have imposed a
series of restrictions to prevent
the spread of the pandemic.

The Delhi Government
prohibited all cultural and mass
gatherings for Christmas and
New Year in the National
Capital Territory (NCT).
“Delhi Disaster Management
Authority in view of rising
Covid cases and variant of
concern-Omicron instructs
DMs to take all required mea-
sures in their respective juris-
dictions to control the spread.
No mask/no entry should be
strictly ensured at shops/work-
place,” a statement said.

Delhi has reported a total
of 54 Omicron cases. The city
recorded 125 new cases of
coronavirus in 24 hours, which
is the highest in six months’
time.

On Monday, Chief
Minister Arvind Kejriwal had
announced that all samples
that test positive for Covid-19
will now be sent for genome

sequencing.
Delhi Health Minister

Satyendar Jain also said that the
national Capital is prepared
with robust health infra in city
hospitals.

The number of contain-
ment zones in the city has been
increased from 173 to 184 on
Tuesday. 23,000 Covid-19 beds
are prepped and ready in Delhi.
Additionally, the Government
is planning to arrange 100
beds per ward on a two-week
notice. If implemented, the
total number of beds in Delhi
will grow by 64,000.

In a statement, the
Government also announced
that 6,800 ICU beds will also be
ready very soon to tackle any
severe outbreak of Covid-19 or
its Omicron variant. Efforts are
also being made to improve
and develop home isolation
arrangements and hospitals
are getting booster stocks of
medicines.

Kejriwal on Thursday will
hold a review meeting on pre-
paredness and management
amid the potential threat from
new Omicron variant, an offi-
cial said.

Meanwhile, the Punjab
Government has ruled that
the employees would get their
salaries only if they submit
their vaccination certificates.

As per the orders issued by
the State Finance Department,
all the employees whether fully
vaccinated or have taken a
single dose have to upload
their vaccination certificates on
the State Government’s job
portal, otherwise their salaries
would not be released.

The vaccination certifi-

cates have to be uploaded on
the Punjab Government’s
iHRMS website (Integrated
Human Resource Management
System). The software stream-
lines salary payment and retire-
ment benefit withdrawals, and
the salary is credited automat-
ically only to the account of an
employees’ designated bank
account, preventing fraud in
salary distribution.

The order also assumes
significance as it came at a time
when the elections are just
about months away. Notably,
Punjab Chief Electoral Officer
Dr S Karuna Raju had also
insisted that all the
Government employees should
be fully vaccinated to avoid any
risk of spread during the elec-
tions.

Continued on Page 2
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Both Houses of Parliament
were adjourned sine die

on Wednesday, bringing an
end to an acrimonious Winter
Session marred by unending
protest by the Opposition over
the suspension of 12 Rajya
Sabha members.

The Winter Session of
Parliament, which had begun
on November 29, was sched-
uled to end on Thursday. 

During the session,
Parliament saw the passage of
nine Bills which included the
Farm Laws Repeal Bill, the
Election Laws (Amendment)
Bill and legislations to fix the
tenure of directors of the
Enforcement Directorate and
CBI at five years and supple-
mentary demands for grants.
Lok Sabha Speaker Om Birla
read out the valedictory
remarks as soon as the House

assembled for the day.  Prime
Minister Narendra Modi,
Home Minister Amit Shah,
Congress president Sonia
Gandhi were among those pre-
sent in the House on the last
day of the Winter Session. 

Continued on Page 2
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The Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) wants lion’s share in

the seats for the forthcoming
Assembly elections in Punjab.
After playing the second fiddle
for decades with its erstwhile
alliance partner Shiromani
Akali Dal (SAD), the saffron
party is now gearing up to act
like a “big brother” with the
broken factions of the Congress
and the Akali Dal.

The maharaja of Patiala,
Capt Amarinder Singh, may be
projecting himself as the king

of Punjab politics, but the BJP
is all set to relegate him to the
second position in its alliance
by offering just about 30-35
seats, and keeping about 70, of
the total 117, with it.

And to boost the party’s
campaign, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi will sound the
poll bugle for the ensuing
Assembly polls elections in
Punjab by addressing a mega
rally in the New Year.

Even as the talks of seat
sharing arrangement is on
between the BJP and Capt
Amarinder’s new political out-
fit, Punjab Lok Congress, it has
been learnt that the saffron
party wanted to contest on 70-
plus seats. Moreover, the 10-15
seats have reportedly been left
for the Akali stalwart Sukhdev
Singh Dhindsa’s SAD
(Sanyukta), which is yet to
formally announce being the
part of the BJP-led coalition.

The BJP has been con-
testing elections in Punjab for
decades in alliance with the
State’s regional party, the SAD,
by playing a role of the junior
partner. Of the total 117
Assembly seats, the BJP con-
tested on just 23, while the SAD
fielded its candidates on the
remaining 94. 

Continued on Page 2
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Ahead of the next round of
Assembly elections, the

Congress received yet another
shocker, and this time from
Uttarakhand. Former State
Chief Minister  Harish Rawat
has hinted that he was not
receiving the required support
from the party and was “recon-
sidering” his future. 

The grand old party is
already suffering from internal
squabble in Punjab, Rajasthan,
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh,
Goa, and Manipur.

In a cryptic message on

Twitter, Harish, who is said to
be close to the Gandhis,
appeared to be critical of the
Congress leadership. Till
recently, he was the Punjab
Congress in-charge and han-
dled the internal turmoil that
ended in Charanjit Singh
Channi replacing Amarinder
Singh as the Chief Minister. 

Taking to Twitter, Harish
said, “Isn’t it strange that the
organisational structure at most
places, instead of extending a
helping hand, is standing with
its head turned away or play-

ing a negative role at a time
when I have to swim across the
ocean of elections.”

“The powers that be have
let loose many crocodiles
(predators) in the sea that we
have to navigate. Those whom
I am supposed to follow, their
people have tied my hands
and feet. I have been getting the
feeling that Harish Rawat, it’s
gone too far, you have done
enough, it is time to rest,” he
tweeted.

Asserting that he was
reconsidering his future, the
Congress leader said, “Then
there is a voice in the head that
quietly says I am neither weak
nor will run from challenges. I
am in turmoil. Hope the New
Year shows me the way. I am
confident that Lord Kedarnath
(Shiva), will show me the way.”

Continued on Page 2
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Washington: Bill Gates took to
Twitter to alarm people and
asking them to stay alert amid
the worrisome surge in
Omicron cases worldwide. In
his tweets he warned of an
abundant need for caution as
we approach the peak of the
festive season, sharing that he
too has canceled most of his
holiday plans.

“Just when it seemed like

life would return to normal, we
could be entering the worst
part of the pandemic. Omicron
will hit home for all of us. Close
friends of mine now have it,

and I’ve canceled most of my
holiday plans.”

“Omicron is spreading
faster than any virus in histo-
ry. It will soon be in every
country in the world,” tweeted
Mr Gates.

His tweets come at a time
when the whole world is wit-
nessing a surge in cases of the
new variant of the deadly coro-
navirus.

“The big unknown is how
sick omicron makes you...Even
if it’s only half as severe as delta,
it will be the worst surge we
have seen so far because it’s so
infectious,” he added in a sub-
sequent tweet.

Emphasisng the need to
adhering to covid protocols,
Gates implored a firm return to
“wearing masks, avoiding big
indoor gatherings, and getting
vaccinated”.

“Getting a booster gives the
best protection,” noted one of
his tweets.

Finally, Gates attempted
to end his Omicron awareness
thread on a positive note. “If
there’s good news here, it’s that
omicron moves so quickly that
once it becomes dominant in a
country, the wave there should
last less than 3 months,” said
the Microsoft co-founder.

Agencies
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With the Omicron variant
of Covid-19 spreading

fast, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi will on Thursday
reviewed the coronavirus dis-
ease situation and the pre-
paredness to tackle it in the
country.  India on Wednesday
totalled 226 Omicron cases
with Delhi topping the list.

This is for the first time
that the Prime Minister will be
holding a meeting to deliberate
on the rising Omicron scare
which has spread in more than
11 States so far.

The national Capital now
leads the tally with 57 cases, fol-
lowed by Maharashtra, which
has reported 54 cases of the
new variant till now. Apart
from Delhi and Maharashtra,
the fast-spreading Omicron
strain has seen a rise in
Telangana (24), Karnataka (19),
Rajasthan (22), Kerala (24)
and Gujarat (14).  

Kerala on Wednesday
recorded nine more Omicron
cases and Jaipur four.

Three cases have been
reported in Jammu & Kashmir
and two each in Odisha and
Uttar Pradesh. Andhra
Pradesh, Chandigarh, Ladakh,

Tamil Nadu and West Bengal
have reported one case each.   

The PM has held such
review meetings in the past too.
In the last review meeting in
the end of November, Modi
had asked officials to review
plans to ease restrictions on
international travel in light of
the global concern over
Omicron, which was discov-
ered in South Africa. The PM
asked officials to be “pro-
active” in light of the new vari-
ant. However, the Omicron
strain of Covid, known to be
highly transmissible, has set off
alarm bells, prompting the
Union Health Ministry on
Tuesday to alert States and
Union Territories about the
new variant.

It said that based on the
current scientific evidence,
Omicron is at least three times
more transmissible than the
Delta variant.

The Ministry further
added greater foresight, data
analysis, dynamic decision
making and strict and prompt
containment action is required
at the local and district level.

It also asked the States to
activate “war rooms” and bring
back curbs, including night
curfews to contain it. It also
listed a series of prevention and
containment measures that
included extensive testing and
regulation of gatherings. 

Continued on Page 2

�����
����
�
������
���������
�����
���
��		��
����
��������
����	�������� �����

�� �!"�����
�

�
���#������

"�
���%
�
������
�����
�%��
&�6��
7
1�
�7	�
�������8
��
&�9�
��
%
�
������
���6�
��������	
��
���
�����
6���7
1�
�
�������7	�
���,����
�1���

��"
��

�����:�*���
��������
�����*�
����������!
�����7���
�����
"
��

����� "
������	����

 ���
����	�����
��������
!
����

�����
���
�����
��������		
��


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

�"������������
�

&���� �4&�748�(

Honing their operational
readiness to meet any

challenge from China, the three
forces and more than 3,000 elite
para commandos and Special
Forces are carrying out a com-
bined exercise in the strategi-
cally-important Andaman and
Nicobar islands.

This multi-domain exercise
is taking place weeks after the
three services carried out sim-
ilar drills along the Line of
Actual Control (LAC) in
Ladakh and the Line of Control
(LoC) facing Pakistan in
Jammu & Kashmir.

This multi-domain exercise
is taking place weeks after the
three services carried out sim-

ilar drills along the LAC in
Ladakh and the LOC facing
Pakistan in Jammu & Kashmir.

Giving details of the cur-
rent exercise, sources said here
on Wednesday the exercise is
currently in progress at the
Nicobar group of islands of
Andaman and Nicobar Islands.

As part of the exercise,
troops of the Indian Army,
Navy, and Air Force were
mobilised for amphibious land-

ing, in close coordination with
the para drop of airborne
troops.  

Amphibious landing
involves the ground troops
landing at the seashore from
the ships under covering fire
from the warships and aircraft.

The rapid response capa-
bility of Shatrujeet Brigade has
validated wherein the para-
troopers who had moved from
mainland executed airborne

drop in an island territory of
Andamans in a realistic tacti-
cal setting under the overall
command and control of
Andaman and Nicobar
Command, the only joint ser-
vices operational command of
the defence forces of India. 

Lt General Ajai Singh,
C o m m a n d e r - i n - C h i e f
Andaman Nicobar Command,
witnessed the Airborne
Exercise and complimented
the paratroopers for their bat-
tle readiness.

The exercise saw the trans-
port planes para dropping light
tanks and assault vehicles along
with the troops.  The Shatrujeet
Brigade had earlier participat-
ed in the same exercise at the
LAC and LOC.

The Andamans is very
important for Indian interests
as most of the sea lanes ferry-
ing Indian imports and exports
pass through them close to the
Islands.  India has to ensure
that trade takes place unhin-
dered.

Continued on Page 2
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The Maharashtra
Government on

Wednesday tabled in the State
Assembly a report of the joint
selection committee of the
state legislature on
“Maharashtra Shakti Criminal
Law (Maharashtra
Amendment) Bill, 2020,  a leg-
islation to deal sternly with
serious sexual crimes against
women and girls like rape and
acid attacks--- which among
other things has  stipulated
death penalty, life sentence,
hefty fines and speedy trial for

the perpetrators. 
Maharashtra Home

Minister Dilip Walse-Patil
tabled  the recommendations of
a joint committee of the State
Legislature on the 
“Shakti Bill” as it has come to
be known as. 

The “Maharashtra Shakti
Criminal Law (Maharashtra
Amendment) Bill, 2020”--
which has been modelled along
the lines of the Andhra Pradesh
Disha Act Criminal Law (AP
Amendment) Act, 2019 – had
been tabled in both the Houses
of the State Legislature in
December last year. 
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The Congress on Wednesday
alleged that several BJP

leaders and some officials of the
Uttar Pradesh Government
have bought the land around
the under-construction Ram

temple in Ayodhya at throw-
away prices.

AICC chief spokesperson
Randeep Surjewala said that
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
should answer on the “loot of
donations” and “loot of land”
and the entire episode should

be probed. Surjewala named
Ayodhya MLA Ved Parkash
Gupta as the kingpin followed
by MLA colleagues Indra
Pratap Tiwari, Ayodhya Mayor
Rishikesh Upadhyay, other
party leaders Balram Maurya,
Harshvardhan Shahi, MP
Agarwal, Purshottam Dass
Gupta and others."

All this was done after the
court’s decision on the Ram

temple case came,'" he
alleged."Lord Shri Ram is a
symbol of faith, trust, dignity
and Sanatan. But the people of
BJP are running the business of
loot in his name also. Prime
Minister, tell me when will you
open your mouth? The Prime
Minister should also tell when
(he) will get the loot of dona-
tions and the loot of land," he
said.
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Himalayan glaciers have lost
ice 10 times more quickly

over the last few decades than
on average since the last major
glacier expansion 400-700 years
ago, a period known as the
"Little Ice Age", a study has said.

It warned that accelerating
melting of the Himalayan glac-
iers threatens the water supply
of millions of people in Asia.

The Himalayan range is
home to the world's third-
largest amount of glacier ice,
after Antarctica and the Arctic,
and is often referred to as "The
Third Pole".

The study, led by the
University of Leeds, also points
out that Himalayan glaciers are
shrinking far more rapidly
than glaciers in other parts of
the world, a rate of loss the
researchers describe as "excep-
tional" as they lost around 40
per cent of their area.

The research is the latest
confirmation that the changes
in the Himalayan glaciers are
accelerating.

The paper -- Accelerated
Mass Loss of Himalayan
Glaciers Since the Little Ice Age
-- published in Scientific
Reports made a reconstruction
of the size and ice surfaces of
14,798 Himalayan glaciers dur-
ing the Little Ice Age.

"The researchers calculate
that the glaciers have lost
around 40 per cent of their area
-- shrinking from a peak of
28,000 sq km to around 19,600
sq km today," said a release
here.

During that period, they
have also lost between 390
cubic km and 586 cubic km of
ice -- the equivalent of all the
ice contained today in the cen-
tral European Alps, the
Caucasus, and Scandinavia
combined.

The water released through
that melting has raised sea
levels across the world by
between 0.92 mm and 1.38
mm, the team calculates, the
release said.
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From Page 1
In parliamentary polls, the BJP have just three seats in its

kitty of the total 13. Now with the SAD severing its ties with the
BJP in protest against the controversial farm, laws, which now
stand repealed after a year-long agitation by the farmers, the BJP
is exploring new options. Amidst complete turnaround politi-
cal equations in Punjab, the BJP is building up a brand new
alliance with Capt Amarinder’s nascent political party, and other
Akali factions. At the same time, it is largely banking on the defec-
tions from other political parties - including the ruling Congress,
SAD, and Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), among others prominent
personalities.

In the recent past, prominent personali-
ties from Congress, Akali Dal, and others -
including former Cabinet Minister Rana
Gurmeet Singh Sodhi, Akali leaders
Manjinder Singh Sirsa and Sarabjit Singh
Makkar, among others - have joined the BJP.

Capt Amarinder and Punjab BJP party
affairs’ in-charge Gajendra Shekhawat had,
after a meeting the previous week, announced
the alliance, while declaring that seat-sharing
would be announced soon.

While Rajya Sabha MP Dhindsa has
been holding meetings with the BJP leader-
ship, the other leaders of his party, SAD
Sanyukta, are against the decision to alliance
with the saffron party.

It has been learnt that another rebel Akali
stalwart, Ranjit Singh Brahmpura, is strong-
ly opposing the proposed alliance with the BJP,
and is considering returning to the Akali fold.

After repealing the farm laws, the BJP is
considering itself to be back in the political
battleground in Punjab. BJP, which has pres-
ence among the state’s urban and Hindu vot-
ers, is now relying on Capt Amarinder’s charis-
ma and Dhindsa’s appeal to pull in the Sikh
voters - a task earlier handled by the Akali Dal.

Banking on the BJP-led Central
Government’s performance and the pro-peo-
ple and pro-Sikh decisions it has taken dur-
ing its seven-year tenure, the saffron party is
all set to kick-start its poll campaign in the
New Year with a bang. None other than Modi
will be addressing a mega rally in the State in
the New Year under the slogan, ‘Nawan
Punjab, BJP de Naal’. All set to play a role of
a “big brother” in the evolving alliance after
Akali Dal decided to part ways, the BJP, by set-
ting in motion its poll campaign with Modi’s
rally, is sending across a clear signal that it was
very much in game in Punjab. “The venue is
yet to be decided but the rally is going to be
massive and would act as a game-changer in
Punjab,” said a BJP leader.

From Page 1
Floor leaders of political

parties met the Speaker in his
chamber after the House was
adjourned sine die. The Lok
Sabha had 18 sittings during
the Session which lasted for 83
hours and 12 minutes. Birla
said the House lost 18 hours
and 48 minutes to disruptions,
but saw productivity zoom to
204 per cent on December 2,
when the issue of pandemic
was taken up for discussion.

“The overall productivity
of the Lok Sabha was 82 per
cent,” Birla said.

The Government intro-
duced 12 Bills during the ses-
sion, including the Prohibition
of Child Marriage
(Amendment) Bill that seeks to
increase the marriageable age
for girls from 18 years to 21
years. 

With the Rajya Sabha
marred by protests and repeat-
ed adjournments throughout
the Winter Session, Chairman
M Venkaiah Naidu on
Wednesday expressed dismay
and urged the Elders to intro-
spect.  Later, he adjourned the
House sine die. As soon as the
papers were laid on the table by
the concerned Ministers,
Leader of Opposition M
Mallikarjun Kharge tried to
raise an issue pertaining to
Ayodhya land deal but the
Chair disallowed it. 

From Page 1
Moreover, China is increas-

ingly flexing its maritime mus-
cle in the region and the Indian
security establishment is keen to
test all its equipment and troops
to meet any threat, they said.
Over the years India has devel-
oped vast infrastructure there
including airbases with the capa-
bility of launching front-line

fighter jets including SU-30s,
Mirage, and Jaguars.  These
bases have manifold increased
the strategic reach of the Indian
forces to meet any challenge in
the Indian Ocean and the Bay of
Bengal.

This series of exercises is also
an effort to validate the doctrine
of fighting the war jointly in per-
fect coordination and achieve the
military objective in the shortest
possible time.  

From Page 1
With the Uttarakhand elec-

tion coming up early next year,
Harish’s message has caused a
flutter in the State Congress
unit, which has been plagued
by factionalism.

A top AICC leader said
Harish is a very important
leader of the party and for the
State and has been one of the
main trouble-shooters and his

current resentment, perhaps a
rare one, could be localised.
Rahul Gandhi in his last week’s
visit to the State had cautioned
local leaders sternly not to
create any trouble for the party
ahead of the polls.

Another leader at AICC
said Harish could be soon
called by the party high 
command to prevent the recur-
rence of situations like in
Punjab in Uttarakhand or any
other State.

From Page 1
The official added that the

Election Commission had also
made it clear that only those
employees will be given elec-
tion duty who are fully vacci-
nated - taken both doses. “In
such a situation, if there are
employees who have not taken
both the doses, there could be
a shortage of employees for
election duty,” added the offi-
cial.

As of now, 2,59,04,479 peo-
ple in Punjab have been vacci-
nated, including 1,69,62,706
vaccinated with first dose, and
only 89,41,773 having received
both the doses.

While in Haryana, come
January 1, 2022, the unvacci-
nated people against Covid-19
will not be allowed entry in
restaurants, malls, banks, reli-
gious places, Government
offices, public transport among
other places of public gather-
ings in Haryana.

The State Government on
Wednesday issued an order in

this regard and directed all
deputy commissioners to con-
stitute teams to ensure that only
those who receive both doses of
Covid-19 vaccine are allowed
entry at places of public gath-
erings.

According to the order,
only fully vaccinated people
will be allowed entry at places
like restaurants, bars, hotels,
grain markets, departmental
stores, liquor, and wine shops,
malls, shopping complexes,
cinema halls, religious places,
ration shops, petrol and CNG
stations, local markets, private
and government sector banks,
parks, gyms, bus stand, railway
station, among other places of
public gatherings from January
1, 2022, onwards.

Apart from this, the Covid-
19 vaccination certificate will
be mandatory for students
(more than 18 years) of col-
leges/polytechnics. Also, no
individuals, including
Government servants, will be
allowed to visit Government
offices without being fully vac-
cinated, the order stated.
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Gurugram: To make mental health services accessible
to residents of Gurugram, the district administration of
Gurugram in collaboration with DLF Foundation and
ePsyclinic has been launched 'I Will CARE’, a mental
health services app.

The officials said the app provides Artificial
Intelligence and Cognitive Behavior Therapy based coun-
selling through a chatbot, personalized therapy services,
and access to educational and self-help content.

Gurugram Deputy Commissioner Dr Yash Garg said
that the 'I Will CARE app’ also include a mental health
helpline 011 42419298 (available - 24*7), which can be
used by residents of Gurugram to reach out to profes-
sional therapists free of cost.  The therapists can com-
municate in more than 5 Indian languages, making these
services more accessible in a cosmopolitan city like
Gurugram.  Those who do not have access to a smart-
phone can use the helpline number to avail of these ser-
vices.

"We urge all citizens of the district to share this infor-
mation within their social and professional circles, there-
by making these services available to the maximum num-
ber of residents of Gurugram," Garg said. 'I Will CARE'
app can be uploaded to https://iwillcare.page.link/iwill-
care to get instant access to these services.

New Delhi: Delhi-based businessman Sahil Thakur, who
has just recovered from a bout of infection from the
Omicron variant of Covid, said he is currently home iso-
lated after being discharged from a hospital, and a cou-
ple of security personnel "keep a watch" outside his house
to ensure no one ventures out.

The 27-year-old Rohini resident, who had tested
Covid positive after returning to Delhi from Dubai, said,
even after the home isolation restrictions are lifted, "I
have been told that I will be under 14-day observation
at home, and doctors will check on me 
intermittently".

Thakur on Tuesday also said he had been diagnosed
with Covid during the first wave of the pandemic too,
with loss of taste and smell, but no fever or cough. 
Omicron is the latest variant of the novel coronavirus
infection and reporting of its cases, in various countries,
including India, has brought the focus back on the pan-
demic, the previous two waves of which wrecked havoc
in people's lives.

The Union health ministry on Tuesday said 200 cases
of Omicron variant of coronavirus have been detected
across 12 States and UTs in India so far, and Maharashtra
and Delhi have recorded 54 cases each of the variant.

Delhi's first case of the Omicron variant -- a 37-year-
old man from Ranchi -- was detected on December 5.
He has been discharged. Thakur said he had trav-
elled to Dubai recently for some business work, and flew
back to Delhi on December 4 night. "We were
asked to fill out e-Suvidha forms, and passengers were

being randomly tested then, unlike everyone being test-
ed now. And, I was not tested on arrival at airport, so
I walked out. Plus, I had no symptoms, cough, sore throat
or temperature. 

So, I just went home and isolated myself in a room
as a precaution," he said. "But, I had to fly to Bombay
on December 7, so, I got myself tested for Covid before
undertaking my journey. I tested positive for Covid on
December 6, so my travel plan was cancelled, and two
days later, I was informed by authorities that I was pos-
itive with Omicron variant," Thakur
told PTI.

He claimed that on his request, he was allowed to
stay under home isolation till December 11, and then
an ambulance came over to his place and took him to
LNJP Hospital. The LNJP Hospital has reported 34
cases of Omicron so far. Seventeen of them have been
discharged. Of the 34 patients, three do not have trav-
el history, Delhi Health Minister Satyendar Jain said on
Tuesday.

"We are trying to ascertain if they came in
contact with Omicron-infected people who returned
from foreign countries," Jain told reporters here.

Thakur, who lives in Delhi with his parents
and a domestic help, claimed that, "about three to four
police personnel keep a watch outside his house, day and
night, ensuring no one ventures out".

"They are very courteous, and also provide
us with daily essential items, as none of us can go out
till the restrictions are in place. PTI 
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The Delhi High Court on Wednesday
directed the Delhi Metro Rail

Corporation (DMRC) to file an affidavit
furnishing the details of its bank accounts
along with the balance amount in con-
nection with a Reliance Infrastructure sub-
sidiary's plea for the execution of an arbi-
tral award of over �4,600 crore against it. 

Justice Suresh Kumar Kait noted that
the DMRC has Rs 1642.69 crore available
in its bank accounts, and said that if the
Delhi Airport Metro Express Private
Limited (DAMEPL) does not want to
accept the corporation's offer of taking over
its debts to the extent of the award, the
court can't force it to do so.

“(DAMEPL says) if it has money in
hand, in escrow account, at least it can bar-
gain with banks for restructuring etc.
Suppose it passes on total liability to you,
to pay to the lenders, it will lose the bar-
gaining power. It is a decree holder, you
(DMRC) are a judgement debtor. If your
offer is accepted, no issues. But when it is
not accepting that, this court can't force it
that you accept in this fashion,” the judge

said. 
The judge further observed that while

the attachment of the DMRC's properties
was not permitted, there was
accounts. 

“Here, properties cannot be attached
as per Section 89 (of The Metro Railways
(Operation and Maintenance) Act, 2002).
The option left with court is that how
much money is left in the bank account.
That can be taken care of,” the court stat-
ed. “The DMRC is directed to fur-
nish the details of banks accounts ... In
Delhi or outside Delhi. It will also be men-
tioned in the affidavit, how much amount

is lying in a particular account,” the court
ordered.

Lawyer Prateek Seksaria, appearing for
DAMEPL, informed that its lenders have
rejected the DMRC's proposal of taking
care of its liabilities and contended that no
special treatment can be given to the gov-
ernment in the present execution pro-
ceedings. 

The government should “set an exam-
ple” by paying the award instead, argued
the lawyer who claimed that even after the
DMRC deposited � 1000 crore in the
escrow account, over � 6,000 crore was still
due.   

He submitted that DAMEPL is enti-
tled to the amount awarded in the arbi-
tration proceedings as well as the benefit
of “any surplus” which may be utilised to
restart its businesses. 

DAMEPL's counsel further relied on
the DMRC's affidavit to state that the cor-
poration has over � 5800 crore in its bank
accounts as on December 17, with �1642
crore being its earning and over � 2400
crore and �1700 crore being its project allo-
cation fund and deposit fund, 
respectively. 

New Delhi: The Delhi Police has
filed a charge sheet in a case
related to the shootout in the
Rohini court in which jailed
gangster Jitender Gogi and two
assailants dressed as lawyers
were killed, unearthing the
“deep conspiracy” behind the
incident.

The assailants, who were
from the rival gang, opened fire
at undertrial prisoner Gogi
inside a courtroom where an
attempt to murder case was
being heard against him on
September 24. The duo was then
killed in a swift police counter-
fire.

The charge sheet, filed on
December 17, named Umang
Yadav, Vinay Yadav, Ashish
Kumar, and two gangsters Sunil
Baliyan alias Tillu and Naveen
Dabas alias Balli as accused.

Abated charge sheet has
also been filed against deceased
assailants Rahul and Jai Deep
alias Jaggu. The police
filed the final report for offences
under sections 302 (murder),
353 (assault), 186 (obstructing

public servant in discharge of
public functions) of the Indian
Penal Code (IPC), and various
sections under the Arms Act.

"Investigation of the case
was conducted by Crime
Branch. Five persons have been
arrested in the case. During
investigation, all physical, oral,
material, and technical evidence
was collected against the
accused persons. The deep con-
spiracy behind the murder was
unearthed,” Special
Commissioner of Police (Crime)
Devesh Shrivastava said. 
He added, “During investiga-
tion, it was found that some
other persons were also involved
in the conspiracy to kill Jitender
Gogi. Further investigation in
this regard is in progress.”

The police said that Gogi
was brought to the Rohini court
for appearance in a case and was
escorted by a strong contingent
of the 3rd Battalion of Delhi
Armed Police (DAP) as he was
a “very high risk” undertrial
prisoner. “Other units, like
Special Cell and local police,

were also present,” the Special
Commissioner said in a press
statement. Two
assailants, armed with deadly
weapons and disguised as
lawyers, fired upon Gogi inside
the courtroom at 1:20 pm and
were shot dead in retaliatory fire
by police.

“All three injured persons
were rushed to hospital. Gogi
was rushed to BSA Hospital
emergency ward. Later he was
declared brought dead. His dead
body was preserved in the mor-
tuary. Rahul and Jai Deep were
shifted to BJRM Hospital, where
the doctor declared them
brought dead,” the police said.

Both the assailants
belonged to the rival Tillu gang.
While Rahul was involved in
seven cases of murder and
attempt to murder, Jai Deep was
accused in three such cases. 
"Tillu was engraved on the fore-
arm of the assailant [Jai Deep],”
the police added. Rahul
belonged to Meerut in Uttar
Pradesh and Jai Deep was from
Sonipat in Haryana. PTI

New Delhi: The Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP) Government has failed to open
new ration shops in Delhi but has start-
ed opening liquor stores across the city,
Union Minister Meenakshi Lekhi claimed
on Wednesday.

Participating in the Delhi BJP's sig-
nature campaign against the new excise
policy of the Arvind Kejriwal dispensa-
tion, the New Delhi MP said that allow-
ing private parties to open liquor stores
will impact revenue of the city govern-
ment.

"The Kejriwal Government has not
opened any new ration shops or issued
fresh ration cards but is opening liquor
stores all over the city. It will have a harm-
ful effect as families will be broken with
people falling prey to alcoholism," Lekhi
told reporters.

Delhi BJP president Adesh Gupta said
that his party's workers have been oppos-
ing the AAP Government's excise poli-
cy for weeks and will not rest till it's with-
drawn.

"The people of Delhi are unhappy
with this policy that aims to open 850
liquor stores across the city on the pre-

text of equal distribution. Is there any
need for this. Why does not the Kejriwal
government work for equal distribution
of water, improving health and education,
and cleaning the Yamuna river instead,"
Gupta said.

He said that the campaign led by the
BJP's mahila morcha will collect 15 lakh
sign 

The list of signatures will be handed
over to the President of India requesting
him to intervene for withdrawal of the
Delhi Government's excise policy, Gupta
said. PTI 
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Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) will
form the first corruption-free

and honest government in Goa after
being voted to power, party nation-
al convener Arvind Kejriwal said on
Wednesday.

Announcing the sixth guaran-
tee, Kejriwal said “I guarantee that
AAP will form the first corruption-
free and dead honest Government
in Goa’s history. In the past 60 years,
the Congress Party ruled for 27
years in which they did not leave a
single stone unturned in looting the
state. After Congress, it was the
BJP’s turn to plunder Goa’s treasury
and carry forward the shameless
corruption and misgovernance for
another 15 years.”

The AAP leader also
announced that party after forming
the Government in the State, will
start doorstep delivery of services.

“The AAP will bring back the
industries that left Goa and revive
all the businesses that are under dis-
tress. Eeveryone will see big radi-
cal changes in governance within a
month of the formation of the AAP
government,” he added.

“The concept of ‘guarantees’,
started by the AAP, is a first in
Indian politics because of the con-
stant failure and breach of promis-
es by all other political parties. All
parties would bring in lavish
promises in their manifesto during
the election season, and forget
about them soon after coming to
power. 

The AAP does not indulge in
these election gimmicks. This is the
reason that we have introduced the
term ‘guarantee’ to describe our
promises to the public. Moreover,
we go door-to-door and issue
signed cards to people to ensure
accountability,” he said.
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The national Capital reported125 fresh cases of Covid-
19 on Wednesday with the positivity rate stood at 0.20

per cent, according to data issued by the health depart-
ment of the Delhi Government.

The number of cumulative cases of the disease rose
to 14,42,515. Over 14.16 lakh patients have recovered so
far. The death toll due to the coronavirus infection in Delhi
stood at 25,102, according to the latest health bulletin.

As per the health bulletin, a total of 63,313 tests --
56,511 RT-PCR and 6802 rapid antigen -- were conducted
a day ago.

Giving details of the new variant of the coronavirus,
Delhi Health Minister Satyendar Jain on Tuesday said that
there are a total 54 Omicron cases in Delhi out of which
34 are hospitalized in LJNP and 17 have been discharged
after recovery.

“There are a total of four Genome Sequencing Labs
in Delhi which are capable of testing Omicron cases. Two
labs are from the central Government and two are from
the Delhi Government. Both the labs of Delhi
Government have the capacity to do genome sequenc-
ing of more than 100 samples per day, he had said.

On June 27, Delhi had logged 259 coronavirus cases
with four deaths, according to the government data.

The rise in daily cases comes amid the Omicron scare

in Delhi as the total number of patients infected with the
latest variant of the coronavirus jumped by 12 on 
Friday to 
reach 22.

Three deaths due to Covid-19 have been recorded in
December so far in Delhi. Seven Coronavirus deaths were
reported in November, four in October and five in
September.

New Delhi: Cold wave conditions abated slight-
ly in Delhi on Wednesday with the slowing down
of icy northwesterly winds under the influence
of a Western Disturbance affecting northwest
India.

The minimum temperature at the
Safdarjung Observatory, considered the official
marker for the city, settled at 4.4 degrees
Celsius, three notches below normal.

The maximum temperature settled at 23.8
degrees Celsius, two notches more than the aver-
age temperature.

The observatory reported a cold wave on
Monday and Tuesday logging a minimum
temperature of 3.2 degrees Celsius and 4
degrees Celsius, respectively.

The weather stations at Palam, Lodhi Road,
Ridge and Ayanagar recorded a minimum
temperature of 7.6 degrees Celsius, 4.2 degrees
Celsius, 6.7 degrees Celsius and 4.8 degrees
Celsius, respectively.

In the plains, the IMD declares a cold wave
if the minimum temperature dips to 4 degrees
Celsius. A cold wave is also declared when the
minimum temperature is 10 degrees Celsius or
below and is 4.5 notches below normal.

An official at the India Meteorological
Department said the temperature is set to

increase up to eight degrees Celsius by weekend
under the influence of two back-to-back
Western Disturbances in northwest India. Light
rain is likely on Saturday.

The national capital's air quality remained
severe for the second day on the trot. The 24-
hour average AQI read 407.

Air pollution levels in the national capital
had entered the 'severe' category on Tuesday and
the 24-hour average AQI read 402, a day after
the Centre's air quality panel lifted the restric-
tions on construction and demolition activities
in Delhi-NCR.

Weather experts said 'very poor' to 'severe'
air quality is likely till December 27. PTI

New Delhi: The Delhi High
Court on Wednesday asked the
AIIMS to constitute a medical
board to examine a woman
who seeks to terminate her 27-
week pregnancy saying the
foetus suffers from abnormal-
ities and that the chances of its
survival are remote.

Terminating a pregnancy
beyond 24 weeks is illegal in the
country, barring some excep-
tion.

Justice Rekha Palli asked
All India Institute of Medical
Sciences (AIIMS) to set up the
board at the earliest to exam-
ine the woman and give a
report on the feasibility of ter-
minating the pregnancy.

The court listed the matter
for further hearing on
December 27. In her
petition filed through advo-
cates Sneha Mukherjee and
Surabhi Shukla, the 33-year-old
woman sought the court's per-
mission end her pregnancy
under the Medical Termination
of Pregnancy (MTP) Act.

The plea said that the doc-
tors have explained to the
woman that the condition of
foetus is critical and that the
chances of survival of the baby
are less than 50 per cent and it
could even collapse immedi-
ately after birth due to heart
malfunction.

"By enforcing the MTP
Act without an exception for
the health and welfare of the
pregnant mother, the respon-
dents (authorities) have failed
to protect the right to life by
leaving desperate women car-
rying severe fetal abnormalities
no choice but to seek unsafe
abortions, which contributes
significantly to India's poor
maternal mortality rate," the
plea said.

It said the woman has suf-
fered immense mental and
physical anguish as a result of
the "unreasonable" 24-week
restriction under the MTP Act.

In September this
year, the Medical Termination
of Pregnancy (Amendment)
Act, 2021, which provides for
enhancing the upper gestation
limit from 20 to 24 weeks for
special categories of women
including survivors of rape, vic-
tim of incest and other vul-
nerable women, like different-
ly-abled and minors, was
enforced.

The MTP (Amendment)
Act also allows for termination
in the case of fetal abnormali-
ties beyond 24 weeks gestation.
Section 2B of the Amendment
Act introduces medical boards
to be notified in each state that
shall assess cases of MTP for
fetal abnormality post 24 weeks
gestation. PTI

New Delhi: The Delhi High Court on
Wednesday directed the release on bail of a juve-
nile in conflict with law who, the Delhi
Commission for Protection of Child Rights
(DCPCR) alleged, was in illegal custody.

A bench headed by Justice Vipin Sanghi,
while dealing with the Commission's habeas cor-
pus petition, directed that the child be released
upon his mother furnishing the requisite bail
bond and directed the state to file a status report.

"Upon the mother of the juvenile furnish-
ing the bail bond (in terms of the bail order),
the child in conflict with law be released
today,” ordered the bench also comprising
Justice Jasmeet Singh.

Lawyer Vrinda Grover, appearing for
DCPCR, claimed that the child was granted bail
in November but continued to be in custody due
to non-fulfilment of bail conditions.

“I'm from the poorest section of the soci-
ety. I can't meet the bail conditions,” said the
lawyer who contended that the bail conditions
should be modified to his benefit.  

The counsel appearing for the Delhi State
Legal Service Authority informed the court that
the juvenile in question would be released as his
mother was already in the process of tendering
a bail bond.

He added that there was a delay in the case

on account of a difference in opinion between
the principal magistrate and two social worker
members of the Juvenile Justice Board. In the
petition filed through lawyer Tushar Sannu,
DCPCR stated that the child, aged 16 years, was
taken in custody in October for the alleged
offence of robbery under the Indian Penal Code
and was granted bail by the JJB on November
29.

It stated that even after the child could not
meet the conditions of the bail order, his bail
conditions were not modified and was once
again sent back to Observation Home in
December.

“The child in conflict with Law was to be
produced before the Juvenile Justice Board V
(JJB-V) by 05.12.2021 (i.E. Within 7 days of
order of bail dated 29.11.2021) for modification
of bail conditions. However, the child was not
produced on 5th December, 2021 and was
instead produced before the JJB-V with a fur-
ther delay of 8 days i.E. On 13.12.2021.

"That on 13.12.2021, upon the child being
produced before the Juvenile Justice Board-V,
instead of modification of bail conditions that
could easily be met, the child victim was rather
once again sent back to Observation Home with-
out modifying the conditions of the bail,” the
petition stated. PTI

New Delhi: A 21-year-old patient at
Sanjay Gandhi Hospital killed himself by
jumping from the window of a toilet at
the facility in Delhi's Mangolpuri area on
Wednesday morning, police said.

Bharat, a resident of Mangolpuri,
was addicted to drugs, they said.

He was admitted by his family at
Sanjay Gandhi Hospital at 7 am on
Tuesday as a suspected case of poison-
ing. He had reportedly drunk some poi-
sonous substance at home, a senior
police officer said.

Bharat was under treatment at ward
no. 4 of the hospital which was located
on the second floor of the facility, he said.

Deputy Commissioner of Police
(Outer) Parvinder Singh said, "We were
informed at around 7.30 am about the
incident. He was immediately rushed to
emergency where he was declared dead.
Inquest proceedings in the matter have
been initiated."   

According to an eyewitness, he went
to the toilet inside his ward on
Wednesday and jumped from the win-
dow of the toilet, he said. PTI 
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Lungs harvested from a
brain-dead patient in

Ahmedabad was on
Wednesday transported to
Delhi for a life-saving trans-
plant surgery, the organs being
ferried via air and two green
corridors on ground, hospital
authorities here said.

The recipient was a 54-
year-old man from Meerut,
who has been suffering from
chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease (COPD) for many
years, and the operation took
place at a leading private facil-
ity in south Delhi, they
said.

The green corridor was
created between the Civil
Hospital and the airport in
Ahmedabad, and then the
organs were flown via a flight,
and then another green corri-
dor was made between the IGI
International Airport here and
Max Super Speciality Hospital,
Saket, hospital authorities said
in a statement.

"The lungs were seamless-
ly transported, covering a total
distance of 950 km in three
hours," it said. Given the
criticality of an early transplant
for success, safe passage was
facilitated by authorities. This
ensured the retrieved lungs to
be transplanted within the crit-
ical eight-hour chest to chest
period, Max healthcare author-
ities said.

The Delhi Traffic Police
team created the green corridor
here for transportation of the
lungs, which were brought
here by air from Ahmedabad,
at 10.30 am.  The distance of
about 20 km from IGI Airport
Terminal-3 to Max hospital,
Saket was covered within 16
minutes, police officials said.
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With an aim to prevent a
repeat of an oxygen cri-

sis like the one during the
Covid second wave, the Centre
is mulling to train at least one
“Oxygen Steward” in each dis-
trict across the country amid
the rising Omicron scare. 

The initiative aims to
empower all healthcare work-
ers engaged in Oxygen man-
agement and administration
with the essential knowledge
and skills to ensure rational
utilisation and avoid any
wastage of medical Oxygen,
especially in resource con-
straint settings.

These trained professionals
would be responsible for lead-
ing the training on Oxygen
therapy and management in
their respective districts and
also support audit of oxygen
delivery and preparedness for
a surge scenario.

“Oxygen is life saving and
critically important in the treat-
ment of several illnesses, not
just Covid-19. The country
witnessed an increased oxygen
demand during the pandemic.
Hence, the rational use of oxy-
gen has become mandatory
and the need of the hour,” said
Union Minister of State for
Health and Family Welfare Dr
Bharti Pravin Pawar while

inaugurating the National
Oxygen Stewardship
Programme on Wednesday.

The training follows obser-
vation by a study in June 2021
by the Indian Institute of
Technology (IIT)-Kanpur
which had found that around
10-15 per cent oxygen wastage
could have been avoided by
hospitals during the peak of the
second wave of Covid pan-
demic in Uttar Pradesh that
saw a huge demand for oxygen
and complaints of lack of its
supply.

The study, conducted at 57
medical colleges across the
state, had found that improp-
er use of oxygen-related
equipment and leakage from

oxygen mask or nozzle could
have been avoided if the med-
ical staff was more careful.

Commenting on the pro-
gramme, Dr Pawar said, “It will
enhance the skills of our
healthcare workers in Oxygen
therapy with necessary focus
on essential knowledge and
skills. This will also train our
participants to avoid wastage or
overuse of oxygen in resource
constraint settings.”

Detailing the Government’s
efforts in ensuring increased
oxygen availability, the Union
Minister said, “The
Government has sanctioned
more than 1500 Pressure Swing
Adsorption (PSA) oxygen gen-
eration plants of which 1463

have been commissioned which
include, 1225 PSA plants which
have been installed and com-
missioned under PMCARES
Fund in every district of the

country.” The states have also
been asked to install PSA plants
in public health facilities and
facilitate installation of PSA
plants in private health facilities,

she added.
Dr VK Paul, Member

(Health), NITI Aayog under-
scored that resource constraint
is faced by all countries but it

is important that the available
resources are used prudently.
Towards this effort, he lauded
this initiative for its focus on
ensuring efficiency in oxygen

administration. He also high-
lighted the recently launched
“Oxycare” dashboard as anoth-
er important initiative towards
oxygen administration.
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In a first, an exclusive con-
tingent of CRPF women

commandos trained in VIP
security will soon be deployed
to secure top politicians like
Union Home Minister Amit
Shah, Congress leaders 
Sonia Gandhi, Priyanka
Gandhi Vadra besides other
such protectees.

The women commandos
under the VIP Security Wing of
the Central Reserve Police Force
(CRPF) have been trained to
render an array of duties to pro-
tect high-risk personalities,
including accompanying them
during transits across the coun-
try, officials said.

The paramilitary has raised
its first-ever contingent of 32
women commandos in its VIP
security wing and they will
soon be enlisted to secure the
high-profile protectees granted
Z+ category cover, based in the
national capital. The Z+ cover

is the highest category next
only to the SPG protection to
the serving Prime Minister
and his or her family.

The women commandos
of VIP security contingent
have completed their 10-week
specialized training in VIP
security roles like unarmed
combat, body frisking and spe-
cial weapons firing. They are
likely to be deployed VIP pro-
tection roles in January next
year, they said.

The women commandos
will be initially deployed to pro-
tect Delhi-based protectees like
Shah, Congress Party President
Sonia Gandhi, her daughter
Priyanka Gandhi Vadra and
son Rahul Gandhi as also for-
mer Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh and his wife
Gursharan Kaur.

These top protectees also
are provided with an Advanced
Security Liaison (ASL) proto-
col entailing an advance assess-
ment of venues to be visited by

them in view of high-risk
threats to them.

Later on, a dozen other Z+
category CRPF protectees will
have this women commando
contingent on a rotational basis,
they said.

The women commandos
will be deployed as part of the
house protection team of these
VIPs, proximate security cover
besides accompanying them
during their travel in the forth-
coming Assembly polls in Uttar
Pradesh, Punjab, Uttarakhand,
Manipur and Goa, possibly in
February-March next year.

The women commandos,
like their male counterparts,
will carry sophisticated close-
combat arms, ballistic protec-
tion and other security gadgets
required for securing the pro-
tectees, they added. 

The CRPF has six Mahila
Battalions (6,000 personnel)
comprising combatised 
women constabulary as well as
officers.
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The Enforcement
Directorate (ED) has arrest-

ed Badshah Majid Malik, a his-
tory-sheeter and kingpin of
Red Sanders smuggling on
money laundering charges.

The ED had initiated a
money laundering investiga-
tion on the basis of seizure of
7.8 metric tons of Red Sanders
worth Rs 3.12 crore by the
Directorate of Revenue
Intelligence (DRI), the ED said
in a statement.

“The said consignment was
being exported on the basis of
forged documents in the names
of companies at SEZ and had
been mis-declared as Fabric
Glue/Radiators/Assorted
Colors,” it said.

Investigation by the DRI
brought out that Malik was the
kingpin of the smuggling syn-
dicate that had already smug-
gled 17 more consignments of
Red Sanders worth Rs 48 crore
out of India in this manner.

Red Sanders have been list-
ed in Appendix II of the CITES

(Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species of
Wild Fauna and Flora) and
export of Red Sanders from
India is restricted as per Foreign
Trade Policy.

During the money laun-
dering investigation by the ED,
a search operation at eight dif-
ferent locations in Mumbai
and suburbs including the res-
idence of Malik was carried out
on December 20 and he was
arrested the next day.

During the searches, vari-
ous incriminating documents
were seized. Subsequent to the
searches, Malik was summoned
to the office of Enforcement
Directorate. During the record-
ing of the statement, Malik was
non-cooperative, evasive and
did not divulge any relevant
information leading to his
arrest on Tuesday and he was
produced before the Special
Court at Mumbai and remand-
ed to ED custody till Friday, 
it added.
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Maintaining the
tempo of

modernisation of
missile systems, the
Defence Research
and Development
O r g a n i s a t i o n
(DRDO) on
Wednesday suc-
cessfully carried
out the maiden flight test of
‘Pralay’ surface to surface mis-
sile that can destroy a target in
the range of 400 to 500 km and
is part of the Prithvi missile
arsenal. 

The new missile can also
carry nuclear warhead. It met all
the mission objectives during
the test firing from Dr APJ
Abdul Kalam Island off the
coast of Odisha at about 10.30
am, officials said here later.
The test came days after Agni-
P with the capability of hitting
targets beyond 2,000 km was
successfully launched on
December 18.

The ‘Pralay’ missile followed
the desired quasi ballistic trajec-
tory and reached the designated
target with high degree accura-
cy, validating the control, guid-
ance and mission algorithms. All
the sub-systems performed sat-
isfactorily. All the sensors
deployed near the impact point
across the eastern coast, includ-
ing the down range ships,
tracked the missile trajectory and
captured all the events.

The missile is powered
with solid propellant rocket
motor and many new tech-
nologies. The missile has a
range of 150-500 kilometre
and can be launched from a
mobile launcher. The missile
guidance system includes state-
of-the-art navigation system
and integrated avionics.

Defence Minister Rajnath
Singh congratulated the DRDO

and associated teams
for this maiden
development flight
trial. He compli-
mented the DRDO
for the fast track
development and
successful launch of
modern surface-to-
surface missile.

DRDO chief G
Satheesh Reddy

appreciated the team and said
this is a new generation surface-
to-surface missile equipped with
modern technologies and induc-
tion of this weapon system will
give the necessary impetus to the
Armed Forces.

As for Agni-Prime(P), the
nuclear capable missile, has the
capability to hit a target at more
than 2,000 kms. The weapon
system gives the forces the
advantage of covering any tar-
get in China and the Indo-
Pacific region. It was the second
successful test after the first test
conducted earlier this year.  

At present, India has an
array of strategic deterrence
missiles including Agni-V
which has a range of over 5,000
km besides Prithvi short range
ballistic missiles.  Strategic and
ballistic missiles are capable of
carrying nuclear warheads.

Moreover, India has now
completed the nuclear triad
meaning it can launch nuclear
missiles from air, land, sea and
underwater from submarines.

The nuclear arsenal of the
country is handled by the
Strategic Forces Command.
Besides the Agni missiles, the
country is also indigenously
manufacturing nuclear pow-
ered submarines Arihant.
While the first submarine is
already ready, the next two
submarines will also be ready
shortly.  In all, four such nuclear
submarines will add muscle to
India’s nuclear prowess.
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The Finance Ministry has
informed Parliament that

Rs 10,720 crore worth old Rs
1,000 and Rs 500 notes did not
return into circulation after
demonetisation. 

According to the Ministry,
when demonetisation was
announced on November 8,
2016, Rs 15,41,793 crore worth
withdrawn notes were in cir-
culation. The Ministry told
Rajya Sabha that after verifica-
tion and reconciliation, 
as on June 30, 2018
Rs.15,31,073 crore worth
returned from circulation. 

The Finance Ministry was

replying to the questions raised
by BJP MP Subramanian
Swamy about the return of
money in circulation after
demonetisation. It shows that
99.31 per cent of the money has
returned to circulation after
banning of old Rs.500 and
1000 notes and just 0.69 per
cent of the money (Rs.10,720
crore) did not return into cir-
culation. 

“Total value of the curren-
cy in circulation of the old
notes of Rs.500 and Rs.1000
denomination that were
demonetised on November 8,
2016, post verification and rec-
onciliation, was Rs.15,41,793
crore. Out of which, the total
value of the Specified Bank
Notes (SBNs) of Rs.500 denom-
ination and Rs.1000 denomi-
nation was Rs.8,56,445 crore
and Rs.6,85,348 crore respec-
tively,”  said MoS Finance
Pankaj Chaudhary in a written
reply to Swamy. 

“As on June 30, 2018, the
total value of SBNs returned
from circulation is Rs.15,31,073
crore. Out of which, the total
value of SBNs of Rs.500
denomination and Rs.1000
denomination from circula-
tion was Rs.8,53,100 crore and
Rs.6,77,973 crore respectively,”
said the Minister to the ques-
tion on return of money after
the demonetisation.
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The Government on
Wednesday decided to

increase the minimum support
price (MSP) of milling copra by
Rs 255 per quintal and ball
copra by Rs 400 per quintal for
the season 2022.

The decision was taken at
a Cabinet Committee on
Economic Affairs (CCEA)
meeting chaired by the Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and
isbased on the recommenda-
tions of the Commission for
Agricultural Costs and Prices
(CACP).

“The MSP for Fair Average
Quality (FAQ) of milling copra
has been increased to
Rs10,590/- per quintal for 2022
season from Rs.10,335/- per
quintal in 2021 and the MSP for
ball copra has been increased to
Rs.11,000/- per quintal for 2022
season from Rs.10,600/- per
quintal in 2021,” the CCEA said
in a statement.

This is to ensure a return of
51.85 per cent for milling copra
and 57.73 per cent for ball

copra over the all India weight-
ed average cost of production.
The increase in MSP for copra
for 2022 season is in line with
the principle of fixing the MSP
at a level of at least 1.5 times the
all India weighted average cost
of production as announced by
the Government in the Budget
2018-19.

“It assures a minimum of 50
per cent as margin of profit as
one of the important and pro-
gressive steps towards making
possible doubling of farmers’
incomes by 2022. The National
Agricultural Cooperative
Marketing Federation of India
Limited and National
Cooperative Consumer
Federation of India Limited
will continue to act as Central
Nodal Agencies to undertake
price support operations at the
MSP in the coconut growing
States,” it said.
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Even as the newly reported
Omicron variant is poised

to replace Delta as the domi-
nant variant across the world,
a study led by an Indian-origin
researcher shows that many
mutations in the variant allow
it to bond with human cells far
more efficiently than 
previous strains.

The Omicron variant was
first identified in South Africa
in late November, and has
since spread rapidly to 106
countries. The variant is now
the dominant strain in many
countries including the US,
the UK, Denmark among oth-
ers.

Of all the variants of coro-
navirus so far, Omicron is the
most heavily mutated with
more than 30 mutations on its
spike protein, which the virus
uses to enter human cells. The
variant also harbours a high
number of mutations in regions
of the spike protein that anti-

bodies recognise, potentially
dampening their potency.

Researchers from the
University of British Columbia,
Canada, studied Omicron
using cryo-electron microscopy
— a technique that provides
images of the virus at incredi-
bly high resolution.

The results, published pre-
print and not peer-reviewed
yet, showed that “Omicron
has far greater binding affini-
ty than the original SARS-
CoV-2 virus” due to new bonds
created between the virus and
human cell receptors, Dr
Sriram Subramaniam, lead sci-
entist, was quoted as saying to
the Daily Mail.

In addition, the researchers
tested Omicron against human
and monoclonal antibodies,
finding that the variant is more
resistant to these immune sys-
tem particles than other variants.

“The Omicron variant is
unprecedented for having 37
spike protein mutations - that’s
three to five times more muta-

tions than any other variant,”
Subramaniam, a biochemistry
professor at the University,
was quoted as saying in a
statement.

According to
Subramaniam, the increased
mutations on the spike protein
are important for two reasons:
“Firstly, because the spike pro-
tein is how the virus attaches
to and infects human cells.
Secondly, because antibodies
attach to the spike protein in
order to neutralise the virus.”
The team probed Omicron’s
mutations through micro-
scopic imaging, and found
that some of the mutations cre-
ate additional bonds between
the virus and ACE2 receptors
- a human cell receptor locat-
ed throughout the body, the
report said.

These new mutations
appear to “increase binding
affinity”, Subramaniam said,
indicating that Omicron can
attach more strongly to human
cells.

The researchers compared
Omicron’s binding affinity to
that of the Delta variant and the
original strain of the coron-
avirus. “Overall, the findings
show that Omicron has far
greater binding affinity than the
original SARS-CoV-2 virus,
with levels more comparable to
what we see with the Delta vari-
ant,” Subramaniam said.

Subramaniam’s team also
examined the Omicron spike
protein’s ability to evade both
human antibodies and antibod-
ies from monoclonal antibody
treatments. This analysis con-
firmed real-world data, showing
that Omicron is more capable of
evading antibodies than previ-
ous variants — meaning that
treatments are less successful, the
report said.

“Notably, Omicron was
less evasive of the immunity
created by vaccines, compared
to immunity stemming from
natural infection in unvacci-
nated Covid patients,”
Subramaniam said, adding

“this suggests that vaccination
remains our best defence
against the Omicron variant.”
Both the Omicron variant’s
increased binding affinity and
its capacity to evade antibod-
ies are “likely contributing fac-
tors to its increased transmis-
sibility,” Subramaniam said.

New Delhi: Amid Omicron
scare, Singapore Airlines on
Wednesday announced that
it will stop accepting new
bookings for all Vaccinated
Travel Lane (VTL) flights
into Singapore from mid-
night Wednesday till January
20, 2022. Travellers who have
booked a ticket on a VTL
(Air) flight before December
22 will continue to be
allowed to enter Singapore,
provided they meet all VTL
(Air) conditions. PNS
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The Enforcement
Directorate (ED) has pro-

visionally attached movable
assets worth Rs 40.64 crore
under the provisions of
Prevention of Money
Laundering Act (PMLA) in a
case connected with fraud
committed by a number of
dubious merchants by routing
the transactions through
fraudulent mobile Applications
using the services of payment
solutions providers.

The ED had initiated
money laundering investiga-
tion on the basis of an FIR
dated June 1, 2021, registered
by the Karnataka Police at
Cyber Crime Police Station,
CID Bengaluru under Indian
Penal Code Section 420 (cheat-
ing). In the FIR, it was 
alleged that the accused 
entities induced the public 
to invest through
Po w e r b a n k / S u n f a c t o r y
Applications by assuring to
remit interest on daily or week-
ly basis, the ED said in a
statement.

“The accused entities
closed their purported busi-
ness after collecting a huge
sum of money from the

gullible public. The accused
entities neither paid interest
nor returned the principal
amount to the public and
withheld the investment made
by the public through
Powerbank and other such
fraudulent Applications which
has resulted in commission of
cheating,” it said.

Money laundering inves-
tigation by the ED revealed
that the accused entities
accepted investment of more
than Rs 300 crore by setting up
a merchant account on behalf
of a seemingly legitimate busi-
ness and availed Payment
Solutions from Payment
Gateways and Payment
Solutions Companies, it said.

The accused entities devi-
ated from their declared line of
business/activity and collected
money from the public by
floating untenable investment
schemes through Application
listed on Google Playstore, it
further said.

The funds have been set-
tled into the accused entities’
bank accounts after collec-
tion of the same from the pub-
lic in the name of investment
with the help of illicit use of
services provided by payment
aggregators.
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Thiruvananthapuram: With
nine more Covid-19 patients
turning positive for the
Omicron variant on
Wednesday, the tally in Kerala
has gone up to 24, said State
Health Minister Veena
George.She said that out of the
nine patients, six came from
various countries to Kochi,
while three arrived at the air-
port in the capital city.

"The six who came to

Kochi had tested Covid posi-
tive at the airport and were
quickly admitted to a hospital
and hence there were none in
their contact list. While one
passenger who arrived from
UK tested Covid positive on
arrival here, was moved to a
hospital, while two others who
arrived from Nigeria on
December 10 turned positive
later and had just two of their
children as primary contact,"

added George.
Following increase in

Omicron cases, all the four air-
ports have ramped up screen-
ing of arriving passengers and
with the Christmas season
beginning, the government has
asked all to observe Covid
protocols and ensure that all
who have not taken the second
dose of vaccination take it
immediately.

By now 75 per cent of the
above aged 18 years have taken
both the doses while 97.38 per
cent have taken one dose and
the authorities are now con-
ducting camps to see all are
given both the doses at the ear-
liest. IANS
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In two back to back incidents
of terrorist attacks an

Assistant Sub Inspector (ASI)
of Jammu and Kashmir police
and a civilian succumbed to
their fatal injuries in Bijbehara
area of Anantnag and Eidgah
area of Srinagar late Wednesday
evening.

In both the cases the ter-
rorists targeted them from a
close range and managed to ran
away without facing any resis-
tance. 

According to media
reports, the Resistance Front,
an offshoot of Lashkar-e-Taiba,
has taken responsibility for
the attacks.

According to Kashmir
Zone police, "terrorists fired
indiscriminately & critically
injured a police personnel ASI
Mohd Ashraf of PS Bijbehara,
Anantnag. Later, injured ASI
succumbed to his injuries &
attained martyrdom". 

ASI had reportedly
received two gun shots in the
neck and chest. He was first
rushed to the Sub district hos-
pital,Bijbehara from where he
was referred to Srinagar but
succumbed to his injuries while
onway to the hospital.In the
second incident,"terrorists fired

upon a civilian namely Rouf
Ahmad at Merjanpora, Eidgah
PS Safakadal Srinagar. 

The injured was shifted to
SMHS hospital where he was
declared dead.Meanwhile, in
Jammu, the Director General of
Police J&K, Dilbag Singh
chaired a high level meeting at
PCR Jammu and reviewed the
security and crime scenario of
Jammu Zone.ADGsP, Mukesh
Singh,  M. K. Sinha,  Danesh
Rana, IGsPGarib Dass, Alok
Kumar, DIsG Vivek Gupta,
SSP PCR, SSP Jammu, AIsG of
PHQ attended the meeting at
PHQ while range DIsG  Sunil
Gupta, Mohammad Suleman
Choudhary and all district
SSsP of Jammu Zone attended
the meeting through video
conferencing.

Addressing the meeting,
the DGP directed the officers
for improving the human intel-
ligence resources so that no
room is provided to the terror
group to establish their bases in
borders areas. 

He stressed for alertness
and effective surveillance in
border areas to thwart any
possible terror activity and
stressed for time bound action.
The measures regarding the law
and orders were also discussed
during the meeting.

Kalyani(WB): At least 29 stu-
dents of a residential school in
West Bengal's Nadia district
have tested positive for Covid-
19, an official said on
Wednesday.  
Twenty-nine class 9 and 10 stu-
dents of Jawahar Navodaya
Vidyalaya, Kalyani have tested
positive for Covid-19 and their
guardians have been informed
to take them back to their
homes, the official said.
The students found Covid pos-
itive were advised home quar-
antine as they have symptoms
of cough and cold. The
SDO Kalyani, Hirak Mandal
said the other students of the
school and teachers are also
being tested for Covid-19. PTI
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Hindustan Motors, the once
iconic manufacturer of

Ambassador and Contessa,
would be proud of four youths
from Malappuram district in
Kerala. They are on a mission
to create an awareness among
the people in the country about
the power and utility of
Contessa, the first Indian “mus-
cle car” which ruled Indian
roads during 1984 to 1992.
Barring a few hundred cars
under the possession of avid
car collectors, all Contessas
have become a faded memories
as the new generation is igno-
rant about the value of this
sturdy machine which was a
status symbol when it was
launched.

Jabir P, a 30 year old tax
professional, set out with hi
friends Niyas, Yoonus and
Ameen from Malappuram on
December 8 in their 1988
model Contessa Classic and the
tour will see them cover the

entire length of India as well as
Neplal and Bhutan. “By
Tuesday evening, we covered
more than 4,000 km travelling
through the States of
Karnataka, Goa, Maharashtra,
Gujarat, Rajasthan, Punjab.
Haryana and Jammu &
Kashmir. Right now we are in
Uttar Pradesh and on the way
to Nepal.” Jabir told The
Pioneer over phone.

For the team members it
was an experience of myriad
weather, landscapes and con-
trasting topography. “From the
deccan plateau, we drove
through the vast stretches in
Maharashtra and the deserts in
Rajasthan. It was an awesome
experience to see and feel rural
India. Wherever we went, peo-
ple crowded around the
Contessa and were taking self-
ies with the car. Most of them,
including cops and the soldiers
of the Indian Army were see-
ing this vehicle for the first time
and were highly appreciative of
it,” said Jabir.

He said it was unfortunate
that HM stopped production of
Ambassadors and Contessa
which were ideal cars for
Indian conditions. “The Vehicle
Scrapping Policy have made it
compulsory that all private
vehicles should be scrapped
after 20 years and this would
deny the future generation to
know about India’s classic and
vintage cars. Ambassadors,
Contessas, Padminis and
Heralds should be preserved at
any cost,” said Jabir.

Dr Anjan Chatterjee, a car
historian based in Nagpur
pointed out that Contessa was
a tough performer. “It has cir-
cumnavigated the globe on
two occasions. Salauddin and
Neena Choudhary set out from
New Delhi on 9.9.1989 and
returned back there in 69 days,
19 hours, 5 minutes driving
across 25 countries in all con-
tinents, except Antarctica to set
a Guinness World Record in
1989.  Jabir and his friends are
spreading a very desirable and
societal message across the full
spectrum of our population.
They are driving under hostile
weather and road conditions,”
said Dr Chatterjee. He remi-
niscent that Contessa was a car
of the Governors, Ministers,
Judges and  tycoons of an era.

Jabir and his teammates are
taken care of by vintage car
buffs with whom they maintain
contact through WhatsApp
groups, said Vijayanand who
charted out the mission. “By
the time our friends complete
the trip, we are sure the
Contessa would be found a per-
manent place in their hearts,”
said Vijayanand.  Jabir signed
off with the catchwords of
Contessa when asked how he
felt driving the 34 year old
beauty: “Looks like a dream
and rides like a dream”.
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PT Thomas, a firebrand
leader of the Congress and

MLA representing Thrikka
kkara constituency died on
Wednesday at Christian
Medical College, Vellore.
Thomas(70) was ailing and
undergoing treatment at
Vellore. He was also a former
MP representing Idukki and
the working president of Kerala
Pradesh Congress Committee.

A leading environmental-
ist and ecologist, Thomas want-
ed the Kerala Government to
accept the recommendations of
the Madhav Gadgil Committee
Report on Western Ghats that
had warmed the State about the
fast depleting forest wealth
due to deforestation,
encroachment and mining.

Though the Church in
Kerala was for rejecting the
Report, Thomas stood his
ground and this led the party
to replace with another person

at Idukki as candidate for the
Lok Sabha election.

Thomas, who entered pol-
itics through KSU, the student
wing of the Congress, rose
from the cadre to the present
position through hard work
and his leadership qualities. He
was a close confidante of for-
mer Chief Ministers A K
Antony and Oomen Chandi
though he had taken indepen-
dent views on many issues
which were diametrically oppo-
site to his leaders.

He is survived by his wife
Uma and two sons. Rahul
Gandhi MP, former AICC
chief, expressed his grief and
condolences over the demise of
Thomas. The final rites would
be held at Ernakulam on
Thursday morning. Rahul
Gandhi who had reached
Kozhikode on Wednesday can-
celled his engagements in the
district and would proceed to
Kochi to pay last respect to his
colleague.
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Patna: The Patna police on
Wednesday busted an illegal
liquor manufacturing unit that
was being operated from a gov-
ernment community centre in
the Shahpur area under the

Danapur police station.
Confirming the raid, Syed

Imran Masood, Assistant
Superintendent of Police (ASP),
Danapur, said that three women
involved in liquor manufactur-

ing have been arrested though
the male accused managed to
escape.

"We had received informa-
tion about a liquor manufactur-
ing unit being run from the com-
munity centre. Accordingly, we
constituted a team and con-

ducted a raid. We have seized a
large number of liquor bottles
and labels of Indian Made
Foreign Liquor (IMFL), along
with liquor manufacturing
equipment from the spot,"
Masood said.

The three arrested women

have been identified as Munni
Devi, Madhu Devi and Ansu
Devi. During preliminary inter-
rogation, the women revealed
that the liquor manufacturing
unit was run by a local resident
named Raju Rai, who managed
to escape during the raid. IANS

Jammu: Two of the three
Omicron variant patients
detected in J&K's Jammu city
have no foreign travel history,
doctors said on Wednesday.

Government Medical
College, Jammu, Principal Dr
Shashi Sudhan Sharma said till
now, three cases of Omicron
variant have been detected in
Jammu out of which 2 patients
do not have any history of for-
eign travel, but had attended
marriage functions.

Noting Omicron virus is a
virus of concern due to its pan-
demic potential and faster

spread which ultimately leads
to infection of a more number
of persons with Covid-19, she
said that if we follow Covid
appropriate behaviour, the
virus will not find any human
host which leads to less trans-
missibility and less disease
burden.

She requested all to follow
Covid appropriate behaviour -
that is wear masks, sanitise
hands, follow social distancing,
avoid mass gatherings, get
vaccinated etc to stop the
spread of this deadly virus.

Sharma said that everyone

must follow the test, tract and
treat policy, that is to get test-
ed if symptoms develop,
inform all contacts to get test-
ed and if test result is positive,
then get treatment at GMC
Jammu or any other institution.

She emphasised that GMC
Jammu is fully prepared to
meet any exigency, vaccination
facility is running successful-
ly, and the best treatment facil-
ities are also available. The
medicine and food is provid-
ed by the hospital to the
Covid-19 positive patients. 

IANS
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Patna: The special excise court
in Gopalganj awarded life
imprisonment to two liquor
smugglers on Wednesday.

The accused, residents of
West Champaran, were caught
in Gopalganj district on June 7
this year.

The accused were bringing
a huge consignment of liquor
in a car from Uttar Pradesh.
When they reached near
Gandak canal under Gopalpur

police station, they were
nabbed during checking of
vehicles.

The excise court conduct-
ed a speedy trial in this case.
The prosecution presented a
charge-sheet and evidence
including video footage during
vehicle checking at the time of
the arrest. The guilt of the two
smugglers was proved in court
as their lawyer failed to defend
them. IANS
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audio-visual optics as opposed
to genuine misappropriations
and usurpations of religious
sentiments that needs a com-
bination of societal-adminis-
trative-legislative-political
corrections. Yet again, those
very forces that have dimin-
ished the purity and piety of
peaceful moorings are postur-
ing as knights in shining
armour on the issue of
Islamophobia, to suggest oth-
erwise. The self-assumed
ambassadorship of concerns
that afflict perceptions of
Islam by the trinity of politi-
cal establishments could not
possibly have worse emis-
saries than these counter-
intuitive politicians.

Pakistan is caught in the
vortex of religious extremism
that has been assiduously cul-
tivated; it is facing the humil-
iation of getting blacklisted by
watchdog agencies for
“financing terrorism” and its
infamous dalliances with
forces like the Afghan Taliban
or even domestic variants
like Tehreek-e-Labbaik (TLP)
are on record. Pakistan under
‘Taliban Khan’, as the popular
moniker of Imran Khan goes,
has a dubious track record on
issues like Ahmediyas, minor-
ity rights and blasphemy that
were recently exposed by the
frenzied lynching of a Sri
Lankan expatriate. It can
hardly posture as the credible

environment and credentials
to counter Islamophobia.

Meanwhile, the erstwhile
imagery of a reformist and
progressive Turkey under
Kemal Ataturk was one thing;
the dark and irate reality of
Turkey today under a religio-
revisionist, Recep Erdogan,
the complete opposite!
‘Ottomanist’ Erdogan has
interfered unwarrantedly into
the killing battlefields of the
Middle Eastern theatre with
its own religio-terror proxies,
escalated international rows
with threats galore, muzzled
moderate voices internally
and milked religion as his
default go-to defence when
other levers to defend his
autocracy fail. To curry favour
with the isolated Pakistanis,
he espoused the discredited
Islamabad line on Kashmir
and sits cosily with other
authoritarian leaders like Xi
Jinping and Vladimir Putin
— again, a suspect model for
allaying Islamophobia fears.

While the 95-year-old
Mohamad Mahathir may not
be in power in Malaysia any-
more, he as the Prime
Minister in 2019, along with
Erdogan and Imran, had
mooted this media platform.
Today, the Mahathir-founded
party that is in power — the
Parti Pribumi Bersatu
Malaysia (PPBM) — is carry-
ing forward that conceptual-

isation. Therefore, Mahathir’s
ideological heft as was borne
out by shocking statements,
like “Muslims have a right to
be angry and kill millions of
French people for the mas-
sacres of the past”, makes for
discomforting underpin-
nings. For such political
thoughts to suggest that they
could offer restorative
impressions is either very
ambitious or, more likely
than not, plain political pos-
turing.

The reality of the trinity
coalescing and merging its
‘voice’ has more to do with
internal fissures and aspira-
tions within the Ummah
(Muslim world) to dislodge
the Saudi-led bloc and
emerge as the alternative
power centre. Interestingly,
Arab Sheikhdoms are making
reformatory noises and thaw-
ing moves, like Israeli
embassy in the UAE and
societal relaxations in Saudi
Arabia, whereas the more
strident, inflexible and puri-
tanical bluster is coming from
Ankara and Pakistan, the
‘terror nursery’ of the world.
With daily ratcheting of anti-
West rhetoric, collapsing
economies and combusting
communities, there is enough
and more that both Pakistan
and Turkey could do to mend
their ways before setting
themselves the task of coun-
tering Islamophobia.
Especially Pakistan and
Turkey are now at the global
forefront of infusing religio-
politics and exporting it
across the world, which is pri-
marily responsible for creat-
ing Islamophobia. It will take
more than religious drama
serials, austere content and
‘sanitised news’ to convince
the wary world of
Islamophobia. There are
enough moderate, educated
and reformist voices within
the community that need
platforming to counter
Islamophobia more credibly.

(The writer, a military
veteran, is a former Lt
Governor of Andaman &
Nicobar Islands and
Puducherry. The views
expressed are personal.)
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Sir — Omicron, a new variant of
Coronavirus, is said to have three times
more transmissibility than the previous
Delta plus. The Omicron cases in India
have crossed the 200 mark in no time.
Some of these cases have no travel histo-
ry. Therefore, the Government should be
serious in implementing preventive mea-
sures among the masses. Apart from mea-
sures like containment zones, night cur-
fews and partial lockdowns, the
Government should impose fines on
those who violate COVID norms like not
wearing masks, unnecessary gatherings,
social distancing etc.

The vaccinated people are likely to
take these norms lightly due to an assur-
ance of false security. Therefore, they
should be educated that they are no less
vulnerable to the threats of the new strain
than others. Though the infection from
Omicron is believed to be low in severi-
ty, the likely high number of cases would
strain the resources more. So the
Government and civil society should work
hard to impress upon the people not to
lower their guard. There should be no
room for complacency at least for the
coming couple of months. We must not
get carried away in this festive season and
realise that we are still in danger. 

DVG Sankararao | Vizianagaram
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Sir — The National Farmers Day is cele-
brated every year on December 23, the
birth anniversary of former Prime
Minister Chaudhary Charan Singh. It is
believed that due to the hard work of
Chaudhary Charan Singh, the Zamindari
Abolition Bill was passed. Agriculture
plays a crucial role in our economy; it con-
tributes about 17 per cent to the total GDP
and provides employment to many. 

It’s not easy being a farmer. The farm-
ers work very hard to produce the food
that we serve on our plates and sometimes
waste, too. Farmers have had an arduous
history in India. They are hailed as ‘anna
data’ (food provider) but barely receive
the due credit and recognition they
deserve. They are barely aware of most of

the Government schemes designed to
benefit them. Therefore, the Government
and the society should work to spread
awareness among them. The agricultur-
al sector is one of the crucial pillars of
India’s economy and farmers are a pride
of the nation. Therefore, any injustice
upon them should be dealt with strictly. 

Vishal Patidar | Ujjain
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Sir — Mental illness continues to confuse
people because there is no unambiguous
line between disorder and disease. A con-
dition called “bipolar disorder” is quite
common in India and elsewhere.
According to a rough estimate, there are
more than 10 million men and women
who exhibit this disorder. Affected indi-
viduals display extreme mood swings that
can last for months. The person can
become a manic at one point and
depressed at another. An individual who
is not aware that he is in the manic phase
of bipolar disorder can have strained inter-

personal relations. Can an individual
with bipolar disorder don the important
post of a judge?  

The Supreme Court seems to have the
answer; it recently dismissed a petition
that challenged the appointment of a per-
son to the Delhi judiciary as a judge under
the mental illness quota. Although the
candidate cleared  the Delhi Judicial
Services Exam in 2018, under the “per-
son with disability” category, his candi-
dature was rejected by the Delhi HC that
felt he would not be able to perform well
as a judge due to his bipolar disorder sta-
tus. The court trashed the petitioner's con-
tention saying that since the candidate was
on medicines and was under “remission”,
he cannot be considered “disabled” any-
more. Consequently, the SC order comes
as a ray of hope for mentally ill individ-
uals aiming high.  

Ganapathi Bhat  | Akola
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Globally, religion has
intermeshed with pol-
itics to create a polar-
ising ‘us’ versus ‘them’

soundtrack, where more pro-
gressive outpourings like inclu-
sivity and secularism are increas-
ingly pooh-poohed. Political
hardliners with extremist reli-
gious views are dominating the
political discourse where vio-
lence, hate speeches and intoler-
ance are flourishing. Herein,
the altar of electoral success is
stripping all organised religions
of their spiritual, conscientious
and gentler anchorage towards
decidedly more militant asser-
tions and perceptions. Even in
inherently pacifistic faiths like
Buddhism, the scourge of hyper-
nationalism has led to calls to
arms by Sri Lankan monks and
ethnic cleansing of the Rohingya
minority in Myanmar. The
proverbial ‘walls’ are rising, and
the name of religions is getting
tarnished — none perhaps more
than Islam.

For the large mass of mod-
erate Islamic believers, this
piquant and hijacked situation
has given rise to the unfortunate
phenomenon of Islamophobia.
Like the clerical order of most
organised religions, many
Mullahs and Imams of promi-
nence have done little to correct
the Islamophobic perceptions —
whereas the other ‘voice’ of the
community, its political leader-
ship, has further weakened the
cause by abusing religious emo-
tions and imperatives. Seeking
political legitimacy in the name
of religion has been at the heart
of most global turmoil and intol-
erance in society. Religio-politi-
co combine makes for potent
short-term ammunition on the
hustings, but it invariably leads
to unforgiveable and explosive
consequences in the long run.

Ironically, it is the political
establishments of Pakistan,
Turkey and Malaysia who have
sought to address the real-time
issue of Islamophobia by start-
ing a media channel, which
Pakistan Prime Minister Imran
Khan said was “dedicated to con-
fronting the challenges posed by
Islamophobia and setting the
record straight on our great
religion”. Noble as it sounds, it
has reduced the deep issue to
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Recently, the Government has
announced the introduction of
‘Cryptocurrency and
Government Digital Currency

Bill 2021’ in the ongoing winter session
of Parliament. It is clear from the details
of the bill that the government intends to
ban private cryptocurrencies and issue
digital currency through Reserve Bank of
India. Although the draft of the bill has
not been made public, as per the details
in public domain, the government is will-
ing to give some relaxation to encourage
the technology underneath these cryp-
tocurrencies. With this, panic has spread
among the people engaged in crypto busi-
ness.

The craze for cryptocurrencies has
been increasing in the country and the
world. In India, both the Union
Government and the Reserve Bank had
long been of the opinion that cryptocur-
rencies are illegal. Therefore, their trans-
actions were not being given legal recog-
nition. Reserve Bank of India issued a
notice, asking banks to distance them-
selves from the transactions of cryptocur-
rencies and warn their customers about
the same. Then the Supreme Court ruled
that since the government has not banned
cryptocurrencies legally, the instructions
passed on to banks are not legally tenable.
With this, crypto exchanges started trad-
ing cryptocurrencies on a large scale.
Although there is no official information
about this, it is estimated that about 20
million people have put their money in
cryptocurrencies. People (mostly youth)
of small and big cities and even villages
are getting attracted towards it, because
they feel that they can get quick profit by
putting their money in it. It is being said
that a total of �6 lakh crore has been
parked in cryptocurrencies in India. 

Crypto is actually the product of a
new computer technology called
blockchain. It is said that the first cryp-
tocurrency named ‘Bitcoin’ came into
existence in the year 2009 through open-
source software. The experience of this
technology so far has been that nothing
is known about the origin and creator of
the current cryptocurrencies. Not only
that, if someone illegally obtains crypto,
it is not possible to trace the same.

Blockchain technology is behind
cryptocurrency creation (also known as
coin mining). The development of tech-
nology is a continuous process.
Blockchain technology has many phe-
nomenal advantages. This technology can
help in improving many of the civic
amenities including health, education,
agriculture, land records etc. However, the
question is, is it necessary to adopt cryp-
to too, in the name of this technology?

Proponents of crypto claim that min-
ing of cryptocurrency serves as an incen-
tive for the development of blockchain
technology. Therefore, their argument is
that crypto and blockchain technology
cannot be separated. However, detractors

(1�(.���&,@�2
�@1(@��1��1

9,A$1@9>,,4�9A
(.���9>,,4�9A'

9>,,4�9A�04��.
���(�.1,>04�1
(..>47�5A�1�4
94�1,�8�5��?

��7�2>�,��1447
5A�1�4

2@B4,�04�1'
9,A$1@.��,4

$,(B�148A�
(..>47�B(,1>�8
9@(�.�1��1���B4

�@�842�8
,49@2�(1(@�'�=@,
1�(.�,4�.@�
�1�4
B�8>4�@=�9,A$1@

(.�4F$,4..47
@�8A�(��1�4�

=@,0�@=���=(�1
9>,,4�9A

of crypto, while supporting under-
neath technology, argue that cryp-
to should not be a prerequisite for
using block chain technology. It is
true that incentive is necessary for
any action, but that incentive must
be legal and moral. Current cryp-
tocurrencies do not meet this con-
dition, as they are not legal and
there are many ethical issues about
them.

Why continuation of present
day cryptos is not right? First of all,
it is a wrong notion that cryptocur-
rency is a currency. Currency
means an instrument issued by the
central bank and guaranteed by the
government. Cryptocurrencies are
privately issued virtual coins that
have no legal recognition. For this
reason, the value of crypto is
expressed only in the form of a fiat
currency. Significantly, in the early
days of Bitcoin, the value of ten
Bitcoins was equal to one pizza,
which has increased to more than
$50,000 by now.

Secondly, crypto is being used
by criminals, terrorists, smugglers
and persons involved in hawala.
Recently, when cybercriminals
blew up the data of many compa-
nies through a computer virus all
over the world and ransom was
demanded in Bitcoins, to return the
same, the world became aware of
the criminal use of Bitcoin.

Thirdly, the real value of this
virtual asset is known only to its
holders. Authorities will come to
know only when it is transacted
through a bank. Although it can be
taxed when its transaction is

declared; however, if it is sold
abroad and not in the country, then
it will not be taxed. In fact, crypto
is not a legal asset and therefore,
cannot be shown in the balance
sheet of a company or an individ-
ual. That is, crypto is becoming a
medium for evasion of income tax,
GST and many other types of
taxes. There is yet another problem
that it is the most convenient
method to transfer capital from the
country bypassing rules.

Fourthly, due to the fast price
fluctuations in the value of Bitcoin
and other types of cryptocurrencies
and their ever-increasing demand,
the youth is getting attracted
towards it. Fluctuations in its value
encourage betting in Bitcoin. A
huge amount of the country’s
money is being put into this. It is
like a dark web, because where is
this money going, in whose pock-
et it is going, nobody knows any-
thing. Imagine, if the same money
is invested in productive assets for
the development of the country, we
can help increase our Gross
Domestic Product(GDP). It is
being said that capital formation in
the country has been decreasing for
some time now, with more money
going into purchase of cryptocur-
rencies, productive investment
could further get eroded.

Fifth, one of the major argu-
ments against crypto is that its
mining consumes huge amount of
electricity, which can lead to
power shortages. This is the
biggest argument China has made
in banning crypto.

Supporters of cryptos also
concede that it is necessary to reg-
ulate crypto. But they say that
cryptos should be recognized and
then regulated. There is also a sec-
tion of crypto opponents who
believe that although it is good to
ban it, its ban would not be prac-
tical, because this ban cannot be
implemented.

But there is also a section of
people in the country which
believes that crypto should be
banned as they promote illegalities
and it is possible to impose ban.
They cite the example of China,
where the Chinese government has
moved to ban crypto and issue
state-run digital currency. America
is also ready to walk on the same
path. Even in India, prior to the
judgement allowing crypto
exchanges, crypto transactions
were very minimal.

Banning crypto should not
detract from its underlying tech-
nology. Blockchain technology can
be used even then. Even if the logic
of the people involved in this busi-
ness is to be accepted that it will be
necessary to incentivise the devel-
opment of this technology, this
incentive can still be provided
through digital currencies issued by
the government, rather than any
private crypto. Government digi-
tal currency can not only be used
for transactions in the country, but
it can also have a global demand.
The price of Government digital
currency can also be kept stable
doing away with any incentive for
betting and gambling.

(The writer is Professor,
PGDAV College, University

of Delhi. The views
expressed are personal.)

Finally, the Centre slashed
excise duty on petrol
and diesel. It is claimed

that the reduction has been
initiated to help the ‘aam
aadmi’. This move will leave
a hole of about �60,000-
65,000 crore in the govern-
ment’s tax collection in the
remaining months of this fis-
cal year. 

For quite some time, the
opposition parties were build-
ing up pressure on the gov-
ernment to reduce the tax on
petrol/diesel. It is obvious
that though the government
was not willing to respond for
various economic reasons, it
was finally pushed to reduce
the taxes due to the electoral
reverses the ruling party suf-
fered recently. 

What are the options
available to the Centre as well

as State Governments to
address the massive revenue
gap? One way is to prune
their expenditure. As the rev-
enue expenditure cannot be
reduced, obviously the capi-
tal expenditure will have to be
cut. This will affect invest-
ments which, in turn, will
affect growth and employ-
ment opportunities in the
country. 

Another option is to bor-
row from the market to off-
set the loss of revenue. This
will push up interest rates in
the market and also revenue
expenditure of the govern-
ment. This will also in turn
affect investments and
growth. 

Yet another option will be
to compensate the loss of rev-
enue by taxing other items.
This means that to help the

owners of vehicle, we are
going to pass on the burden
to other categories. 

Before acceding to the
expectation of the people,
the Government should have
tried to explain to the people
that the present increase in
petrol and diesel is on
account of increase of import-
ed crude prices and we
import eighty percent of our
crude requirement. The
recent  price increase is not
on account of increase in

taxes. The Government has
failed miserably to explain
this. The opposition parties
cited the taxes charged by the
government as the reason
for the increase in retail
prices. This is false propagan-
da by the opposition, which
the ruling dispensation has
not countered effectively. 

When we depend on
import of crude for our use,
the retail price cannot be
controlled beyond a point. 

Increase in petrol and
diesel prices is not something
new. The following analysis of
increase during every seven
years block will show how the
present increase is not some-
thing unusual. 

Between 1979 and 1986,
the price of petrol increased
by 110 per cent, 60 per cent
in the 1993-2000 period, 70

per cent in the next seven
years. During 2014 and 2021,
the increase is 30 per cent
with the price of petrol at
�100 per litre. 

Crude price is decided by
various factors. There is con-
tinuous increase of demand at
the international level but
the supply is restricted by the
producing countries by way
of a cartel. This pushes up
prices. For a country like
India, the dollar-rupee
exchange matters a lot as we
pay for imported crude in
dollars. One dollar was cost-
ing around �8.13 in 1979.
Now it is around �75 plus.
This itself pushed up the
price by nearly ten times.

As it is, we do not have
any long term policy for pric-
ing petroleum products. Now
the Government has

responded by reducing the
taxes to provide some relief to
the common man. If the
international crude price fur-
ther travels north, what is the
option open to the govern-
ment? Can they afford to go
on reducing taxes on petrol
and diesel? After all the gov-
ernment needs to tax such
items that cannot evade taxes
and taxing petrol and diesel
is the best way. Alternatively,
if the international price of
crude drops will the govern-
ment allow such reduction to
be passed on to the consumer
or will they increase the
taxes? It is better to have a
long-term policy on these. 

Any Government must
think of long-term econom-
ic prosperity of the country
instead of focusing on short-
term goals like winning elec-

tions. People should be
groomed to sacrifice some-
thing in the present for bet-
ter future. 

Earlier the Finance
Minister expressed her appre-
hension that if the central gov-
ernment reduces taxes on
these products, the state gov-
ernments may quietly raise
their tax kitty and nullify her
sacrifice. However, we now see
that the state governments
ruled by BJP have also slashed
their VATs and there is pres-
sure on other state govern-
ments to reduce their VATs. 

When there is a need to
develop green energy by pro-
moting electric vehicles to
address the target of zero
emission by 2070, encourag-
ing the consumption of petrol
and diesel is a retrograde
step by the Government. 
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(The writer is a retired
banker. The views expressed

are personal.)
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French Health Minister
Olivier Veran said

Wednesday that omicron infec-
tions are spreading fast and that
the coronavirus variant will
become the dominant infection
in the last days of 2021.

Speaking to BFMTV, Veran
ruled out additional restrictions
on public life and said the gov-
ernment’s main effort to stop
the spread of the virus is a
robust vaccination campaign,
including vaccination of chil-
dren aged 5-11 that started on
Wednesday. “It’s time to start
vaccinating children,” Veran
told the morning news pro-

gram on BFMTV after 350 vac-
cination centers opened around
the country to start adminis-
tering shots to young children.
Children need the consent of
one parent to be vaccinated,
and one parent has to be pre-
sent when they get a shot.

More than a thousand in
every 100,000 children aged 6-
10 are infected with coron-
avirus, according to govern-
ment figures that were last
updated Dec. 6.Currently, 145
children are hospitalized in
France for severe illness due to
COVID-19 and 27 children are
receiving medical treatment
in intensive care units, the
heath minister said. 
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MADRID: Spaniards
looking for a respite from pan-
demic’s gloom and doom
turned their attention
Wednesday to a rite that for
more than two centuries has
marked beginning of festive
period: the country’s bumper
Christmas lottery, known as “El
Gordo,” or “The Fat One.” The
draw, held annually since 1812,
dished out a total of 2.4 billion
euros ($2.7 billion) in prizes
this year, or 70% of proceeds
from ticket sales. AP
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J O H A N N E S B U R G :
South Africa’s noticeable drop
in new COVID-19 cases in
recent days may signal that the
country’s dramatic omicron-
driven surge has passed its
peak, medical experts say.
Daily virus case counts are
notoriously unreliable, as they
can be affected by uneven test-
ing, reporting delays and other
fluctuations. AP
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New COVID-19 cases in
Australia’s most populous

state surged to a pandemic
record Wednesday, as Prime
Minister Scott Morrison met
with state leaders to discuss pre-
ventative measures.

Morrison emerged from
national cabinet meeting again
rejecting lockdowns and mask
mandates imposed by federal
government. He said policies on
mask wearing were best left to
state governments and to
Australians who should follow
“commonsense behavioral mea-
sures.” New South Wales state on
Wednesday recorded 3,763 new
cases, up 706 from Tuesday,
though number of omicron
cases was not known because
genomic sequencing is not rou-
tinely carried out there.

State and territory leaders
were expected to press Morrison
to reduce gap between second
vaccine doses and booster shots.
Morrison said any decision on
reducing gap from five to four
months would be made by
Australian Technical Advisory
Group on Immunization.
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Hundreds of small business
owners rallied in South

Korea’s capital on Wednesday,
calling for withdrawal of a
curfew and tough coronavirus
restrictions on restaurants,
cafes, gyms and other facilities.
The protesters pumped their
fists in air and chanted,
“Guarantee right to live!” and
“Scrap restrictions on busi-
ness operations!”

Some jeered when a law-
maker took podium to explain
aid packages proposed by gov-
erning party presidential can-
didate. But no major violence
or clashes with police erupted.
Under current social distancing
guidelines, up to 299 people are
allowed to join rallies but all
must be fully vaccinated. 

On Saturday, South Korea
reimposed its toughest social
distancing rules to try to con-
trol a record-breaking surge of
coronavirus. Most new cases in
South Korea are still delta vari-
ant, but health officials say new
omicron variant could become
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Beijing, China: The north-
ern Chinese city of Xi'an
ordered all 13 million residents
to stay home in a strict lock-
down Wednesday, while dra-
matically tightening travel con-
trols to fight a growing Covid-
19 outbreak.

With Beijing preparing to
host the 2022 Winter Olympics
in February, China is on high
alert as it fights local out-
breaks in several cities. Xi'an
reported 52 new coronavirus
cases on Wednesday, bringing
the total to 143 since December
9. From midnight on Thursday,
all households may only "send
one household member outside
once every two days to pur-
chase necessities," with all oth-
ers ordered to remain indoors
except for emergencies, the
city government said in a state-
ment on its official Weibo
social media account. 

Residents "should not leave
the city unless necessary," the
government said, adding that
those seeking to leave would
have to provide evidence of
"special circumstances" and
apply for approval. AFP
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Russian President Vladimir
Putin warned Tuesday that

Russia was prepared to take
military steps in response to
"unfriendly" Western actions
over Ukraine conflict, in a sharp
escalation of rhetoric.

He also called for "serious
negotiations" on Russian security
demands put to United States
and NATO during his first call
with new German Chancellor
Olaf Scholz, who in turn called
for "de-escalation".

The Russian president has
for weeks accused United States
and Washington-led NATO mil-
itary alliance of stoking tensions
near Moscow's borders, but these
were his first comments hinting
at potential conflict.

Putin told defence ministry
officials that if West continued its
"obviously aggressive stance"
Russia would take "appropriate
retaliatory military-technical
measures". Russia "will react
toughly to unfriendly steps", he
said, adding that he wanted to
underscore that "we have every
right to do so". The United
States has been sounding alarm
since mid-November that
Moscow could be planning a
large-scale attack on its ex-Soviet
neighbour Ukraine and has

warned Putin of unprecedented
sanctions. Western governments
have accused Moscow of amass-
ing some 100,000 troops near its
border with eastern Ukraine,
where Kiev has been fighting
pro-Russia separatists since 2014.

"Doorstep of our house"
Russia denies plotting an

invasion and has demanded
legal guarantees over its securi-
ty from United States and NATO,
demanding alliance stop an east-
ward expansion. Last week
Moscow presented its demands
to United States and NATO, say-
ing alliance must not admit new
members or establish military
bases in ex-Soviet countries.

In his first call with German
Chancellor Olaf Scholz, Putin on
Tuesday said he wanted "serious
negotiations" on demands,
accusing Ukraine of having vio-
lated the 2015 ceasefire agree-
ments. "The chancellor expressed
his concern about situation and
spoke of urgent need for de-esca-
lation," said a statement released
by Scholz's office. 

At meeting with defence
officials earlier, Putin voiced
concern in particular over what
he said was US missile deploy-
ments in Poland and Romania,
countries he said would soon be
capable of launching Tomahawk
cruise missiles.
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The pipeline is built and
being filled with natural

gas. But Russia’s Nord Stream
2 faces a rocky road before any
gas flows to Germany, with its
new leaders adopting a more
skeptical tone toward the pro-
ject and tensions ratcheting up
over Russia’s troop buildup at
the Ukrainian border.

The pipeline opposed by
Ukraine, Poland and the U.S.
awaits approval from
Germany and the European
Union to bypass other coun-
tries and start bringing natural
gas directly to Europe.

The continent is strug-
gling with a shortage that has
sent prices surging, fueling
inflation and raising fears
about what would come next
if gas supplies become criti-
cally low. 

The US has stressed tar-
geting Nord Stream 2 as a way
to counter any new Russian
military move against
Ukraine, and the project
already faces legal and bureau-
cratic hurdles. 
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Fighting between Myanmar
government forces and eth-

nic guerrillas has sent about
4,200 villagers fleeing across the
border into Thailand over the
past week, a Thai army officer
said Wednesday.

That number includes
more than 2,500 who fled into
Thailand on Friday from terri-
tory held by ethic Karen minor-
ity. A similar wave took place
in April, when several thousand
villagers from Myanmar’s east-
ern state of Karen fled follow-
ing airstrikes by Myanmar gov-
ernment. Usually when such
incidents occur, the villagers are
allowed to stay in Thailand for

a few days and then are
returned to Myanmar. The
Karen are one of several ethnic
minorities that have been bat-
tling for decades for greater
autonomy from Myanmar’s
central government. Fighting
between two sides is intermit-
tent, but increased after  mili-
tary seized power in February
from the elected government of
Aung San Suu Kyi.

Thai Defense Ministry
spokesperson Gen. Kongcheep
Tantravanich said a total of
4,216 villagers crossed Moei
River into Thailand from Dec.
16 to Dec. 21 because of skir-
mishes between Myanmar gov-
ernment and ethnic Karen
forces. Of that number, 861
have returned and 3,355 are
being sheltered in Mae Sot
district in western border
province of Tak, he said. 
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Chinese leader Xi Jinping on
Wednesday endorsed

Hong Kong’s first legislative
elections held under new laws
ensuring that only “patriots”
who have shown loyalty to
Beijing could run as candidates.

Sunday’s elections for 90-
seat Legislative Council were
swept by politicians backed by
China’s ruling Communist
Party. Just 20 seats were direct-
ly elected, and turnout of 30.2%
was the lowest since British
handed Hong Kong over to
China in 1997. All candidates
were vetted by a largely pro-
Beijing committee before they
could be nominated.
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Mumbai: Equity benchmarks
darted up for the second ses-
sion on the trot on Wednesday,
mirroring a rebound in world
stocks despite the looming
threat of the Omicron 
variant. 

A sustained recovery in
the rupee, which advanced for
the fifth straight day, further
boosted sentiment, traders
said. 

The 30-share BSE Sensex
rallied 611.55 points or 1.09
per cent to end at 56,930.56.
Similarly, the broader NSE
Nifty jumped 184.60 points or
1.10 per cent to 16,955.45.

Bajaj Finance was the top
gainer in the Sensex pack, ris-
ing 2.94 per cent, followed by
Bharti Airtel, Sun Pharma,

Reliance Industries, SBI, L&T
and Tata Steel. 

Only three index compo-

nents finished lower -- Wipro,
ITC and Nestle India, dipping
up to 0.77 per cent. PTI  

New Delhi: Rationalisation of income tax
slabs, infrastructure status for digital services and
incentives to hydrogen storage as well as fuel cell
development were some of the suggestions made
by various stakeholders at the pre-Budget con-
sultation meeting convened by Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman.

The customary pre-budget consultation
meetings were held with the Finance Minister
virtually between December 15 and December

22, as per the finance ministry statement.
More than 120 invitees representing seven

stakeholder groups participated in eight meet-
ings, scheduled during this period, it said.

The stakeholder groups include representa-
tives and experts from agriculture and agro-pro-
cessing industry; industry, infrastructure and cli-
mate change; financial sector and capital markets;
services and trade; social sector; trade union &
labour organisation and economists, it said.

New Delhi: Income tax refunds
of over � 1.44 lakh crore have
been issued to 1.38 crore tax-
payers so far this fiscal, the I-
T department said on
Wednesday.

This includes 99.75 lakh
refunds of Assessment Year
(AY) 2021-22 (fiscal ended
March 31, 2021) amounting to
�20,451.95 crore.  

More than 4 crore ITRs for
2020-21 fiscal (ended March
2021) have been filed till

December 21.  
In a tweet, the department

said income tax refunds of
�49,194 crore have been issued
to 1,35,35,261 entities and cor-
porate tax refunds of �95,133
crore have been issued in over
2.11 lakh cases.  

"CBDT issues refunds of
over �1,44,328 crore to more
than 1.38 crore taxpayers from
1st Apr,2021 to 20th
December,2021," the tweet 
said. PTI  

New Delhi: The heavy indus-
tries Ministry on Wednesday
said sale of electric two wheel-
ers has increased to over 5,000
per week from 700 per week
earlier after remodelling of the
FAME II scheme in June this
year.

Faster Adoption and
Manufacturing of Electric
Vehicles in India Phase II
(FAME India II) Scheme has
been launched with an outlay
of �10,000 crore to in
centivize demand for Electric
Vehicles (EVs) by providing
upfront subsidies and 
creating EV charging infra-
structure.

The scheme was
redesigned in June based on
experience particularly during
the Covid-19 pandemic and
feedback from industry and

users.
The redesigned scheme

aims at faster proliferation of
electric vehicles by lowering the
upfront costs.

"After remodelling of
FAME II in June 2021 sale of
electric two wheelers has
increased to over 5,000 per
week from 700 per week before
remodelling," the Ministry said
in a statement.

It added that in 2021 so far,
total 1.4 lakh electric vehicles
(1.19 lakh electric two wheel-
ers, 20.42 K electric three

wheelers and 580 electric four
wheelers) have been incen-
tivized up to 16 December,

2021 amounting to incentive of
about � 500 crore under Phase-
11 of FAME.

Total 1.85 lakh EVs have
been incentivised under FAME
II till now, it said. PTI 

Mumbai: The rupee appreci-
ated by 5 paise to close at 75.54
against the US dollar in range-
bound trade on Wednesday,
extending gains for a fifth
straight session helped by
firm domestic equity mar-
kets.

Lower crude prices in the
international market and a
subdued dollar overseas also
supported the local unit, forex
dealers said.

New Delhi: Gold in the
national capital on Wednesday
dipped by �145 to �47,093 per
10 gram in-line with weak
global precious metal prices
and rupee appreciation,
according to HDFC Securities.

In the previous trade, the
precious metal settled at
�47,238 per 10 gram.

Silver also declined by
�397 to �60,498 per kg from
�60,895 per kg in the previous
trade.
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As 2021 draws to a close, we all wait for
the festivities of the upcoming

Christmas and New Year season to begin.
Putting away the old and ushering in the
new tops our list this time of the year as we
all look for fresh ideas to decorate our
homes. We’ve put together a list of items that
can spice up any corner of your home this
festive season, all available on ShopClues’
website at discounted rates.

�Christmas Pine Tree, X-Mas Tree 3-Feet
This three-feet artificial Christmas tree

is the perfect addition to your home, both
indoors and outdoors. The foldable tree can
be wrapped up and stored away for next
year.

Price: �570

�Pack of 12 Hanging Mini Santa
Christmas Ornaments-Christmas Tree
Decorations

These charming little tree decoration
ornaments will brighten up your home with
good cheer this Christmas. You can deco-

rate your tree with them or string them up
on your walls, doors or windows for effect.

Price: �190

�Christmas Wall Door Decorations —
Holly Wreath

Ring in the Christmas spirit and wel-
come your guests with this beautiful holi-
day wreath on your front door.

Price: �1377

�Christmas Decoration— set of bells —
6 ft - 3 pcs

String up these brightly coloured set of
bells in any nook in your home and trans-
form the space to spell all things Christmas.

You can even wind these shiny bells around
your tree.

Price: �522

�Sunrise Christmas Santa Cap - pack of 2
Santa Clause is coming to…your house!

Let the Christmas spirit run wild through
your home with this festive Santa hat hang-
ing decoration. 

Price: �195

�Christmas Tree
This mini version of your large

Christmas tree fits perfectly on any table.
The tabletop Christmas tree is the perfect
way to bring in the festive cheer in all the

rooms of your home and even you space in
office.

Price: �313

�Set Of 3 Hosley Highly Fragranced
Lavender Fields Filled Glass Candle

Light a few candles to fill your home
and office with the relaxing fragrance of
these designer Hosley Scented Candles.
They are made from natural wax using the
highest quality of imported fragrance oils.

Price:  �256

�9 Pcs Christmas Wall Art Prints Posters
for Living Room Office Decorations
Christmas Signs Paintings

Let the walls at home or at work send
out with this beautiful, vibrant poster that
has a collage of nine Christmas sayings all
in hues of red, green and white.

Price:  �617
(All above items are available on on

www.shopclues.com at discounted rates.)

After an overwhelming response to the journeys of
Jodha Akbar and Jhansi ki Rani, Zee TV recently

introduced viewers to the historical magnum opus of
2021 as it presents the untold story of one of the most
iconic women of the Maratha empire — Kashibai Bajirao
Ballal. The show went on air recently and has won the
audience's hearts. The audience is in for some high-end
drama with Kashibai and Bajirao’s wedding being show-
cased in the forthcoming episodes. 

Viewers will witness how Bajirao is all set to get mar-
ried to Kashi and accept her as his responsibility, but
it gets called off due to some reason. At the same time,
Kashibai gets kidnapped, and after struggling to find
her, Bajirao saves Kashibai. After seeing his heroics,
Kashi's mother Bhawani Bai (Hetal Yadav) approach the
Ballals for Bajirao and Kashibai's marriage, and they
agree. The two get married in a beautiful Maratha wed-
ding.

As Aarohi Patel revealed, “It is not easy to shoot for
a wedding sequence, especially when you have to pull
off such a heavy saree and jewellery. Being a Gujarati
girl, I have also never witnessed a Maratha wedding like
this. It was so different from the typical Gujarati wed-
dings, but I enjoyed it a lot. It's great to be able to live
and experience a Maratha wedding through my show.
Having said that, I want to mention that I am happy that
at a young age, I am getting to live such an epic char-
acter and the traditions of the 18th century.”

(To know more, tune into Kashibai Bajirao Ballal
every Monday to Friday at 8 pm, only on Zee TV.)

The Covid-19 pandemic necessitat-
ed a swift move to digital-focused
business strategies and transac-

tions due to safety, business discovery,
marketing and logistical considera-
tions. Even the informal and micro busi-
ness segments, that traditionally relied
on manual and face-to-face transactions,
had to adapt to survive in one of the
most arduous times in recent history.
However, what started off as a necessi-
ty now has the potential to spur person-
al income, business and community
growth for India’s nano and micro
entrepreneur segment, which makes up
around 6.3 crore enterprises, and over
11 crore people working in them.

�Experimenting with digital pay-
ments

Perhaps the biggest change in both
rural and urban settings across micro
businesses  has been the shift towards
UPI and digital payment platforms like
PayTM, PhonePe and Google Pay. Paan
stalls, auto-rickshaw drivers and neigh-
bourhood vegetable sellers all accept
payments via these platforms on a daily
basis — due to a rising demand for
touchless payment and social distanc-
ing. 

Nano and micro entrepreneurs,
including farmers, found that digital pay-
ments make regular finance activities like
paying bills, house rent and other essen-
tials easier without having to leave
their homes. For example, farmers  who
are now being supported by innovative
finance initiatives provided by the
REVIVE Alliance, would earlier travel
100 kilometres to reach the nearest bank
to make deposits, while completing
paperwork for bills would entail an entire
day spent at the electricity office. When
the pandemic struck, they switched to
UPI and digital banking, where basic
banking services could be conducted at
any location with the tap of a finger.
These farmers now regularly request
money through online payments, and
pay their bills digitally. 

Digital payment platforms are also
a key part of the delivery mechanism,
showcasing the criticality of digital
tools in socio-economic empowerment
interventions.  

Another important aspect of cash-

less transactions is security. Micro
entrepreneurs have reported that not
having to carry around their cash —
which makes their hard-earned money
vulnerable to theft — helps them feel
safer and engenders greater trust in dig-
ital banking.

�Digital tools such as social media for
marketing and business discovery 

There have been many instances
where microentrepreneurs have started
utilising social media as a low cost and
targeted means of advertising to their
customers. This is particularly crucial for
female business owners, for whom
societal and cultural restrictions make

it much tougher to market to a bigger
audience. Beauty-preneurs, for example,
were looking for new ways to conduct
business from home during the pan-
demic and turned to digital media to
spread awareness about their business
and to upskill themselves on make-up
trends. Asha, one such beauty-preneur,
talked about how she uses Instagram
actively to market her parlour to ladies
in and around her village with the help
of hashtags and images. 

�Increasing digital inclusion and
uptake

Many, however, continue to have
reservations about these technologies.
This could be due to uneven access to
the internet and smart devices,  lack of
knowledge about how digital technolo-
gies work,  privacy concerns about per-
sonal and financial information — all of
which need to be addressed for maxi-
mal digital inclusion.

To illustrate, today's small kirana
stores face immense competition from
large online and offline players.
Technology and digital access can help
kiranas compete with these larger com-
panies. REVIVE has a component
where Samhita-CGF partners with retail
technology firms to enable the entire dig-
ital management of a kirana store from
providing point of sale devices,
upskilling through online platforms,
access to suppliers and so on.

However, while this provides them
with the necessary tools, the partners
have embedded a mechanism to ensure
the adoption and stickiness of these dig-
ital tools in the long run. 

What we are witnessing right now
is a paradoxical acceleration in digitisa-
tion coupled with a digital divide. There
is a strong case to improve accessibility
and awareness among hitherto exclud-
ed workers and entrepreneurs  sections
through targeted efforts so that every-
one can reap the benefits of digitisation.
From digital payments and marketing
opportunities to greater knowledge
about banking and other topics, digiti-
sation has helped everyone become
more connected and gain more control
over their livelihoods.

(The author is a research associate
at Samhita-CGF.)

Amedley of human emotions, Adele’s
comeback album, 30, navigates the

listener through her journey of heartache,
hope, remorse, and resurrection.
Released after six years since her last
album, in 2015, Adele has eloquently
expressed her journey, through her
divorce, motherhood, and fame. Written
between 2018 and 2021, 30 was finally
released on November 19, and has
received an incredible response from fans
across the world. Providing a glimpse
into the many circumstances and emo-
tions she had to confront, while compos-
ing the album, Adele: One Night Only is
a concert special featuring an exclusive
interview of the singer by Oprah Winfrey.
Giving a tear-jerking experience, the spe-
cial has been produced by Adele and pre-
sented by Winfrey. It will be streaming
exclusively on SonyLIV from December
24.

Adele: One Night Only is an engag-
ing and emotional concert special, where
Adele walks viewers through her journey
of self-healing, recovery and repairing

her relationships. Presented by the
renowned television host and media star,
Winfrey, the show was one of the most
watched. During the concert, Adele
performs three songs from 30, as well as
a few from her previous albums. Adele:
One Night Only is inspiring, insightful,
and an imaginative concert special,
which will surely be a soul-searching
entertainment experience.

(This Christmas, catch Adele: One
Night Only, exclusively on SonyLIV

from  December 24.)

PARADOXICAL ACCELERATION WITH A DIGITAL DIVIDE
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Adelegation from Bangladesh
consisting of Mukti Jodhas
(freedom fighters) and serving

Bangladesh Armed Forces personnel
are currently visiting India to take part
in the events as part of the Swarnim
Vijay Varsh celebrations organised to
commemorate the golden jubilee of
victory over Pakistan in 1971 war .

The Bangladesh delegation
embarked on a Swarnim Vijay Varsh
Special train from Safdarjung railway
station at New Delhi to Agra today. The
train was flagged off jointly by
Lieutenant General AK Singh, DG of
Operational Logistics & Strategic
Movements and Ashutosh Gangal,
general manager of Northern Railways. 

The delegation will be visiting the
Taj Mahal and Ajmer Sharif Dargah as
an enduring testimony of the military
cooperation and strong bonds of
friendship between the two nations.
The visit of Mukti Jodhas, when India
is cherishing the memories of 1971 war,
is an acknowledgment by Bangladesh
to the contributions and sacrifices
made by the Indian Armed Forces.
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The signing ceremony of
the memorandum of

understanding (MoU)
between International Skill
Development Corporation,
United Kingdom and the VIT-
AP School of Business, VIT-
AP University was held on
Wednesday.

Dr S V Kota Reddy, vice-
chancellor,  VIT–AP
University after signing the
MoU with ICDS, UK said
that in order to impart skill
and capabilities to the stu-
dents, a skill development
company which has expertise
in professional and vocation-
al education, will associate
with VIT-AP School of
Business to promote and

deliver business analytics to all
the students of BBA, endorsed
by IoA (Institute of Analytics),
UK, professional body for
data science and analytics.
Further ISDC Diploma in
Business Analytics will be
awarded to the students along
with their BBA from VIT-AP
University. VIT-AP School of
Business also had MoU’s with
Alphabeta, USA, Digital
scholar and MasterMinds CA
Academy.

Along with numerous
other programmes, these pro-
grammes are aimed at provid-
ing industry-ready skills in
campus and boost compe-
tency and employability of
students.

SRM Institute of Science and
Technology (SRMIST),

Kattankulathur through its
Faculty of Medical & Health
Sciences, has set up a 5,000
square feet research faculty in
SRM called the Centre for
Clinical trials & Research. This
facility is located at SRM Medical
College Hospital and Research
Centre (SRM MCH&RC). It is
capable of handling clinical tri-
als of drugs, vaccines, and med-
ical devices.

The facility was inaugurat-
ed by pro-vice chancellor
(Medical & Health Sciences) Lt
Col Dr A Ravikumar, registrar
Dr S Ponnusamy, dean (med-
ical) Dr A Sundaram, among
others. 

The facility has two wards
with 12 beds and several rooms
for sample collection, process-
ing, data documentation, and
monitoring. It has state-of-the-
art equipment for preserving
serum samples at -80 oC and -
20oC deep freezers, high-speed
centrifuge, facilities for electron-
ic data capture with high-speed
internet, thermohygrometers,
and data security is maintained
with controlled access. 

Congratulating the team,
Dr Ponnusamy said, “SRM
MCH&RC has achieved 46th

position in research and such
initiatives will help in increas-
ing the hospital ranking.” He
then urged students to make use
of this world-class center and
undertake research activities. 

“Research is the most
important area that we are con-
centrating on these days,” men-
tioned dean (medical).
“Students and faculty can do any
types of clinical trials at this cen-
tre like the recent COVAXIN
trial. Research should be given
primary importance,” he added.

Lt Col Dr Ravikumar in his
presidential address shared, “It
is important to motivate the
hidden talents in this
Institution. During the COVID,
when we were awarded the
clinical trial of COVAXIN, the
minimum requirement was for
a virology lab. This was met by
developing, a world-class lab
that was done entirely in-house.”

Urging students to over-
come the fear he continued,
“Only when you grow out of
fear can you achieve anything
in life.”

Manoj Joshi, general manager of Metro Railway
felicitated the six-member team of Metro

Railway, which took part in the 43rd All India
Railway Bridge Championship, 2021. It conclud-
ed on December 20 at Metro Rail Bhawan.

The Metro team, comprising Sumit
Mukherjee, Debabrata Majumder,  Anindra
Kumar  Sarkar,  Swarup Ghosh,  Sujit Ghosh and
Manabendra Nath Majumder, has achieved the
second position in the team event in this cham-
pionship.

Mukherjee and Majumder have also occupied
second position in the pair category in the cham-
pionship.  Congratulating every member of the
team for this achievement, Joshi  wished that Metro
team wins many such tournaments in future.

The Kolkata Metromen —  Mukherjee and
Majumder, as a part of six-member Indian team
— also won the Asia and Middle-East Bridge
Championship held in Noida recently and quali-
fied for the World Bridge Championship to be held
in Italy in March, 2022.

RITES Ltd, a transport infra-
structure consultancy and

engineering company, signed
a memorandum of under-
standing (MoU) with BEML
Limited to explore and jointly
bid for opportunities in the
fields of metro systems and
export of rolling stock. 

As part of the MoU,
RITES will provide expertise in
design, engineering, marketing
and any other support that
may be required for tapping
domestic and overseas oppor-
tunities while BEML will be
responsible for manufacturing
of customised metro coaches
and rolling stock.

The MoU will allow both
companies to leverage each
other’s expertise and tech-

nologies to opitimise opera-
tions and expand on a global
level. It would enable BEML
and RITES to jointly bid and
provide the entire spectrum of
services from design, manufac-
ture to operations & mainte-
nance for the existing and
upcoming metro systems as

well as export of rolling stock
and related services.

The collaboration will not
only create a platform to enable
exploration of business oppor-
tunities around the globe, but
also facilitate knowledge shar-
ing to strengthen respective
organisations’ operations.

Housing Commissioner
Pawan Arora informed

that the Rajasthan Housing
Board, while taking major
action in the high profile Shri
Ram Colony B located in
Krishna Kunj Yojna,
unclaimed land on B-2 bypass,
Tonk road, seized 40 truck
building materials collected
with the intention of illegal
construction.

He said that in compliance
with the order passed by the
High Court on December 9,

the building material like
bricks, gravel, cement, stone
and rebar, among others, was
taken over by the Rajasthan
Housing Board. This action
was taken by the Housing

Commissioner himself stand-
ing. A large number of divi-
sional personnel, police per-
sonnel were present during
this proceedings. Guards have
also been posted here by the

Board so that no new con-
struction takes place here.

It is noteworthy that even
today this land is in the cate-
gory of unclaimed land and
even if Jawaharpuri Society
had acquired this land in
1981, it should have raised
objection during the acquisi-
tion proceedings in 1991,
which was not done.
Therefore, in the event of no
objection being presented,
this land is  completely
unclaimed.

In the investigation report
of  the Cooperative
Department, it has also come
to the notice that Jawaharpuri
Society has not shown the
purchase of this land from the
account holders in its records
in 1981, which further proves
that the agreement and fur-
ther proceedings are not cor-
rect. Against this, the Housing
Board has lodged an FIR
under 420 against the office
bearers of  Jawaharpuri
Society at Jawahar Nagar
police station, in which inves-
tigation is still going on. The
next date in this case is
January 10, 2022. The High
Court, understanding its seri-
ousness, has listed it as the
first case.

In order to provide bet-
ter services, hassle-free

journey and ensure pas-
senger safety, Metro
Railway is going to
strengthen its security
arrangements at Park
Street, Maidan and
Esplanade Metro stations
on Christmas i.e. on
December 25 and on New
Year’s Eve i.e. on
December 31. Metro RPF
will arrange extra deploy-
ment in these three sta-
tions in order to manage
anticipated huge rush on
these two days.  

Lady RPF teams (con-
sisting of head constables
and constables) will be
deployed in these stations
to ensure safety and secu-
rity of ladies and children.
One special team consist-
ing of one sub-
inspector/assistant, sub-
inspector and four staff

including two lady staff
will remain present with
arms at Park Street,
Maidan and Esplanade
Metro stations from 11:00
to the end of the service
hours on the said dates.
This team will remain in
readiness to reach any of
these three stations to
tackle any emergency.  

Another special team
consisting of one officer
and four staff will be
deployed with arms at
Park Street Metro station
on these two days to man-
age the rush. Adequate
number of staff will be
deployed in the stations to
provide proper guidance
to the commuters. 

Further, Metro users
are requested to follow all
Covid Protocols and co-
operate with the Metro
authority and co-passen-
gers.

School of Public Health
(SPH) at SRM Institute of

Science and Technology
(SRMIST), Kattankulathur cel-
ebrates the successful comple-
tion and dissemination of the
key findings of the National
Family Health Survey (NFHS
-5) for the state of Tamil Nadu
and Puducherry at SRM
Medical College Hospital and
Research Centre (SRM
MCH&RC).  NFHS-5, the fifth
in the NFHS rounds, provides
information on population,
health, and nutrition for India
and each state/union territory
(UT) and also provides data at

the district level. 
NFHS-5 includes some

new topics, such as preschool
education, disability, access to
a toilet facility, death registra-
tion, menstrual hygiene, and
abortion. The scope of clinical,
anthropometric, and biochem-
ical testing (CAB) has also
been extended to include mea-
surement of waist and hip cir-
cumferences, and the age range
for the measurement of blood
pressure and blood glucose has
been expanded. SRM SPH sur-
veyed a total of 27,929 house-
holds, 25,650 women, and
3,372 men in Tamil Nadu and

3,520 households, 3,669
women, and 534 men in
Puducherry. 

Chief Guest of the event,
Dr P Kuganantham, member
of the Tamil Nadu Chief
Minister’s Expert Advisory
Committee for COVID19 said,
“This is an eye-opener about
the health status of India. Data
helps to make decisions. It
highlights the public health of
the community and the nation
at large.” 

He elaborated and stated
the strategies used in Survey 1
conducted in 1993. He said
that public health is always
side-lined. During a pandem-
ic, it was Public Health that
came to the rescue in Tamil
Nadu. “During the COVID
only a third of the affected
were admitted in hospital,
while the others were treated
through a good public health
system in TN.” 

He added, “The develop-
ment of a national, will only
come from the development of
a family’ mother and child.
Health is not just physical or
mental but includes econom-
ic, religious and social well-
being.”
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Metro Railway has been constantly
striving for increasing non-fare revenue in
the Covid times. On December 16, a mile-
stone has been achieved as a branding
agreement of 52 Card Balance Checking
Terminal (CBCT) machines has been
signed with a famous TMT bar manufac-
turing company. These 52 machines have
been installed in 26 North-South Metro sta-
tions. 

Metro users are requested to use these
CBCT machines to check their smart card
status as well as balance and place their
smart cards on these machines for 30 sec-
onds to update their balance after recharg-
ing their cards on-line. Metro users can
check the status of the tokens (time of issue
and expiry as well as source and destina-
tion stations). Commuters can also check
last five entry/exit details through smart
cards with the help of these machines. 
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Appreciating the dedica-
tion and hard work done by
SPH, Pro Chancellor
(Academics), Dr P
Sathyanarayanan shared, “The
aim of such ‘Findings’ is to pre-
vent pandemic such as COVID
19.” He elaborated on how such
findings alert the people and
the precautions they need to
take. “SPH has done extreme-

ly well in this research.” He said
that SRMIST is doing extreme-
ly well in research and urged
the institution to keep up the
work.

Congratulating the
remarkable achievement by
SPH, SRMIST’s Vice-
Chancellor Dr C
Muthamizhchelvan said,
“Collecting data is difficult,
and doing it during COVID is
much more difficult. Data is
very important, as it leads to
making informed decisions.
Modern technology helps us to
size-fit enormous data and
helps decision science.” 

SRM MCH&RC’s Pro-
Vice Chancellor (MHS) Lt Col
Dr A Ravikumar said, “This is

a landmark history in Medical
and Health Science at SRM
MCH&RC. “Authentication of
data is a very big achievement
as it involves planning, field-
work among others. This
NFHS -5 has a lot of interest-
ing finds to help the health of
the country.”

The key findings of Tamil
Nadu and Puducherry were
released on the occasion. The
team members that completed
the NFHS -5 Project for SRM
SPH were also felicitated.
Present on the occasion was
Dean (Medical) Dr. A.
Sundaram, Dean (School of
Public Health) Dr Padma
Venkat and other members of
SPH.
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Riding on his historic World
Championship silver, India’s

Kidambi Srikanth jumped four
places to regain his place in the
world’s top 10 in the latest
Badminton World Federation
(BWF) rankings.

The 28-year-old from
Guntur was rewarded for his
final finish in Huelva, Spain as
he grabbed the 10th position in
the rankings.

Young Lakshya Sen, who
also secured a maiden bronze at
World Championship in his
first campaign at the event,
jumped two spots to the 17th

position but B Sai Praneeth
slipped two places to be at the
18th spot.

H S Prannoy’s quarterfinal
finish in Spain saw him improve
six places to the 26th spot.

In women’s singles, two-
time Olympic medallist P V
Sindhu remained static at sev-
enth place, while Saina Nehwal,
who is recovering from multiple
injuries, is at the 25th place.

Men’s doubles pair of Chirag
Shetty and Satwiksairaj
Rankireddy slipped one place to
the 10th position, while Ashwini
Ponnappa and N Sikki Reddy
regained their place in the top 20
in the women’s doubles. 
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Amisfiring India were made
to toil hard before getting
the better of arch-rivals
Pakistan 4-3 in a pulsating

third-fourth place contest to clinch
the bronze medal at the Asian
Champions Trophy men’s hockey
tournament here on Wednesday.

After having topped the round-
robin stages, the Tokyo Olympics
bronze medallists were far from
impressive in their last two games,
and the Manpreet Singh-led side had
to play out of its skin to outwit
Pakistan and finish on the podium.

After being stunned by Japan 3-
5 in the semifinal on Tuesday, much
was expected from India against
Pakistan. They did press hard and cre-
ated numerous chances, including 11
penalty corners, out of which they
made use of just two.

India, who were the defending
champions along with Pakistan in the
last edition of the tournament in
Muscat, will thus return with a con-
solation prize. The Indian team took
the lead in the very first minute
through vice-captain Harmanpreet

Singh before Sumit (45th), Varun
Kumar (53rd) and Akashdeep Singh
(57th) struck a goal each.

Pakistan’s goals were scored by
Afraz (10th), Abdul Rana (33rd) and
Ahmed Nadeem (57th). 

It was India’s second win over
Pakistan in the tournament after hav-
ing beaten them 3-1 in the round-
robin stages.

In the summit clash late on
Wednesday, South Korea will play
Japan. India started the match on a
bright note, pressing the Pakistani
defence from the onset.

Unlike against Japan, India came
out attacking and secured as many as
four penalty corners straightaway, the
last of which was converted by
Harmanpreet with a powerful low
flick in the first minute.

The Indians kept up the pressure
with numerous raids inside the
Pakistan circle but failed to create a
clear-cut chance.

Pakistan grew in confidence as
time passed by and drew level in the
10th minute courtesy some sloppy
defending by the Indians, in partic-
ular Harmanpreet, as he failed to clear
a loose ball inside the circle, and Afraz

did enough to get past onrushing
goalkeeper Krishan Bahadur Pathak.

The Indians responded after
conceding the goal and earned their
fifth penalty corner soon, but

Harmanpreet’s flick was saved by the
Pakistani defence. In the 14th minute,
Pakistan got their first penalty corner,
which was saved by Pathak.

It was a fighting contest in the

second quarter as Pakistan defended
in numbers to deny their neighbours.

In the 22nd minute, India
secured another penalty corner, but
once again, Pakistan goalkeeper

Amjad Ali came to his side’s rescue
by denying Harmanpreet.

Four minutes later, Amjad Ali
was again in the thick of things when
he saved Akashdeep Singh’s reverse
hit from close range.

India continued their attacking
spree and earned their seventh penal-
ty corner soon, but an alert Amjad Ali
made twin saves to deny Jarmanpreet
Singh.

At the stroke of the half-time
hooter, India secured their eighth
penalty corner but, as has been the
case, the finishing was not up to the
mark.  Three minutes after the
change of ends, it was Pakistan who
surged ahead when Abdul Rana
scored from a rebound from the
team’s second penalty corner.

India were lucky not to concede
another, in the 43rd minute, as Abdul
Rana’s attempt from Ali Shan’s pass
hit the near post.

But three seconds from the third
quarter, Gursahibjit Singh created a
chance from nowhere and Sumit
found himself at the perfect position
xinside the Pakistan circle to tap the
ball in and draw level. 

With the scores tied at 2-2, the

fourth and final quarter produced
end-to-end hockey from both the
teams. 

India had the better share of
chances but Pakistan too didn’t give
up without a fight.

Lalit Upadhayay came close to
handing India the lead, only to see his
deflection sail inches wide off the tar-
get from Gurinder Singh’s cross.

India secured two more penalty
corners soon and this time, Varun
was bang on target to make it 3-2 in
his side’s favour.

Pakistan responded immediate-
ly by earning two penalty corners in
succession but India skipper
Manpreet defended brilliantly as first
rusher.

Three minutes from the final
hooter, Akashdeep scored with a
reverse hit from a pass off Lalit, but
Pakistan responded within no time
when Nadeem deflected in a long ball
to reduce the margin, from the next
move.

Two unnecessary yellow cards, to
Hardik Singh and Sumit, in the last
five minutes didn’t help India, but the
suspensions didn’t hurt the side
either. 
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The BCCI is planning to hold
the two-day mega Indian

Premier League auction on
February 7 and 8 in Bengaluru,
a senior BCCI official said on
Wednesday.

It could well be the last mega
auction that BCCI might con-
duct as most of the original IPL
franchises want it to be discon-
tinued. 

“Unless the COVID-19 sit-
uation worsens, we will have the
IPL mega auction in India. The
two-day event will be held on
February 7 and 8 and like other
years, we plan to hold it in
Bengaluru. Preparations are

underway,” a senior BCCI offi-
cial told PTI on conditions of
anonymity. There were reports
that auction will be held in the

UAE but as of now, BCCI has no
such plans.

However with the emer-
gence of Omicron variant of
COVID-19 and cases on the rise,
the situation will remain fluid
but if there are restrictions with
regards to overseas travel (unless
all owners decide to use charter
planes), conducting it in India
will be less of a logistical night-
mare. 

This year’s IPL will be a 10-
team affair with Sanjiv Goenka
owned Lucknow franchise along
with venture capital firm CVC
owned Ahmedabad making
their debut in the cash rich
league.

CVC is however waiting

for its Letter of Intent from the
BCCI but is expected to get an
all clear in the next few weeks.

Both teams have time till
Christmas to announce their
three draft picks but BCCI
might extend the dates for both
as CVC is yet to get clearance. 

Most of the franchise own-
ers feel that mega auctions have
passed their sell-by-date and a
team’s composition and balance
gets severely compromised
when there are auctions after
every three years.

Delhi Capitals co-owner
Parth Jindal had in fact said this
on record how it is tough to
release players after having put
in effort to build a team.
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Saurashtra produced another
dominating display to steam-

roll Vidarbha by seven wickets
and storm into the semifinals of
the Vijay Hazare Trophy here on
Wednesday.  

First, Saurashtra bowlers-led
by skipper Jaydev Unadkat
(2/25) dished out a clinical show
and bundled out the opposition
for a paltry 150 in 40.3 overs,
despite Apoorv Wankhede’s
hard-fought 72. 

They then rode on Prerak
Mankad’s gusty unbeaten 77
off 72 balls to chase the target
with 20.1 overs to spare despite
a top-order failure.

Put into bat at the Sawai
Mansingh Stadium, Vidarbha
lost their first three batters
inside the first eight overs as
Unadkat and young speedster
Chetan Sakariya (1/12) wreaked
havoc.

Vidarbha lost in-form open-
er Atharva Taide (1), who
became Unadkat’s first scalp.
Ganesh Satish (1) and Yash
Rathod (1) also faltered cheap-
ly.  Then skipper Faiz Fazal (23)
and wicket-keeper bater Akshay
Wadkar (18) tried to rally the
innings with their 45-run stand

for the fourth wicket.
But it was medium-pacer

Prerak Mankad (1/22), who
broke the stand after cleaning up
Wadkar, to leave them reeling at
54/4.

Vidarbha lost half their side
for 66.  Only Apoorva
Wankhede, who hammered five
boundaries and as many maxi-
mums, showed mettle and hit a
quick-fire 72 off 69 balls, but was
devoid of partners in the crunch
game as Saurashtra bowlers
bowled in the right areas.

Aditya Sarwate (14), Lalit
Yadav (1), Yash Thakur (0) and
last man Aditya Thakare (0)
made a beeline to the pavilion.

Mankad, medium-pacer
Chirag Jani (2/34), seasoned
left-arm orthodox spinner
Dharmendrasinh Jadeja (2/34)
and leg-spinner Yuvraj
Chudasama (2/15) played their
parts to perfection.  

Chasing 151, Saurashtra lost
openers Vishwaraj Jadeja (0) and
Harvik Desai (9) early as pacer
Aditya Thakare (2/13) struck
twice inside the first five overs.
.

Then Sheldon Jackson and
Mankad tried to steady the ship
but were able to add only 22 runs
for the third wicket.

Services thrash Kerala by
seven wickets to storm into
semifinals   

Services put up an allround
show to sail into the Vijay
Hazare Trophy semi-finals with
a facile seven-wicket win over
Kerala at the K L Saini Stadium
here on Wednesday.

Chasing a paltry 176,
Services cantered home in 30.5
overs with opener Ravi Chauhan
top-scoring with a 90-ball 95
(13x4, 3x6) and skipper Rajat
Paliwal making a 86-ball 65
(8x4).

Paliwal won the toss and
sent Kerala in as their bowling
department led by seasoned
medium pacer Diwesh Pathania
(8-2-19-3) rattled the Kerala
top-order before bowling them
out for a paltry 175 in 40.4 overs.

Later, Pulkit Narang (2/51),
Abhishek Tiwari (2/33 from 7.4
overs) and Rahul Singh (1/35
from 9 overs) made their pres-
ence felt to polish off the tail.

Services were also brilliant
on the field and ran out Rohan
Kunnummal -- the Kerala top-
scorer -- for 85 to restrict them
to a below-par total.

The 32-year-old Pathania
struck twice in the seventh over
when he dismissed Mohammed
Azharuddeen (7) and Jalaj
Saxena (0) in successive balls to
give them a perfect start.

It was Kerala’s rookie open-
er Kunnummal (85 from 106
balls; 7x4, 2x6) who kept them
on the track with a resolute half-
century, reaching his second
List A fifty in 77 balls.

Kerala No 4 Vinoop
Manoharan gave a fine support
with a brisk 41 off 54 balls laced
with four boundaries and one
six as the duo put together a
fine 80-run partnership for
the third wicket to repair the
early damage.
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The BCCI and Cricket South Africa have
mutually agreed that the upcoming Test

and ODI series between the two teams will
continue even if there is any COVID-19 case
among players or support staff and close con-
tacts will not be forced into isolation, the host
board’s medical officer Shuaib Manjra has said.

India will start their three-match Test
series against the Proteas on December 26 at
the Centurion followed by Tests in
Johannesburg (January 3-7) and Cape Town
(Jan 11-15).

The Tests will be followed by three ODIs
on January 19, 21 and 23.

While there is a specific agreement that
BCCI can pull out of the tour in case situa-
tion in South Africa, where the new variant

Omicron was found, worsens, a senior offi-
cial said that they are not contemplating any
such move as of now.

“There is an agreed medical protocol
between Cricket South Africa (CSA) and the
Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI),”
Cricket South Africa provided Manjra’s com-
ments to PTI.

“Considering that everyone within the
Bio-Secure Environments’ (BSE) and the
broader cricket ecosystem will be vaccinated,
any positive case will isolate within their des-
ignated hotel room if clinically stable, or an
alternate space within the hotel,” he added.

Respective team doctors will take care of
the players in case any of them test positive
for the virus.

“They will remain under the care of their
respective team doctors. 

Any contacts (close or incidental) will
continue playing and training with non-phar-
maceutical interventions strictly observed. All
team members will undergo symptom screen-

ing and COVID-19 testing daily, and the tour
will proceed as planned,” he added.

It is understood that Rapid Antigen Tests
will be carried out daily and both 
teams are ready for the eventuality that there
will be positive cases. But as long as proper
precautions are taken, the series will contin-
ue.

Even hotel staff were put in a bio-bubble
one week before the Indian contingent’s
arrival.

“The BCCI is very satisfied with the kind
of bio-bubble that CSA has provided for the
Indian team. Yes, we will definitely take a deci-
sion which is in best interests of our players
and their families.

“As of now, everyone is in the bubble and
being tested regularly,” a senior BCCI official
told PTI on conditions of anonymity.
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Aconfident Hyderabad FC will
look to keep the juggernaut

rolling and bridge the gap on lead-
ers Mumbai City FC when they take
on wooden spooners SC East
Bengal in the Indian Super League
here on Thursday.

Hyderabad are on a five-match
unbeaten streak, the joint longest
unbeaten streak this season along
with Kerala Blasters. They have a
game in hand and with a win
against lowly East Bengal, they can
move to the second spot with 14
points, one adrift of Mumbai who
have 15 from seven matches.

The Nizams have looked one of
the most balanced sides this season
with attack and defence clicking in
tandem. Australian forward Joel
Chianese has been impactful for
Hyderabad chipping in with one
goal and two assists in 282 minutes
this season.

Chianese has played as the
second striker behind Bart Ogbeche
and has rotated with Edu Garcia for
a place in the starting XI.

Hyderabad have conceded five
goals in six league games this sea-
son, they boast the second-best
defensive record in the league after
Chennaiyin FC. Manolo Marquez
will know all too well that this is
their best opportunity to cut the gap
at the top of the heap. In East

Bengal, they have a side who are on
an 11-match winless streak (4
matches last season and 7 matches
this season).

East Bengal are a different
story altogether. Jose Manuel Diaz’s
men are at the foot of the table with
three points from seven engage-
ments.  They lost 0-2 to NorthEast
United FC in their last encounter
and also saw their best player,
Antonio Perosevic, sent off.
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Juventus ended the year on a positive
note by beating relegation-threatened

Cagliari 2-0 to close the gap to the top
four in Serie A.

Moise Kean and Federico
Bernardeschi scored as Juventus moved
to within four points of Atalanta, which
was surprisingly held to a 0-0 draw at
struggling Genoa.

Atalanta was in fourth place and the
final Champions League qualifying berth.

Juventus had struggled at the start of
the season but things were starting to
click under returning coach Massimiliano
Allegri and the Bianconeri came into the
match having won five of its past six
matches, drawing the other.

It almost took an early lead but Kean
headed Juan Cuadrado’s cross off the far
post.

He did better five minutes from half-
time when he headed in Bernardeschi’s
cross following a superb run from the
winger.

And Bernardeschi got on the score-

sheet himself seven minutes from time
when he turned in a pass from Dejan
Kulusevski for his first goal since July
2020. He received a standing ovation
from the crowd in Turin for ending his
43-match drought.

ONE-WAY TRAFFIC
Atalanta tried everything but could

not find a way past a resilient Genoa team
and missed the chance to move into sec-
ond place in Serie A. It was one-way traf-
fic but when Atalanta did find a way

through the defense it was denied by
good saves from Genoa goalkeeper
Salvatore Sirigu. Atalanta could have
moved a point above Napoli and AC
Milan before their games on Wednesday.
Genoa remained in the drop zone but
inched to within two points of safety. It
is one point above Cagliari.

COVID OUTBREAK
Salernitana’s match at Udinese was

not officially postponed but it could not
take place because of a coronavirus out-
break at the visiting club.

Salernitana was blocked by local
health authorities from traveling to
Udine after at least two members of the
team tested positive for COVID-19.

The league’s governing body said on
Twitter : “The match #UdineseSalernitana
was not held due to Salernitana failing to
show up.” A similar incident happened
last year when Napoli couldn’t travel to
Juventus. Napoli was initially handed a
3-0 loss and docked a point but it won
on appeal and the sentence was revoked
and the match rescheduled. 
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Indian captain Virat Kohli slipped a
notch to be placed seventh in the lat-

est ICC rankings for Test batters even
as Australia’s Marnus Labuschagne,
riding on his prolific Ashes form, dis-
placed England skipper Joe Root to
become the new world number one.

India’s Rohit Sharma remained
static at fifth position.

Among bowlers, Ravichandran
Ashwin is still in second place behind
Australia skipper Pat Cummins.

Kohli, who played the second Test
against New Zealand, was earlier
placed sixth and now with 756 points

is in seventh position. 
Labuschagne has climbed to the

top of the ICC rankings for batters for
the very first time after sensational per-
formances in the two matches of the
Ashes so far.

With career-best 912 rating points,
he went past Root (897), who has
dropped to the second spot. 

Ranked fourth before the series,
Labuschagne rose two spots to No.2
after scoring 74 in Australia’s win in
the Brisbane Test. In the second Test
at Adelaide, he scored a hundred and
fifty (103 and 51) as Australia routed
England by 275 runs to go 2-0 up in
the Ashes.
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Former India captain and chairman of selectors Dilip
Vengsarkar feels that board president Sourav

Ganguly wasn’t right in airing his 
views on behalf of national selectors 
Virat Kohli’s captaincy saga which has triggered a con-
troversy. 

Ahead of their departure to South Africa, Virat
Kohli in a media conference said that no one from
BCCI told him not to quit T20 captaincy, contrary to
Ganguly’s claims that he had spoken to the skipper on
the issue.  

The ‘Colonel’ on his part, opined thar Ganguly had
no business to speak in the matter.

“The thing is that Ganguly had no business to speak
on behalf of the selection committee. He is the BCCI
president. Any issue about selection or captaincy, it’s
the chairman of selection committee Chetan Sharma,
who should speak,” Vengsarkar, a veteran of 116 Tests
told PTI on Wednesday.
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