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The Government schools of
Punjab and Delhi will compete

against each other to see which
state comes out with flying colours.
The challenge, thrown by Delhi
Deputy Chief Minister-cum-
Education Minister Manish Sisodia
through a series of tweets over the
past three days, to compare the
Government schools of both the
States culminated into an agreement
after his Punjab counterpart Pargat
Singh accepted it.

As a result, 250 schools each of
both the States may find themselves
facing each other soon, in a run up
to the 2022 Punjab Assembly polls.

A Twitter war between the Aam
Aadmi Party (AAP) and the
Congress party erupted after Delhi
Chief Minister and AAP supremo
Arvind Kejriwal, during his recent
visit to the State, announced to
bring sweeping education reforms in
Punjab to improve the pitiable con-
dition of Government schools.

On Friday, the Education
Ministers of both Delhi and Punjab

agreed to share the list of 250 schools
from both the States, whose condition
has improved in the past five years.

Notably, Sisodia, a day before, chal-
lenged Pargat Singh for a debate on
education models of the two States.

“Punjab Education Minister
Pargat Singh accepted my challenge,

has given approval for debate on edu-
cation reforms done in 250 schools
of Delhi and Punjab. I am waiting for
the list of best 250 schools out of the
schools in Punjab whose condition
has improved in the last 5 years,”
Sisodia said.

Sisodia said he will also hand

over the list of 250 best schools in
Delhi. “Both of us will go to these
schools together, on the appointed
time and date. Will also call the
media together. So that everyone can
form their own opinion by looking
at the education model of both
Punjab and Delhi schools,” said

Sisodia in a tweet written in Hindi.
In a related tweet, Sisodia said

the Delhi Chief Minister Arvind
Kejriwal will meet the agitating
teachers in Mohali on Saturday
(November 27) to know about their
demands. “Who can tell better about
the reforms in the school than the
teachers teaching there?”

Earlier, accepting Sisodia’s chal-
lenge, Punjab Minister Pargat Singh
tweeted, “I welcome the Honourable
Education Minister of Delhi Manish
Sisodia’s suggestion to compare
Punjab govt schools with Delhi
Schools. However, we will take 250
schools each of Punjab and Delhi
instead of 10 schools.”

Listing out the criteria, Punjab
Education Minister said the perfor-
mance on education model will be
compared as per NPGI index. “We
will have a debate on school infra-
structure and number of smart class-
rooms. We will debate about devel-
opment of schools in rural and bor-
der areas of the state,” tweeted the
Minister, in response to Sisodia’s
challenge, on Thursday, for a public
debate on the education models of

the two Governments. He also pro-
posed a joint visit to 10 Government
schools each in Punjab and Delhi.

Reac ting on the twitter war
between the two leaders, AAP’s
senior leader and the Leader of
Opposition in Punjab Vidhan Sabha
Harpal Singh Cheema termed the
debate as “important and positive”. 

Cheema said, “Education, espe-
cially the Government school edu-
cation sector, had been margin-
alised for the last several decades.
With the formation of Arvind
Kejriwal’s Government in Delhi,
Government schools and health ser-
vices have emerged as the focal
point for power and the people...The
Kejriwal Government in Delhi has
shown revolutionary work on the
education and health model which
is also having a tremendous impact
on the people of Punjab,” he said.

Cheema said no matter what, the
comparison and debate between
two different models (Punjab and
Delhi) on the subject of 
education, especially Government
school education, would yield posi-
tive results.
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Whispers in the corridors
of the Congress against

the public outburst by Punjab
Congress president Navjot
Singh Sidhu are gradually turn-
ing boisterous with some of his
own party colleagues now
objecting to his media cam-
paign against his party-led
Government and its leaders.

The voices of Opposition
against Sidhu were raised by
those leaders who vociferous-
ly demanded his elevation to
the party’s top post. And the
opposition came after Sidhu
did not take a softer line in
attacking his own party’s
Government notwithstanding
repeated attempts of peace-
making. However, the flashing
point came when Sidhu did not
spare his predecessor and
senior Congress leader Sunil
Jakhar while addressing the
media at Amritsar on Friday.

In what is being seen as a
possibility of rebellion brewing
against Sidhu, Congress legis-
lators - Kulbir Singh Zira and

Barindermeet Singh Pahara -
have raised their voices against
Sidhu’s attitude, while asking
their state party chief to raise
issues only at the party platform.

Both Zira and Pahara were
among a section of party legis-
lators who led the campaign to
appoint Sidhu as Punjab Pradesh
Congress Committee (PPCC)
president, and eventually oust-
ing the then Chief Minister
Capt Amarinder Singh.

They were of the opinion
that in case Sidhu has any
issues or have something to say,
“He should speak on the 
party forum”.

“Navjot Sidhu is right that
people ask questions. But if you
want to talk, then he should sit
and talk with the Chief
Minister or Deputy Chief
Minister. The solution to such
issues can be found only by sit-
ting together,” said Zira,
Congress MLA from Zira.
Pahara, Gurdaspur MLA,
though supported Sidhu’s
demand to make the STF
report on drugs public, and we
all wanted that too and are

working for it. “Sidhu is the
president of the party and is
putting pressure on the
Government in his own way.
But I think, he should talk
about this on the party plat-
form,” he added.

SIDHU-JAKHAR 
FACE-OFF 

Sidhu on Friday attacked
Jakhar for never raising the
issues of sacrilege and drugs
like him when he was the
PPCC president, but now post-
ing tweets after tweets. “saade
pehlan de pardhan...jo tweeto
tweet hoyi jaande hain....kade
chhukki uhna ne ehho ji gal...,”
said Sidhu while interacting

with the media.
Jakhar responded Sidhu

with a couplet by Akbar
Allahabadi. “But hum ko kahe
kaafir, allah ki marzi hai; suraj
mein lage dhabba, fitrat ke kar-
ishmein hain...Barkat jo nahi
hoti, niyat ki kharabi hai.”
Jakhar has apparently
addressed Sidhu as a kafir, for
switching from BJP to the
Congress, reminding him that
he was not a traditional
Congressman.

Jakhar, it seems, has lashed
out at Sidhu for engaging in
such rhetoric, while describing
it as the will of the party high
command. He also raised ques-
tions on Sidhu’s intentions by

for the prevailing crisis within
the Congress party in Punjab.

SIDHU LOSING 
SUPPORT BASE?

It is believed that the voic-
es of discontentment against
Sidhu is gaining ground amidst
the growing support of the
Taksali (traditional)
Congressmen, especially the
veteran leaders of the state’s
Majha region. Notably, Majha’s
three senior leaders and the
Ministers — Sukhjinder Singh
Randhawa, Tript Rajinder
Singh Bajwa, and Sukhbinder
Singh Sarkaria — led the oust
Capt Amarinder campaign, and
vociferously supported Sidhu.
However, their relationship has
witnessed a downfall.

SIDHU INTENSIFIES
ATTACK AGAINST 

CONG GOVT
Notably, Sidhu has all along

been taking on his own party’s
government over the issues of
sacrilege and drugs, besides
many others. A day after threat-
ening to go on a hunger strike

against his own government
over pending issues, Sidhu on
Friday addressed the media
highlighting how the Congress
Government is allegedly failing,
especially on the issues of sac-
rilege of the Guru Granth
Sahib and smuggling of drugs.

“Sacrilege and drug issues
were the foundation of our
party’s government in Punjab
in 2017. It was also the foun-
dation to become the CM. So,
it is my duty to raise these
issues,” he said.

He asked despite the
Court’s directions to take action
on STF report, “who is stopping
us (Congress Government)?
Whose fear is stopping us from
doing anything?”

Asking where is the
chargesheet in sacrilege cases,
Sidhu said: “How can there be
a chargesheet when you your-
self arrange a blanket bail for
former DGP Sumedh Saini.
What is the intent of the gov-
ernment? I am often asked if
Saini got blanket bail, then have
you filed any SLP to challenge
it on September 10?”
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Prime Minister Narendra
Modi on Friday once again

unleashed a scathing attack
on dynastic politics and said
the “biggest threat” to the func-
tioning of a healthy democra-
cy is when a party is run 
by the same family generation
after generation and the entire
system of the party is controlled
by it.

Without naming anyone,
Modi at a Constitution Day
event in the Central Hall of
Parliament hit out at family-
based parties, describing them
as “party for the family, party
by the family” and added, “I
don’t think I need to say any-
thing more”.

The event was skipped by
15 Opposition parties, on the
call by the Congress, which
have been alleging 
that the Government is “under-
mining Parliamentary 
democracy”. 

Besides the constituents of
the National Democratic
Alliance (NDA), parties such as
the Biju Janata Dal, the YSR
Congress, the Telangana
Rashtra Samithi, the Bahujan
Samaj Party and the Telugu

Desam Party attended the
event. Addressing the gather-
ing, Modi said, “This event was
not that of any Government, or
of any political party, or of any
Prime Minister. The Speaker is
the pride of the House. It is a
dignified post. It is a matter of
Babasaheb Ambedkar’s digni-
ty, the dignity of the
Constitution.” 

In an apparent reference to
the Congress and some other
Opposition parties, Modi said
that in the form of family-based
parties from Kashmir to
Kanyakumari, India is heading
towards a kind of a crisis,
which is a matter of concern for
the people devoted to the
Constitution and those who
believe in democracy. He said
that more than one person
from a family joining a party on
the basis of merit and people’s
blessings does not make a
party dynastic, “but a party run

by one family generation after
generation and the family con-
trolling the entire system of the
party is the biggest threat to a
healthy democracy”. 
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After scientists in South
Africa detected a new

Covid-19 variant B.1.1.529 with
as many as 50 mutations over-
all, Covid-19-battered coun-
tries were left in jitter with
many of them  announcing
fresh travel curbs,  quarantine
and vaccination rules for pas-
sengers travelling from and
via these South African coun-
tries. India has called for rig-
orous screening of passengers
from South Africa, Botswana,
and Hong Kong.

According to scientists, the
new Covid-19 variant is main-
ly affecting people in the under
25 age group, among whom the
vaccination rate against the
virus is only 26 per cent.
Current vaccines are not an
ideal match so might not work
quite as well, experts 
said but added that “that does-
n’t mean they’ll offer zero pro-
tection”.

Over 100 cases have been
detected in South Africa, where
the new strain is slowly becom-
ing the dominant one. Israel
has identified a case of a Covid-
19 variant with a large number
of mutations “in a person who
returned from Malawi”. A case
has surfaced in Belgium too.

Two cases have been
detected in Hong Kong. In a
sign of the growing alarm, the

European Union separately
proposed prohibiting travel
from Southern Africa.

The United Kingdom was
the first country to declare
travel curbs from several
southern African countries and
stated that passengers will have
to undergo a mandatory quar-
antine. UK Health Secretary
Sajid Javid said six countries
would be added to the red list,
with flights being temporarily
banned. 
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The Congress and several
Opposition parties on

Friday boycotted the
Constitution Day event in the
Central Hall of Parliament to
convey that the Constitution is
being undermined during the
current BJP regime. 

Besides the Congress, sev-
eral other parties, 
including the Left, TMC, NCP,
DMK, Shiv Sena, IUML, RSP,
and the RJD, skipped 
the event.

On the issue of not partic-
ipating in the event of
Constitution Day, Congress
Rajya Sabha member Anand
Sharma said the protest was
against the “authoritarian”
functioning of the BJP
Government as laws are enact-
ed bypassing Parliamentary
scrutiny and Parliamentary

democracy is insulted.
“Our protest today is based

on fundamental principles. We
have protested to remind the
country that the Constitution
is not being respected, the
Constitution is being under-
mined, Parliamentary democ-
racy is being undermined and
insulted with the enactment of
laws bypassing scrutiny which
is creating enormous prob-
lems because each law enacted
by Parliament impacts the
masses,” Sharma said at AICC
Press conference.
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Chief Justice of India (CJI)
NV Ramana on Friday

asked lawyers to assist judges
and protect the judicial insti-
tution from “motivated and tar-
geted attacks” besides lending
a helping hand to those in need

for becoming worthy of the
confidence reposed in them by
the citizens.  

“I want to tell all of you,
that you must assist judges and
the institution. We are all ulti-

mately part of one large fami-
ly. Protect the institution from
motivated and targeted attacks.
Do not shy away from stand-
ing up for what is right, and
against what is wrong,” said the
CJI, who was speaking at the
Constitution Day celebration
organised by the Supreme
Court Bar Association (SCBA)
in the apex court’s lawns here. 

The SCBA’s two-day event
started on Friday to celebrate
Constitution Day, also known
as National Law Day. On the

same day in 1949, the
Constituent Assembly of India
had adopted the Constitution
which came into effect on
January 26, 1950. 

Justice Ramana stressed
the importance of “debate and
discussion” and said that the
Constitution is richer and a
more complex document in
comparison to when it was
adopted because of 
the dialogue which took 
place inside and outside the
courtroom. 
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Mumbai: The Sensex nose-
dived 1,688 points while the
Nifty slumped below the
17,100-level on Friday as a
new and potentially vaccine-
resistant coronavirus variant
sent shockwaves through glob-
al markets. The variant, detect-
ed in South Africa, Botswana
and Hong Kong so far, has an
unusual combination of muta-
tions, as per initial reports.
Countries like Britain and
Japan have already imposed
travel restrictions, raising the
spectre of a fresh wave of lock-
downs.

Detailed report on P9
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On the completion of one
year on November 26 of

the farmers’ agitation against
the three farm laws, the farmer
groups on Friday assembled in
a large number at Delhi borders
— Singhu, Tikri, Ghazipur and
Shahjahanpur — to show sup-
port for the protesters on the
first anniversary of the begin-
ning of the farm agitation.  

Farmers flaunting colour-
ful turbans, sunshades, long
beards and twirling moustach-
es danced on tractors, distrib-
uted sweets and hugged each
other to mark the occasion that
seemed like a festival and
vowed to continue their agita-
tion to fulfil other six demands,
including legal guarantee of
minimum support price, com-
pensation to those who died
during protests, memorial for
them and the sacking and
arrest of Union Minister Ajay
Mishra.

On the day of completion

of one year of farm agitation,
Congress general secretary
Priyanka Gandhi Vadra on
Friday tweeted farmers have
always been victorious in India
and will always continue to win
in the future as well. Priyanka
lauded the movement and said
that it would be known for the
“unshakable ‘satyagraha’ of the
farmers, the martyrdom 
of 700 farmers and the arro-
gance of the ruthless BJP
Government and its atrocities
towards the farmers,” in a tweet
in Hindi. 
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Days after the Union
Cabinet approved a Bill to

repeal the three controversial
farm laws, Haryana Chief
Minister Manohar Lal Khattar
on Friday called on Prime
Minister Narendra Modi to
welcome the decision and dis-
cuss the current situation
regarding farmers’ agitation.

The meeting was held in
New Delhi on the day when the
farmers marked one year of the
protest against the three farm
laws at Delhi-Haryana bor-
ders. This was the first meeting
of Khattar with the Prime
Minister after the announce-
ment was made by the latter
regarding repealing farm laws.

During the meeting, the
Prime Minister inquired about
the current situation related to
farmers’ agitation at the border
and expressed hope that the
farmers would return to their
homes after the Bill is passed to
repeal the farm laws in the
upcoming Winter Session of
Parliament.

The Prime Minister also
expressed concerns about the
rising pollution levels in Delhi-
NCR and inquired about the
status of stubble burning in
Haryana.

After the meeting which
lasted for more than half an

hour, the Chief Minister
Manohar Lal Khattar told the
mediapersons, “The matter of
farmers’ agitation was dis-
cussed with the Prime Minister.
I have welcomed the decision
of repealing the agriculture
laws. The announcement of
withdrawing the Agriculture
related Acts have sent a good
message and we are hopeful
that farmers will definitely
return to their homes after the
laws are repealed in the Winter
Session of Parliament.”

He said the Haryana
Government is continuously
working in the interest of farm-
ers. Haryana is the only State
which is procuring 11 crops at
MSP. Not only this, the State
Government has also com-
pensated damaged bajra at the

rate of Rs 600 per quintal,
which has benefited the millet
growers, Khattar said.

After PM’s announcement
to repeal the laws, the
Samyukta Kisan Morcha
(SKM) has decided to contin-
ue the agitation and also
demanded a discussion over
Minimum Support Price
(MSP), withdrawal of cases
registered against farmers and
compensation for deceased
farmers’ kin.

With farmers camping at
border points of Delhi - Singhu,
Tikri (along Haryana) since a
year, Haryana has been badly hit
due to the protest. Apart from
the daily commutes, the local
traders have faced consequences
of the road blockades due to the
agitation since last year.

The Chief Minister also
said the Prime Minister inquired
about the issue of pollution and
stubble burning and has asked
to prepare new schemes with the
Departments concerned to deal
with the issue.

He said Haryana has
achieved a good ranking in
Swachh Survekshan-2021. The
PM has asked to focus on
cleanliness in rural areas as
well, Khattar said. Responding
to a question on investigation
into the HPSC job scam, the
Chief Minister said a fair inves-
tigation is going on and the
culprits will not be spared.

PM invited for Gita 
Jayanto, inauguration of

orbit corridor
Prime Minister Narendra

Modi has been invited for the
International Gita Jayanti
Mahotsav to be held in
Kurukshetra from December
9-14. The CM said that the
Prime Minister may connect
on the occasion of Gita Jayanti
through virtual medium. He
said the subject of Orbital Rail
Corridor was also placed before
the Prime Minister again. 

During his previous meet-
ing with the PM in September
also, the Chief Minister had
invited PM Modi to lay the
foundation stone of the
Haryana Orbital Rail Corridor

to be constructed at a cost of Rs
5,600 crore. 

PM apprised about 
welfare schemes 

The Chief Minister said he
apprised the Prime Minister
about the welfare schemes
being run by the Haryana
Government. 

He informed that the
Prime Minister was apprised
about the ambitious
Mukhyamantri Antyodaya
Parivar Utthan Yojana
launched by the State
Government. Antyodaya Gram
Uday Melas will be organised
in Haryana from November 29
to December 16, in which very
poor families verified under the
Parivar Pehchan Patra will be
called and will be given detailed
information about the scheme
so a frame work for upliftment
of 1 lakh families whose fam-
ily income is less than Rs. 1.8
lakh can be made.

He also apprised the PM
about the AAS-Auto Appeal
software. This software has
been launched with the objec-
tive of providing benefits of
government services and
schemes to the last 
person standing in line at their
doorstep by ensuring trans-
parency and 
accountability. 

Khattar said Haryana has

also formed Drone Imaging
and Information Service of
Haryana Limited (DRIISHYA)
to do drone mapping. With
this, mapping can be done
twice a year through drones.
Survey for Meri Fasal Mera
Byora and surveys related to
mining can be done with
drones. Apart from this,
Svamitva Yojana, a large-scale
mapping project is also being
implemented. Under this, the
entire land of Haryana will be
mapped. The entire revenue
estate is being mapped as well,
he added.

He added there was also a
discussion with the Prime
Minister about the Beti
Bachao-Beti Padhao campaign.
This is the first time that the
number of girls is more than
the boys in the gender ratio
which is a matter of happiness
and pride.  

The sex ratio has also
improved in Haryana, he
added. Notably, a 57-point rise
in the sex-ratio at birth in last
five years (females per 1,000
males) has been recorded in
Haryana, as per the National
Family Health Survey-5 (2020-
2021). The sex ratio has wit-
nessed an increase from 876
(NFHS-4 2015-16) to 926 in
NFHS-5 while the sex ratio at
birth recorded an increase
from 836 to 893 (2020-21).
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To ensure overall develop-
ment of the Kharar area,

Punjab Chief Minister
Charanjit Singh Channi on
Friday laid the foundation
stones of a slew of projects at
a cost of Rs 127.54 crore. In a
landmark initiative, he
announced upgradation of sta-
tus of Gharuan village from
Panchayat to Nagar Panchayat
and revealed that a Sub-Tehsil
would also come up here.

The projects, whose foun-
dation stones were laid by the
Chief Minister comprised sew-
erage treatment plant (Rs 59.06
crore), water treatment plant at
Kajauli (Rs 47.06 crore),
Beautification of Ajj sarovar (Rs
4.83 crore), Government
Model Senior Secondary
School at Badali village (Rs
13.47 crore), and Pandusar
Sarovar (Rs 3.14 crore).

In his address at Kharar
Municipal Council office, the

Chief Minister described his
visit as “a homecoming” saying
that Kharar has given him
everything and made him what
he is today. 

“I started my political jour-
ney from here itself. I know
every nook and corner of the
city. The people of Kharar have
showered immense love upon
me as my voting percentage
increased every time during the
three times when I was elect-
ed from here as Municipal
Councillor and also served as
its president,” Channi 
said, adding he would forever
remain indebted to the 
people here.

He also exhorted the coun-
cillors to work diligently and go
strict, especially on the illegal
encroachments.

The Chief Minister further
pointed out that the develop-
ment oriented projects would
transform the face of the region
and put it into a higher growth
trajectory.
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Haryana Chief Minister
Manohar Lal Khattar on

Friday said the foundation
stone of All India Institute of
Medical Sciences (AIIMS)
would be laid in Rewari district
and all the formalities related
to its construction have been
completed.

The Chief Minister
announced this while address-
ing the Haryana Pragati Rally
organised at Bawal in the
Rewari district.

He said keeping in view the
industrial development of
Rewari, Haryana Government
has deposited the necessary
amount to the concerned
authority for the establishment
of Labour Court and to find a
permanent solution for the
problem of dirty water coming
in Dharuhera.

Earlier, the Chief Minister
inaugurated four development
projects worth about Rs. 40
crore and laid the foundation
stone for 14 projects to be com-
pleted at a cost of Rs. 112 crore.
Union Minister

Rao Inderjit Singh,
Agriculture and Farmers’
Welfare Minister JP Dalal, state
BJP chief OP Dhankar and
other senior BJP leaders were
present at the rally.

While congratulating the
people of the state on
Constitution Day, the Chief
Minister said that our democ-
racy, governance and federal
structure works only because of
the Constitution. On this day,
in the year 1949, India adopt-
ed its Constitution, he said. He
expressed his gratitude towards
the architect of the
Constitution, Dr. Bhimrao

Ambedkar and all the members
of the Constituent Assembly.
He also paid homage to all the
martyrs on the occasion of
Azadi Ka Amrit Mahotsav,
while paying homage to
Shaheed Rao Tularam.

Addressing the Pragati rally,
the Chief Minister said that
during the last 7 years, devel-
opment works worth about Rs
2250 crore have been done in
Bawal assembly constituency.
At the same time, about Rs
7,000 crore has been spent on
development projects in Rewari
district during this period. To
bring in developmental 
reforms in southern Haryana,
including Rewari, the present
Government has worked on the
mantra of ‘Haryana Ek-
Haryanvi Ek’, he said.

Regarding demands placed
in the rally, Khattar assured
reviewing these demands at the
administrative level.

Khattar added transparen-
cy in Government jobs and
recruitment on merit is our
motto.  During the tenure of
the previous Governments, the
interests of the youth were
being neglected. The court had
to intervene with regard to
recruitments of the previous
Governments and many
recruitments were also can-
celled. Not a single recruitment
was cancelled during our
Government, he added.

Whenever there was a
complaint of a paper leak, the
State Government had can-
celled examinations. During
the tenure of our Government,
48 people were arrested for vio-
lating the sanctity of recruit-
ment, he said.

Following the path of
Antyodaya, the Chief Minister
said that a blueprint is being
prepared in the State for edu-
cation, health and infrastruc-

tural development. Wherever
there is a need for schools, col-
leges, hospitals, it will be met
simultaneously without any
discrimination. Now schools,
up to XII will be upgraded.

Under the Mukhyamantri
Parivar Utthan Yojana,
Antyodaya Melas will be organ-
ised from November 29 to
December 15 to increase the
income of BPL families of the
State, he added.

Apart from inaugurating
four major development
schemes, the Chief Minister
also laid the foundation stone
of 14 development projects at
Rewari. Khattar also flagged off
5 CSR-provided ambulances
from the rally site to Civil
Hospital Rewari for the facili-
ties of the patients.

Dedicating the projects,
the Chief Minister said no
development work would suf-
fer due to shortage of funds.

Chandigarh: As the farmers’
movement completed a year,
Punjab Chief Minister Charanjit
Singh Channi on Friday said
their non-violent struggle is a
unique saga of valour, patience
and determination not only for
repealing the farm laws but also
to uphold the ethos of democ-
racy and human rights.

Channi said he salutes the
indomitable spirit of farmers
who have been sitting at Delhi’s
borders for a year.

The farmers have been
camping at three border points
of Delhi — Singhu, Tikri and
Ghazipur — for the last one year.
The movement against three
new farm laws of the Centre
began with a “Dilli Chalo” pro-
gramme on November 26-27
last year. The Centre has recent-
ly announced its decision to
repeal the three farm laws.

In a tweet, Channi hailed
the farmers, saying, “Their non-
violent struggle is a unique saga
of valour, patience and deter-
mination not only for repealing
the draconian laws but also to
uphold the ethos of democracy
and human rights”.

I salute the indomitable
spirit of our food growers who
have been sitting in Delhi from
this day last year protesting
against the black farm laws
enacted by the Modi
Government, he said.

Terming the Union
Cabinet’s approval of a bill
repealing the farm laws on
Wednesday as a mere formali-
ty, farmer leaders had earlier said
now they want the Government
to resolve their other pending
demands, most importantly the
legal guarantee for the minimum
support price (MSP). PNS
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Director General, Haryana
Information, Public

Relations and Languages
Department, Dr Amit Agrawal
on Friday said programmes
would be organised in 22 dis-
tricts of the State on a grand scale
as part of the International Gita
Mahotsav 2021.

“Through these pro-
grammes, efforts will be made to
connect the common citizens
with the holy message of Gita.
District level programmes will be
organised from December 12 to
14 in all the districts of the state
to celebrate this festival,” said
Agrawal after holding a detailed
discussion with the officers about
the programmes to be held at the
district level through video con-
ferencing.

Agrawal, who is also
Additional Principal Secretary to
Chief Minister said that on
behalf of the Information Public
Relations and Languages
Department, all the Deputy
Commissioners of the state have
been informed in writing that
programmes will be organised in
all the districts regarding
International Gita Mahotsav
2021. This year, 75 years of
independence of the country has
been completed, so the theme of

this festival will be Azadi ka
Amrit Mahotsav. Various pro-
grammes will be organised over
three days at district level from
December 12 to 14, he informed.

He added a committee has
been constituted at the district
level in all the districts to cele-
brate this festival in a successful
and grand manner. Except
Kurukshetra, DC or ADC will be
the chairman of the committee
in all the districts while the city
magistrate, account officer and
district information and public
relations officer will be member
secretary.

The district level pro-
gramme of Gita Mahotsav will be
celebrated in Kurukshetra dis-
trict like it is celebrated in
Pehowa every year. In the district
of Kurukshetra, DC or ADC will
be the chairman of the commit-
tee, the city magistrate, accounts
officer, DIPRO, and Chief
Executive Officer, Kurukshetra
Development Board will also be
the members of the committee,
he added.

Director General also said
that during the three-day pro-
gramme to be held at the district
level, Gita seminar, Gita Havan
Yagya and recitation would be
organised and painting and
other competitions will be organ-
ised for school students.

Chandigarh: To protest against
the Congress party’s conspiracy
to implicate former Minister
Bikram Singh Majithia in an
allegedly false drugs case, the
Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD) on
Friday announced to court arrest
in front of Punjab Chief
Minister’s residence on Saturday.

SAD president Sukhbir

Singh Badal, addressing the
media after presiding over the
party’s core committee meet-
ing, said that senior leaders of
the party would court arrest in
front of the Chief Minister’s res-
idence on Saturday noon. “This
will be followed by a ‘jail bharo’
andolan at the district level,” he
said.

Sukhbir said, “We have
definite information that the
Chief Minister has ordered the
State DGP to register a false
case against Majithia. This has
been done after the Chief
Minister held a meeting with
Punjab Congress chief and
Home Minister Sukhjinder
Singh Randhawa.” PNS
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Prime Minister Narendra
Modi led the nation in pay-

ing homage to the victims of
the Mumbai terror attacks 13
years ago and said the wounds
cannot be forgotten. The
Pakistani envoy to New Delhi
too was summoned here to
demand the expeditious trial of
those responsible for the das-
tardly incident in which 166
people including 26 foreign
nationals were killed.

The attacks by a 10-mem-
ber squad of Lashkar-e-Taiba
(LeT) terrorists began on
November 26, 2008.  Pakistan
arrested seven LeT operatives,
including operations com-
mander Zakiur Rahman
Lakhvi, but there has been lit-
tle headway in their trial.

Remembering the victims,
the Prime Minister said in a
video, “India can’t forget the
wounds of the Mumbai attacks.
Now, today’s India is combat-
ing terrorism with a new pol-
icy and new ways.”

“I pay my homage to all
those who died in the Mumbai
attacks. Many brave police per-
sonnel were martyred in this
attack. I also pay homage to
them,” Modi said.

The video said victims of
the terror attacks “from India
and across the world await
justice”. It included images of
the assault on Mumbai’s icon-
ic Taj Mahal Palace Hotel and
tributes to security personnel
killed in the attacks.

Footage of world leaders
such as former UN secretary-
general Ban Ki-moon con-
demning the attacks and pay-
ing tribute to victims during
visits to Mumbai were includ-

ed in the video. Among the
leaders featured in the video
were former US president
Barack Obama, the duke and
duchess of  Cambridge,
Belgium’s King Philippe, and
UK foreign secretary Liz
Truss.

Meanwhile, India sum-
moned a senior diplomat of the
Pakistan High Commission
here and issued a note verbale
“reiterating India’s call for an
expeditious trial in the
Mumbai terror attacks case”.

The note also called on the
Pakistan government “to abide
by its commitment to not
allow territories under its con-
trol for terrorism against India”,
according to a statement from
the external affairs ministry
said.

“It is a matter of deep
anguish that even after 13
years of this heinous terror
attack, the families of 166 vic-
tims from 15 countries across
the globe still await closure,
with Pakistan showing little
sincerity in bringing the per-
petrators to justice,” the state-
ment said.

“The 26/11 terrorist attack
was planned, executed and
launched from Pakistani terri-
tory. The former Prime

Minister of Pakistan had gone
on record and admitted that
the terrorists were sent from
Pakistan’s soil,” the statement
said, in a reference to former
premier Nawaz Sharif.

“We once again call on the
government of Pakistan to
give up double standards and
to expeditiously bring the per-
petrators of the horrific attack
to justice. This is not just a
matter of Pakistan’s account-
ability to the families of the
innocent victims who fell to
terrorists, but also an interna-
tional obligation,” it said.

“The Government of India
will continue to make every
effort to seek justice for the
families of the victims and the
martyrs,” it said adding the gov-
ernment and people of India
remembered victims of the
“dastardly attack” on the 13th
anniversary of the event.

A memorial event was
organised by the Maharashtra
government at the Police
Memorial in Mumbai. Indian
missions in the 14 countries
whose nationals were killed in
the Mumbai attacks also
organised memorial events for
the victims and reminded the
world of the continuing glob-
al threat of terrorism.
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The CBI has received sanction
to prosecute retired

Allahabad High Court Judge
Justice S N Shukla in a corrup-
tion case linked to alleged favour
granted to a private medical col-
lege through his judicial pro-
nouncement.

The CBI had sought per-
mission from the High Court to
prosecute the retired judge, on
April 16 this year, in line with
compliance of Prevention of
Corruption Act for prosecuting
him, official sources said.

Having secured a sanction
from the High Court, the CBI
can now proceed with a
chargesheet in the case against
the retired judge as the probe in
the matter has already been
wrapped up, officials said.

The sanction to prosecute
the retired judge, a prime
accused in the case, was sought
by the agency after the probe in
the case suggested prima facie
culpability of the named accused
in the case, the sources said.

Besides Justice Shukla of the
Lucknow bench of the
Allahabad High Court, the
agency had also named retired
Chhattisgarh High Court judge
I M Quddusi (was earlier arrest-
ed in this case), Bhagwan Prasad
Yadav and Palash Yadav of the
Prasad Education Trust, the
Trust itself and private persons
Bhavna Pandey and Sudhir Giri
as accused in the FIR, they said.

The accused persons and
the Trust were booked under
Indian Penal Code Section 120-
B (criminal conspiracy) and
provisions of the Prevention of

Corruption Act.
Illegal gratification was

allegedly paid to one of the
accused named in the FIR by the
Trust in order to get a favourable
court order, officials said refer-
ring to the FIR.

After registering the FIR, the
CBI had conducted searches at
multiple locations in Lucknow,
Meerut and the national capital
in December 2019, including at
the then serving judge Justice
Shukla’s premises in Lucknow,
they said.

It is alleged that the Prasad
Institute of Medical Sciences was
debarred by the Centre from
admitting students due to sub-
standard facilities and non-ful-
filment of the required criteria
in May 2017, along with 46 other
medical colleges that were also
barred on similar grounds for
students' intake, they further
said.

The decision to debar the
Institute from admitting stu-
dents was challenged by the
Trust before the Supreme Court
through a writ petition, they
added.

Subsequently, a conspiracy
was hatched by the accused
persons and the Trust and the
petition was withdrawn with the
apex court's permission.

Another writ petition was
filed before the Lucknow bench
of the High Court on August 24,
2017.

It was further alleged in the
FIR that the petition was heard
on August 25, 2017 by a division
bench of the court comprising
Justice Shukla and an order
favourable to the Trust was
passed the same day, they added.
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The Supreme Court on Friday
a g re e d

to hear the
plea of
P r a s h a n t
Bhushan-led
NGO challenging the Delhi
High Court order which upheld
the Centre's decision to appoint
senior IPS officer Rakesh
Asthana as Delhi Police
Commissioner. A bench of
Justices D Y Chandrachud and
A S Bopanna issued notice to the
Centre and Asthana and sought
their response on the plea of the
NGO, the Centre for Public
Interest Litigation. The NGO has
filed a writ petition and an
appeal against the appointment
of Asthana as Delhi Police
Commissioner four days before
his superannuation on July 31. 

Advocate Prashant
Bhushan, appearing for the
NGO, said that they have filed
the appeal as directed by the top
court on November 18.  Solicitor
General Tushar Mehta, appear-
ing for Centre and Senior advo-
cate Mukul Rohatgi, represent-
ing Asthana said that they would
file their replies in two weeks. 

On October 12, the Delhi
High Court upheld the
Centre's decision to appoint
Asthana as Delhi Police
Commissioner, saying there
was “no irregularity, illegality
or infirmity” in his selection.
Dismissing a PIL challenging
his selection, it had said the
justification and reasons given
by the Centre for appointing
Asthana are plausible, calling
for no interference in judicial
review.
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Taking note of the historical
perspective of barriers and

challenges faced by women in
participation in elections in
India, Chief Election
Commissioner Sushil Chandra
said on Friday after seven
decades and 17 General
Elections since Independence,
women's participation in India
has exceeded that of men and
stood at more than 67 percent
in the 2019 Lok Sabha polls. 

Addressing an interna-
tional webinar on ‘Enhancing
Electoral Participation of
Women, Persons with
Disabilities and Senior
Citizens', Chandra narrated
how the Election Commission
made special efforts to enhance
the participation on women,
people with disabilities, senior
citizens and transgenders.

“Gender gap, a crucial
parameter, which was -16.71%
in 1962, has not only closed but
reversed to +0.17% in 2019. In
fact India has witnessed a
235.72% increase in female
electors since the 1971 elec-
tions,” he said. The poll panel,

Chandra said, has made con-
sistent efforts and has gone that
extra mile to empower and
facilitate the participation of
senior citizens and persons
with disabilities.   

In most countries and ter-
ritories, voting rights were
granted to women in a piece-
meal manner, he observed.
The United States took 144
years to give equal voting
rights to women, he pointed
out. 

In India, women got the
right to vote the year the coun-
try was born. This does not
obliviate the fact that many
Indian women campaigned
for equal right to vote. The
Indian suffragette movement
gathered momentum with the
participation of more and
more women in the freedom
struggle, he said. 

The real logistics issue
came up in the preparation of
electoral rolls when a large
number of women, owing to
customary practice, refused
to disclose their own names
and wanted to be registered as
A's wife or B's mother, he
recalled.
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Army chief General M M
Naravane on Friday

reviewed the operational pre-
paredness of the armed forces
in Jaisalmer to fight modern-
day war in a synergised man-
ner.

He undertook the two-day
visit ending Friday to Rajasthan
to an exercise location in
Jaisalmer to review exercise
‘Dakshin Shakti’ conducted by
the Southern Command of
Indian Army with an aim to
ensure integrated application of
forces in Multi-Domain
Operations and upholding the
nation’s military aims over the
entire spectrum of conflict. 

During the past one week,
units and formations of the
Indian Army practiced tactical
and operational 
manoeuvres by its Infantry,
Mechanised Formations and
Airborne troops in a fluid bat-
tlefield environment, opera-
tionalising future technologies.

This was effected by
exploiting versatile and 
indigenous airborne platforms
such as Advanced Light
Helicopter (Weapon System
Integrated), Swarm Drones

and enmeshing Artificial
Intelligence to provide a cohe-
sive operational and intelli-
gence picture amalgamated
within the Intelligence,
Surveillance and Recce (ISR)
Architecture.

A formidable display of
the same including Special
Heliborne Operations, Swarm
Drone and ALH Manoeuvres
and coordinated action by
ground troops were also prac-
ticed. 

The Army Chief com-
mended the Southern
Command for fielding and
exploiting the capabilities of
indigenous equipment induct-
ed as part of the ‘Atma Nirbhar
Bharat’ initiative. He also
emphasised the need to 
constantly evolve tactics, tech-
niques and procedure to fight
“Future Wars” as well as capa-
bility enhancement in Manned
and Unmanned systems.
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President Vladimir Putin
and Prime Minister

Narendra Modi will hold
summit level talks here on
December 6. The two coun-
tries will also have the first
two plus two 
dialogue on the same day
between the defence and for-
eign ministers of their coun-
tries.

Making an off icial

announcement about Putin’s
visit ,  the ministr y of 
external affairs (MEA) said
here on Friday the Russian
president will pay an official
visit to New Delhi for the 21st
India-Russia Annual Summit
with the Prime Minister. 

The Pioneer had reported
about these two high profile
events a few days back.

In an official statement,
MEA spokesperson Arindam
Bagchi further 

confirmed that the first meet-
ing of 2+2 dialogue between
Foreign and Defence
Ministers of India and Russia
will be held in Delhi on
December 6.

Defence Minister Rajnath
Singh and External 
Affairs Minister S Jaishankar
will represent the Indian side.
Russian Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov and Defence
Minister Sergei Shoigu will
represent their country.
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Congress president Sonia
Gandhi will address a pub-

lic rally on December 12 as part
of her party's drive against price
rise and inflation. The Congress
president and the party have
decided to draw the country's
attention to price rise and infla-
tion' by holding a massive
"Mehngai Hatao rally" in Delhi
on December 12, AICC gener-
al secretary K C Venugopal
said.

The rally will be addressed
by Congress president Sonia
Gandhi and former party chief
Rahul Gandhi and other
Congress leaders from across the
country. "It will give a decisive
warning to the present Modi
Government to stop its loot and
reduce the backbreaking prices.
We shall continue our struggle
until the Modi Government
backs down," he said in a state-
ment.

Venugopal said "Modi and
'Mehngai' have become the bane
of people's lives" and the
unprecedented price rise and
inflation have demolished the
earnings, the household income
and budget of every family in the
country.

He said the people of India
are suffering unbearable cruel-

ty and untold misery on account
of the BJP government-driven
price rise and inflation.

The budget of every house-
hold bleeds, even minimum
nutrition suffers and people are
finding it difficult to buy and
consume day-to-day food arti-
cles as also other consumables,
he alleged. "The Modi govern-
ment remains oblivious to this
insurmountable pain and suf-
fering of people. Backed by a sec-
tion of the electronic media, the
only solution offered by Modi
government is a divisive reli-
gious discourse or sporadic
diversionary statements to reset
the agenda from fundamental
issues affecting the lives of the
people," he said in the statement.

The Congress has been
protesting on the issue of price
rise and inflation and have
called for a check on them. The
Congress leader said the real

issues affecting the people of
India are the backbreaking
prices of petrol, diesel and
cooking gas, which have had a
spiralling effect on the prices of
all foods and other consumable
items.

He said every home is
affected by the merciless rise in
prices of cooking oil, pulses and
other food items and it is per-
haps for the first time, price of
tomato has surpassed the price
of petrol and diesel in India. He
also alleged that price of con-
struction material such as
cement, iron and steel has seen
a rise of nearly 40 per cent to
50 per cent "Everything is
gradually going out of the
reach of the common man.
Modi government either
remains indifferent to the woes
and agony of ordinary Indian
or mocks it on other occa-
sions," he alleged.
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In keeping with its focus on
promotion of the North-

East, identifying new destina-
tions and developing itineraries
around them, the Centre is
kicking off a three-day
International Tourism Mart
on Saturday in picturesque
Kohima in Nagaland, which is
blessed with breathtaking
unexplored destinations.

Nagaland is holding the
mart for the first time. It was
earlier held in Guwahati
(Assam), Tawang (Arunachal
Pradesh),  Shi l long
(Meghalaya),  Gangtok
(Sikkim), Agartala (Tripura),
and Imphal (Manipur).

And the day after the
Mart wraps up, the State
Government will inaugurate
the much-awaited Hornbill
Festival, an annual tourism
promotional event showcas-
ing the rich Naga tradition
and culture at the Naga
Heritage Village, Kisama,

about 12 km from the state
capital.

Nagaland Chief Minister
Neiphiu Rio, Minister of State
for Tourism & Defence from
the Centre, Ajay Bhatt and
MLA and Advisor Tourism,
Nagaland  H Khehovi
Yeputhomi will jointly inau-
gurate the International
Tourism Mart.

“This edition of the Mart
will put the spotlight on
“Domestic Tourism”. Besides
deliberations on the promo-
tion of tourism in the North
East Region in general, the
Mart will also give a platform
for promoting cultural ties,
providing enhanced connec-
tivity to the States of North
Eastern Region with other
parts of the country,” said an
off icial  from the Union
Tourism Ministry which has
organized the mega event.

The three-day Mart to be
attended by a battery of stake-
holders will see a string of cul-
tural programmes, delibera-
tions on the promotion of

tourism in the North East
Region in general, promoting
cultural  t ies ,  providing
enhanced connectivity to the
States of North Eastern
Region with other parts of the
country.

Among over 300 dele-
gates including government
officials, industry stakehold-
ers and local participants, the
event is also going to be
graced by the High
Commissioner,  Brunei
Darussalam, High
Commissioner, Malaysia,
Ambassador Extra Ordinary,
Republic of the Union of
Myanmar, Ambassador, The
Socialist Republic of Vietnam,
amongst others attending dig-
nitaries and diplomats.

The city is a tourist's
delight, having been blessed
with rich cultural heritage
showcased in hotspots like
Kisama Heritage Village,
Kisama War Museum and
Morungs, Khonoma Village
and Kohima World War II
War Cemetery.
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Chairman of the Planning
and Finance Committee

at Union Minority Affairs
Ministry and a member of the
Central Waqf Council, Rais
Khan Pathan, has written to
Jammu & Kashmir L-G Manoj
Sinha drawing his immediate
attention to the recent incidents
in Kashmir where senior jour-
nalist Sajid Yousuf Shah, who
is also president of All JK
Youth Society, received threats
after he informed the authori-
ties about nefarious plans of
terrorists.

“The terrorists are plotting
to contaminate the food given
to the security forces by inject-
ing poison in it. I state with
deep anguish that the recent
occurrence has become a cru-
cial concern as informed to me
by the journalist by tagging
our official handle on Twitter

last week,” Pathan mentioned
in his letter and shared news
clippings and news channel
clips broadcast in the local
media.

“Also, it has been informed
that Shah has been attacked
several times in the past and is
on the top hit list of many ter-
ror attacks. The situation is
grim and completely dreadful.
The viral audios on Twitter
with different names, IDs are
disturbing and are jeopardiz-
ing the public safety. Looking
at the situation, it stands as a
major threat not only to the
journalist but also to millions
of security officers, which can
risk the security and stability of
our nation. In this regard, I
request you to personally inter-
vene in the matter and order an
immediate high-level investi-
gation to review the situation
minutely,” Pathan stated in his
letter dated November 23.
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Expressing "pain" over
Opposition parties boy-

cotting the Constitution Day
event organised by the Lok
Sabha Secretariat on Friday,
Speaker Om Birla said staying
away from such non-partisan
events held by Parliament is
not good for the health of
democracy.

Speaking to reporters after
the programme, Birla said,
"This culture of boycotting
non-partisan events, which are
of national interest, is not good
for the health of democracy."
He said he will sit with the rep-
resentatives from the opposi-
tion parties and discuss how it
can be ensured that all politi-
cal parties attend such events.

"I am deeply hurt as the
presiding officer of the Lok
Sabha that several political
parties boycotted the event
organised by Parliament to

commemorate the Constitution
Day," Birla said.

He found it strange that the
parties boycotting the event did
not even inform him about
their decision. "If they had
some issues, they should have
discussed it with me. I would
have tried to resolve their
issues so that they could attend
the event," the Lok Sabha
speaker said.

The people of the country
expect Parliament to function
in an orderly manner and all
political parties should try to
ensure that the House runs
smoothly, he added.

Arrangements were made
for Leader of Opposition in the
Lok Sabha Adhir Ranjan
Chowdhury and his counter-
part in the Rajya Sabha
Mallikarjun Kharge -- both
from the Congress -- to sit on
the dais. It was also intimated
to both leaders.

Speaking at the event, Birla

said the Constitution is like a
modern version of the
Bhagavad Gita that motivates
every Indian to work for the
nation. "The Constitution of
India is like a modern version
of the Gita for us that motivates
us to work for the nation. If
each one of us commits to
working for the country, we can
build 'Ek Bharat, Shrestha
Bharat'," he said.
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Srinagar: Majority of the shops
and business establishments
in downtown Srinagar were
shut on the second consecutive
day on Friday while mobile
internet remained suspended
in many parts of the city fol-
lowing the killing of three mil-
itants, officials said.

The shutdown was
observed mainly in interior
areas such as Nowhatta,
Gojwara, Khanyar, 
S a f a k a d a l ,
Nawakadal, Rajouri Kadal and
MR Gunj, they said.  

Traffic, however, was ply-
ing as usual, the officials said.

Police on Wednesday
gunned down Mehran Shalla,
a self-styled commander of
The Resistance Front (TRF)
and a resident of Jamalata area
in Nawakadal, and Manzoor
Ahmad Mir and Arafat Sheikh,
both from Pulwama, in a brief
encounter in Rambagh area of
the city.

Police said Mir and
Sheikh, too, were affiliated
with TRF, an offshoot of
Lashkar-e-Taiba.

Shalla was wanted by secu-
rity forces in connection with
several civilian killings, includ-
ing those of two teachers
belonging to minority com-
munities inside a school in
Eidgah area of the city last
month, they said. PTI 
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Youth, women and minorities constitute
a sizeable part of the ruling Trinamool

Congress and Left Front’s candidates’ list for
the upcoming Kolkata Municipal
Corporation elections which would take place
on December 19 about two years behind
schedule.

Incidentally both the TMC and the Left,
left principal opposition BJP behind in
announcing their respective lists with a mori-
bund Left on Friday coming out quite sur-
prisingly with its own list beating the ruling
outfit by several hours.

In an apparent bid to recognize the rise
of women electorate that played a decisive role
in this year’s Assembly elections both the
TMC and the Left Front have fielded a size-
able number of women candidates.

While senior TMC leader Partho
Chatterjee emerging from a core committee
meeting presided by Chief Minister Mamata
Banerjee announced that “we are fielding 80
male and 64 female candidates --- making it
a 55%-45% percent affair --- the Marxists
have nominated 56 female and 58 male can-
didates out of the 127 seats they are con-
testing.

TMC will contest from all the 144 seats
the Left Front have left 17 seats for the

“Congress, ISF or any other party that can
defeat the Trinamool and the BJP.” The Left
which announced the names of 114 candi-
dates will publish the names of 13 nominees
in a day or two, its leader Kallol Majumdar
said.

While both the TMC and the LF have
preferred the youth in deciding their candi-
dates the average age of the Front candidates
is about 48 years. For the Trinamool Congress
it is a tad lower.

Out of the 144 nominations the ruling
outfit has retained 87 councilors and dropped
39. “Those who have not been given tickets
would be used in the organizational work,”
said Chatterjee. Six MLAs --- all sitting coun-
cilors --- figure in the TMC list. Among them
are outgoing Mayor Firhad Hakim who is also
a State minister, Deputy Mayor Atin Ghosh,
Mayors-in-council Debashis Kumar and
Debabrata Biswas.

Out of the total candidates the TMC has
fielded 19 SCs and 23 minorities, Chatterjee
said adding out of the minority candidates
two are from the Christian community.

The West Bengal State Election
Commission had on Thursday announced
the date of elections amid rising demand from
the Opposition parties to hold simultaneous
elections to all the 118 municipal boards and
corporations in the State.
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Indigenously manufactured drones by
Indian scientists will be launched from

Saturday for delivering medicines in the
inaccessible and tough terrain of Jammu
and surrounding areas with a focus on
vaccine delivery initially.

"This is going to be a pilot project
for the area. The drone is developed and
manufactured entirely by our scientists,"
Union Minister for Science &
Technology, Dr Jitendra Singh told
reporters here.  The use of drones has
gained popularity in the last two years,
beginning with the World Economic
Forum’s “Medicine from the Sky” pro-
ject in India. Several States are piloting
similar solutions for better access to
medical care among rural communities.

Singh said he himself will be launch-
ing the project at Jammu.

The drone is developed by the sci-
entists at Bengaluru's National
Aerospace Laboratories (NAL), a con-
stituent of Council of Scientific and
Industrial Research (CSIR), an
autonomous Society that is headed by
the Prime Minister.

For now, the delivery would be lim-
ited to Covid vaccines and once suc-
cessful, it would be expanded to be used
for regular delivery of medicines in the
remote, hilly areas. Used for surveillance

and in humanitarian aid delivery, drones
are being increasingly developed to
transport medical samples and supplies.

Jammu and surrounding areas are
sensitive in terms of their strategic
importance. Some months ago, there
was an attack on an Army installation
using drones.

An official from the Science and
Technology Ministry said, "The drones
would be deployed by authorised agen-
cies such as hospitals, not anybody can
use it, nor would any random person be
permitted to use it." 

NAL has called the drone an
'Octacopter'. It can fly at an operational
altitude of 500 m AGL and at maximum
flying speed of 36 kmph. It can be used
for a variety of BVLOS applications for
last mile delivery like medicines, vac-
cines, food, postal packets, Human
organs (such as heart for heart trans-
plantation) etc.

In an article published inElsevier
Connect in 2016, researchers from the
Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of
Public Health and the Pittsburgh
Supercomputing Center  had noted that
the cost savings would come from
drones being able to deliver vaccines
more quickly and cheaply than land-
based methods, which are limited by
road conditions and the need for cost-
ly fuel and maintenance.

Ballia (UP): A 27-year-old
man has been arrested here
for allegedly raping a minor
on pretext of marriage,
police said on Friday.

The arrest came on
Thursday on complaint of a
22-year-old woman, who alleged that
the accused raped her for two years
beginning in 2014 promising her
that he will marry her, they said.

She alleged she was 15 when the
accused first raped her and he con-
tinued to do so for the next two years. 

She approached the police after
he allegedly broke his promise and

married another
woman, Gadwar police
station in-charge
Durgeshwar Mishra
said.  

The woman also
alleged that the accused

not only abused and assaulted her but
also threatened to kill her.

A case has been registered under
the Protection of Children from
Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act and
relevant sections of the Indian Penal
Code, and the woman has been sent
to the district hospital for medical
examination, Mishra said. PTI 
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AParliamentary Standing Committee
on Information Technology headed

by Congress MP Shashi Tharoor has
asked Facebook India officials to appear
on November 29 to hear on the safe-
guarding citizens’ rights and prevention
of misuse of social/online news 
media platforms including special empha-
sis on women security in the digital space.  

The committee is also expected to
take view point of Facebook India  on a
report shared by whistle blower Sophie
Zhang, a former employee of the com-
pany. The committee has earlier called
Facebook India in June this year to take
view

According to the agenda of the meet-
ing, the Parliamentary Standing
Committee on IT  will “hear the views of
the representatives of Facebook India on

the subject ‘Safeguarding citizens’ rights
and prevention of misuse of social/online
news media platforms including special
emphasis on women security in the dig-
ital space’. The committee will also hear
representatives of the Ministry of
Electronics and Information Technology
on the same.

The Congress leader has earlier stat-
ed that the  the committee would look into
reports that Facebook did nothing to cen-
sor hate posts by some Bharatiya Janata
Party leaders in the run-up to the Lok
Sabha elections and ask the social media
giant to respond to the accusations.

The committee has earlier called
Facebook India in June this year to take
view on new the Information Technology
(Intermediary Guidelines and Digital
Media Ethics Code) Rules, 2021 on
February 25, 2021. The Rules have come
into effect from May 26, 2021.
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In a development that would
affect 24 lakh consumers in

the metropolis, the Mahanagar
Gas Ltd (MGL) increased the
prices of Compressed Natural
Gas (CNG) and Piped Natural
gas (PNG) with effect from
midnight of Friday.

This is the third hike in
CNG and PNG prices carried
out by the MGL since October
14. The hike will hit the domes-
tic budgets of 16 lakh people
living in the metropolis and
neighbouring areas, eight lakh
consumers using gas-powered
vehicles will have to spend
more because of the hike.

The MGL has increased the
basic prices of CNG by

�3.06/kg and domestic PNG by
�2.26 per Standard Cubic
Meter (SCM) for the Mumbai
Metropolitan Region (MMR).

As a consequence, the
revised all-inclusive prices of
CNG used by vehicles will go
up from �57.54 per kg to �
61.50 per kg, while the domes-
tic PNG will be �36.50 per
SCM, in a single slab hence-
forth.

Earlier, the MGL had hiked
rates twice in the first week of
October ahead of the festive
season. It went in for one more
hike on October 14.

On its part,  the MGL has
attributed the price increase to
the shortfall in domestic gas
allocation for which it is buy-
ing higher priced PNG

(imported RLNG) to cater to
the growing numbers of CNG
and domestic customers.

“In addition, owing to the
substantial increase in natural
gas prices in the international
market, the MGL’s input gas
cost has also gone up. To par-
tially offset the increase in the
input costs of gas, we have gone
in for the latest price hikes,” an
MGL spokesperson said.

However, the MGL said
that despite the revised rates, its
CNG would help the con-
sumers save around 62 percent
and 35 per cent respectively in
comparison with  petrol and
diesel,  while the PNG users
were able to save 27 percent
compared with the prices of
domestic LPG.

Mumbai: IPS officer Param Bir Singh will
appear before the one-member commission
probing corruption allegations against for-
mer Maharashtra Home Minister Anil
Deshmukh on Monday, his lawyer said. The
Justice K U Chandiwal commission was
formed in March this year to probe the alle-
gations levelled by Singh, a former Mumbai
police chief, against Deshmukh, an NCP
leader.  On Thursday, the commission had
warned that if Singh did not remain present,
he would face the execution of the bailable
warrant issued against him.    

On Friday, Singh's lawyer told the
commission that the senior IPS officer won't
be able to appear during the day as he was
visiting Thane in connection with a case
against him.  Singh was ready to appear on
Saturday or any other day, he said. The com-
mission said it doesn't sit on Saturday and
asked Singh to appear on Monday
(November 29).   

The commission had fined Singh on
many occasions earlier for failing to appear.
A bailable warrant had also been issued
against him. Singh, transferred from the
post of Mumbai police commissioner in

March in the aftermath of the Antilia bomb
scare episode, alleged that Deshmukh,
then home minister, had asked police offi-
cers to collect Rs 100 crore a month from
bars and restaurants in Mumbai. Declared
absconding by a Mumbai court in an
extortion case, Singh surfaced in public on
Thursday after six months, and appeared
before the Mumbai crime branch to record
his statement. Meanwhile, a man, claiming
to be a social worker, on Friday approached
the Justice Chandiwal commission with an
intervention application, seeking inquiry
against Singh for his "misdeeds" during his
tenure as Thane police commissioner.
Singh implicated many builders, business-
men and common citizens in false cases, the
plea alleged. 

The commission took the application
on record.

Incidentally, Singh appeared before
Thane police on Friday in connection
with an extortion case filed against him and
some other police officials on the complaint
of a local builder. The IPS officer is facing
at least five extortion cases in
Maharashtra.   
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An ex-serviceman of the
Pakistan Army and well

known terrorist guide, working in
close coordination with Pakistan
based terrorist outfits Lashkar-e-
Tayyeba and Jaish-e-Mohammad
since early 1990’s, was gunned
down by the alert Indian Army
troops  while foiling an infiltration
bid along the line of control in
Bhimbergali area of Poonch late
Thursday night. 

The terrorist guide has been
identified as Mohd Arif alias Haji
Arif, resident of village Matrian,
Khuiratta, PoJK. 

According to reports, Haji
Arif 's house was located close to
the line of control and was used by
the terrorist outfits as launching
pads to push terrorists inside the
Indian territory. 

He was on the radar of the
Indian army for a long time.Late
Thursday night he ran out of his
luck while leading a group of infil-
trators inside the Indian territory. 

According to the dossier pre-
pared by the security agencies,
Haji Arif was well versed with the

topography of the region
and was regularly ferrying
small groups of terrorists
inside the Indian territory. 

According to the
dossier, his name also sur-
faced during investigations
after several operations,
IED blasts and even BAT
attacks by the Pakistan
army regulars targeting
Indian soldiers.  He most-
ly operated in Tarkundi
bowl along the line of con-
trol. In February 2018
when different agencies
were investigating the role
of different players behind
the BAT attack his name
too had surfaced  and sub-
stantiated by multiple
agencies. 

His two sons, identi-
fied as Naseer Khan and
Bilal Khan, are both work-
ing as labourers in Saudi
Arabia and UAE respec-
tively while one of his

younger brothers is also working
as a guide of LeT.
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Maharashtra Governor Bhagat Singh
Koshyari on Friday joined senior police

officials, family members of the victims and
brave hearts in paying homage to the mar-
tyrs of the 26/11 attack on Mumbai on its
13th anniversary at the Martyrs' Memorial
erected inside the Mumbai Police
Commissionerate premises near Crawford
Market in south Mumbai.

Chief Minister Uddhav Thackeray, who
is recuperating at the HN Reliance Hospital
in Mumbai after a cervical spine surgery that
he underwent on November 12, paid homage
those who lost their lives during the terror
strikes and expressed his gratitude to those
who fought the terrorists.

Uddhav described the November 26-29,
2008 attack on Mumbai as "a cowardly act".
He recalled the services of the police and
security forces and the people of Mumbai for
warding off the assault on the country's com-
mercial capital and recovering from its
effects.

Deputy Chief Minister Ajit Pawar, Home
Minister Dilip Walse-Patil, Tourism Minister,
Director-General of Police Sanjay Pandey,
Police Commissioner Hemant Nagrale and
other dignitaries also paid their respects at
the Martyrs' Memorial.

A large number of Police personnel
turned up to pay homage to their colleagues

who were killed while fighting the terrorists
at key locations in south Mumbai.

The 26/11  attack had claimed 166 lives
and left more than 300 others injured. The
sites targeted during the mayhem were the
world heritage building Chhatrapati Shivaji
Maharaj Terminus (CSMT), Hotel Taj Mahal
Palace & Tower, Hotel Trident, Nariman
House, Leopold Café and Cama Hospital,
Wadi Bunder.

While Abdul Rehman, Abu Ali and Abu
Soheb marched to the Leopold Café in
Colaba and then laid siege at Taj Mahal
Palace Hotel, Abdul Rehman Chota and
Fahad Ullah headed to the Trident-Oberoi
Hotel.

Nasir Abu Umar and Babar Imran alias
Abu Aakasha targeted Nariman House
housing the Jewish Chabad House, and trio
- Isamal Khan, Abu Ismail and Ajmal Amir

Kasab unleashed terror at CSMT, Cama
Hospital and its precincts, before proceed-
ing towards Chowpatty.

All the targets were within a radius of
around 4-5 km area in south Mumbai, where
the state secretariat, business and commer-
cial hubs, deluxe hotels, residences of min-
isters, bureaucrats, diplomats, scientists and
business bigwigs are located.

Assistant sub-Inspector Tukaram Omble
was instrumental in catching Kasab alive at
Gairgaum-Chowpatty in south Mumbai on
the night of November 26,2008.  Omble, it
may be recalled, had held onto Kasab even
after he had been grievously injured by bul-
lets pumped into him by the latter. Omble
died before he could be rushed to the hos-
pital.

While nine of the ten terrorists were
killed by the security forces during the attack,
the remaining one- --Mohammed Ajmal
Kasab – was caught alive by the police at
Girgaum Chowpatty on the intervening night
of November 26-27, 2008.

Kasab was sentenced to death by a trial
court on May 6, 2010. Later on February 21
this year, the Bombay High Court confirmed
Kasab’s death sentence. After the high court’s
verdict, Kasab wrote to the Supreme Court
on July 28, challenging his conviction and
death sentence in the 26/11 case. The apex
court is likely to hear his case in the com-
ing months.
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Jaipur: Six people were detained
after they pelted stones at a Dalit
man's marriage procession after he
rode a mare against their wish,
police said on Friday.

Nearly a dozen people were
injured in the incident that took
place in Jaipur's Kotputli town late
on Thursday, police said.  

"Some people from a certain
community had objected to Dalits
riding a mare during marriage
ceremonies," Pragpura Station
House Officer Shiv Shankar said. 

"Anticipating trouble, the
Dalit groom's family members
had given a police complaint
prior to the marriage. Accordingly,
a police team was deployed to
ensure smooth conduct of the cer-
emony. However, some people
managed to pelt stones at the pro-
cession," the offices said. 

The accused have been
booked under Scheduled Caste
and Scheduled Tribe (Prevention
of Atrocities) Act, 1989, and the
Indian Penal Code, Shankar said.

He said another person from
the victim's family is slated to get
married a few days later, and ade-
quate protection will be provided
to them. PTI 

Palakkad: The death of a three-day old
infant at a tribal hamlet at nearby Attapady
on Friday, the third such in the last four
days, prompted the Kerala government to
order a multi-departmental enquiry into
the incident.        The deaths occurred at
Agali and Puthur regions in the area.         

Health Minister Veena George direct-
ed the Directorate of Health Services
(DHS) to investigate the incident.

Minister for Welfare of Scheduled
Castes, Scheduled Tribes and Backward
Classes, K Radhakrishnan, will visit the
backward hamlet in the district on Saturday
to take stock of the situation.

T V Anupama, the Director of the
Scheduled Tribes Development
Department, has been entrusted to enquire
into the matter and submit a report soon.

The Minister will also take part in a
meeting in the morning at Agali in the dis-
trict.                                        

The infant died at Mannarcaud hos-
pital in the district on Friday, Palakkad
DMO Ramadevi told PTI, adding that this
was the third such incident in the last four
days.         "The post-mortem will be con-
ducted at the District Hospital in Palakkad,"
the DMO said, adding that this was the sev-
enth infant death in the tribal hamlet this
year.         Medical officers said some were
Intrauterine Deaths (IUD) and other chil-
dren died due to sickle cell anemia. PTI
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Lucknow: Asserting that both the Central
and the Uttar Pradesh Governments had no
right to celebrate Constitution Day, Bahujan
Samaj Party chief Mayawati hit out at the
Samajwadi Party, asking the people to be
cautious of the party as it “tore the bill on
reservation of SCs and STs in Parliament”.

"People should be cautious of parties
like Samajwadi Party which tore the bill on
reservation of SCs and STs in Parliament.
They did not allow the passage of the bill.
This means, parties like SP can never work
for the development of these communities,"
Mayawati said at a press conference in
Lucknow on Friday.

Talking about the reservations for the
Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe com-
munities in educational institutions and
Government jobs, the BSP chief said that
the Centre and State Government had not
taken any steps to empower these com-
munities.

"The quotas are yet to be filled in many
seats reserved for the SC, ST and Other
Backward Classes communities. No steps
have been taken to provide reservation to
these communities in the private sector. The
Centre and State Government are not ready
to make a law regarding this. Is this how
the Centre and states are protecting the
Constitution?" the BSP chief sought to
know.

"Today, on the occasion of Constitution
Day, the Central and State Governments

should go for a thorough review whether
the Government is following the Indian
Constitution with full honesty and integri-
ty or not. But unfortunately it is well known
that the Central and State Governments are
not following the Constitutional norms at
all. Therefore, the Bahujan Samaj Party has
decided not to participate in this pro-
gramme of the Central and State
Governments on the occasion of
Constitution Day," she claimed.

Mayawati alleged that the provision
made in the Constitution by Dr Bhimrao
Ambedkar for the weaker and neglected
sections had been ignored and these class-
es of people were not getting its full bene-
fit. She also asked the Governments to apol-
ogise to the backward communities.

Speaking on the first anniversary of
farmers' agitation against the three farm
laws, Mayawati said that there were other
important demands of the farmers which
the Government should accept at the ear-
liest.
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pens. Afghanistan has a vibrant
tradition in music, influenced
by Indian and Iranian classical
music. Besides, it has had a
thriving pop music scenario
marked by the syncing of elec-
tronic instrumental and dance
beats with more traditional
rhythms.

The justice system also
appears to be set to return to
what it was under the Taliban’s
first innings. On September 25,
2021, corpses of four men,
alleged kidnappers killed in a
shootout with policemen, were
hung in public areas at sever-
al places in the city of Herat to
convey, in the words of the
province’s deputy governor,
Mawlawi Shir Ahmad
Mujahir, the “message” that
kidnappers would not be tol-
erated. That this was not an
aberration is clear from the fact
that it happened just after
Mullah Noroddin Turabi, one
of the founders of the Taliban
and the head of the dreaded
Department for the Promotion
of Virtue and the Prevention
of Vice, which had savagely
enforced the draconian rules
and laws prevailing during
the Taliban’s earlier rule, had
told the AP’s Kathy Gannon
during an interview that the
punishments administered
then will return, though these
may not be carried out in pub-

lic. “Cutting off hands is very
necessary for security”, he had
said, adding that it had a
deterrent effect.

The media is under severe
pressure. The 11-point guide-
lines announced by Qari
Muhmmad Yusuf Ahmed, the
interim director of the
Government Media and
Information Centre, on
September 19, 2021, include
directives against publishing
matters in conflict with Islam
or insulting to national person-
alities and instruct journalists
to produce news reports in
coordination with the
Government media office. The
announcement, a requiem for
media freedom, comes in the
wake of sustained attacks on
journalists and other forms of
pressures on them, which have
sent many into hiding and
effectively closed down 153
media outlets since the Taliban
came to power.

The plight of women, it
increasingly seems, may be the
same as during the first
Taliban regime. Not one of
them was included either in
the first set of 33 ministers in
the caretaker Government
announced on September 7,
2021; nor in the second one of
44, announced on September
21, 2021. The Taliban
spokesman Zabiullah Mujahid

held out the possibility of
women being included later
but suggested no time frame.
The Taliban’s record during its
present incarnation in power
does not hold out much hope,
The order not to telecast IPL
matches because of the pres-
ence of women in the audi-
ence, the Kabul Mayor’s order-
ing of women — with the
exception of those whose jobs
could not be done by men —
to stay at home, the reopening
of secondary schools with
boys and not girls, the order
by the Taliban-appointed vice-
chancellor of the Kabul
University barring women
from the campus as long as “a
real Islamic environment is
not provided for”, are instances
which reflect an attitude
towards women which does
not augur well for the future
of their rights under the pre-
sent dispensation.

Nothing, however, makes
the Taliban Government’s atti-
tude towards women more
ominously clear than the shut-
ting down of the Ministry of
Women’s Affairs and the rein-
carnation of the Ministry for
the Promotion of Virtue and
Prevention of Vice, in the
building it had occupied.

(The author is Consulting
Editor, The Pioneer. The views
expressed are personal.)
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Sir — Last week, the Prime Minister in
his address to the nation had politely and
apologetically said that the Government
could not make the farmers understand
the benefits of the contentious three
farm laws which were passed last year
and as a result, these laws were being
repealed. In over seventy years of
Parliamentary history, no Prime
Minister has ever apologised in such a
humble way as PM Modi did. Many
Opposition leaders have been claiming
it as their victory as their concerted and
persistent efforts have borne fruits. 

My personal opinion is that the
Government should not have with-
drawn these laws as the farmers would
further up the ante with their neo
demands, and it has come true. The
farmers, without applauding PM Modi
for his bold and magnanimous stand,
have added five more demands to their
lone remaining demand of MSP guaran-
tee. Almost all the Opposition parties are
backtracking from their main demand
of rescinding the three farm laws, to
which they had said, “if these bills are not
withdrawn, no going back to home.” Not
only this, the recalling of these bills has
opened a pandora’s box for the withdraw-
al of other bills such as the Article 370
and the CAA. The Government should
deal with troublemakers by not accept-
ing any more demands.

Sagar Singh | Muzaffarnagar
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Sir —Recently, Union Minister Dr
Jitendra Singh launched India's first vir-
tual science lab for children under the
Council of Scientific and Industrial
Research (CSIR) Jigyasa program. The
target audience of the lab will be students
from class 6-12. The primary vision of
the lab is to provide quality research
exposure to school students to drive their
scientific curiosity. It will enable curios-
ity-driven research-based concepts,
encourage higher-order thinking skills
and promote entrepreneurship. 

In this inspirational science lab, stu-
dents will have fun and carry out exper-

iments. It will help connect students with
scientists across the country. It is also in
tune with the National Education Policy
(NEP), where students are allowed to
choose any subject of their choice. It is
an open source platform and students
will be able to access content in region-
al languages. Science and research webi-
nars will be performed to connect with
more students across the country. This
will enable students to learn theoretical
concepts with practical experiments
and presentations. 

Vishal Patidar | Ujjain 

���������������	������	��������	��
Sir — The Coronavirus pandemic has
given rise to a vicious cycle of loss of jobs
and decreased income. Professionally
independent men and women were on
the backfoot when the pandemic was at
its zenith. Their woes have spilled over.
Reduction in income and increased
expenses pushed families to a corner. An
exponential increase in child labour hap-

pened during the pandemic. Even as
schools are opening doors, children are
being “protected” by their parents in a
different way — through disguised child
labour. 

The youngsters “employed” in their
own family enterprises are being pres-
sured to stay put by their parents. Forced
labour is being disguised as “training and
assisting” by parents. Almost two years
and counting, following the pandemic,
“well trained” children are being seen as
assets by parents for their occupation.
This is not to say that it was the pandem-
ic that solely bred pressure labour.
COVID-19 may have augmented parents'
proclivity for forcing their children into
family businesses. It may not appear as
exploitation in the literal sense but the
damage it does to the overall personali-
ty of the child is indescribable.  

Ganapathi Bhat | Akola
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It increasingly seems that the
Taliban’s second innings in
power is headed to being a
clone of its first (1996-2001).

Women had been shorn of all
basic human rights — to work,
education and even healthcare,
during the Taliban’s previous
tenure. They could also not
appear in public unescorted by a
“close” male relative — husband,
father, son or brother — and
wrapped from head to foot in a
burqa. Men were deprived of all
sources of entertainment and
amusement and imprisoned in a
life full of taboos. A savage crim-
inal justice system was in place
with public executions and pun-
ishments like amputation for
theft.

Indications that it will be the
same this time as well are emerg-
ing gradually as restrictions are
imposed. The latest, according to
the AFP and BBC, are the new
“religious guidelines” issued by
the Ministry for the Promotion
of Virtue and Prevention of Vice.
These direct Afghanistan’s televi-
sion channels to, among other
things, stop showing plays and
soap operas featuring women
actors. Women journalists and
presenters have been ordered to
wear Islamic hijab on the screen.
Films showing Prophet
Mohammad or other revered
figures are not to be shown, nor
should films considered against
the principles of Sharia — or
Islamic law — and Afghan values.
Comedy and entertainment
shows that insult religion or may
be considered offensive to
Afghans are also forbidden from
being shown.

The restrictions are vaguely
worded and vulnerable to vary-
ing interpretations, which would
give the Taliban enforcers ample
opportunity to crack down on
anyone they consider to be an
offender. This has already been
happening with musicians.
While, unlike during Taliban’s
first innings, music has not been
banned, musicians are being
harassed. Their establishments
are being raided and instru-
ments broken. They live in fear.
Many of them are trying to leave
the country. There is a growing
feeling that music is set to disap-
pear from the lives of Afghans. It
would be a tragedy if this hap-
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India conceived a plan to provide
about 97 km of mass rapid transit net-
work (metro rail) on two north-south
and one east-west routes in Kolkata

sometime in the late sixties. This was the
first major planned urban mass rapid tran-
sit system under Ministry of Railways.

In the next decade, a bold step to start
construction work on the predominantly
underground North-South (N-S) line
began with Cut and Cover technology at
considerable inconvenience to surface
traffic in a city. The era of metro rail began
in India in 1984 with the commissioning
of a three-kilometre stretch.

The next planned MRT system came
almost 25 years later in New Delhi. The first
line went into operation in 2002. With this
the era of participation of central and state
governments in setting up of the Metro rail
system began and subsequently MRT ser-
vices were planned for Bengaluru and
Chennai.Since then, the Metro has expand-
ed to several cities. 

Today in India, around 760 km. of
Metro Rail system is in operation and near-
ly 580km. is under construction. Of the five
most populous states, UP, Maharashtra and
Madhya Pradesh have a much larger share
of Metro system in multiple cities. Only
Kolkata features in the Metro map West
Bengal. Populous states like Bihar lag
behind with the Metro project only recent-
ly taking off in Patna. States like Telangana,
Karnataka and Gujarat having lesser pop-
ulations have larger route kms. per capita.
The development of Metro rail system has
been mostly concentrated in Western and
Southern states besides Delhi-NCR.
Eastern states like Bihar, West Bengal,
Assam, Odisha have lagged behind.

Transportation has long been viewed
as a means of energizing and sustaining
economic growth, generating employ-
ment, and fostering holistic development.
Unlike other sectors, the demand-supply
gap cannot be bridged by increasing
imports, but only through capacity-build-
ing. It is this unique feature which makes
transportation the backbone of a nation’s
development and improved quality of life.
However, with the ever-increasing popu-
lation and growing urbanization, the stress
on transportation is increasing, which is
adversely affecting the environment, seam-
less travel of people, and asset life deteri-
oration. A balance needs to be maintained
for inclusive and environmentally sustain-
able growth to ensure a better livelihood
and right to life, a constitutional right. 

Rail-based mass transit system is by far
more efficient and climate friendly. It
reduces transport congestion on road and
associated pollution. Any congested city
with large transport volume is ideal for the
provision of Metro.

Though Kolkata was the first city to
have metro rail, no further metro project
was sanctioned for any eastern states till
recently when metro rail was sanctioned
for Patna and Guwahati. 

Kolkata with high population density
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and only six-eight per cent of road
space deserves Metro rail as a
means of Mass Raid transit.
Congested roads not conducive to
building the Metro along roads
poses a great challenge to planners.

Kolkata Metro was set up before
any guidelines or policy on MRTS
was issued by the Ministry of Urban
Development and is the only system
that is under direct control of the
Ministry of Railways.

There has been no proper tech-
no-economic and socio-economic
study for planned expansion of
Metro rail in Kolkata to overcome
travel issues of citizens in the twin
cities of Kolkata and Howrah. In 75
years since independence only two
road bridges have been added
across the river Ganges which are
miles apart unlike cities like London,
Paris, Moscow, et cetera, that have
extensive underground rail and
road networks criss-crossing the
rivers that pass through the cities.

It is unfortunate that no plan-
ning of rail-based transport system
for urban conglomerates like
Asansol — Durgapur, Siliguri-
Jalpaiguri, which have proximity to
fairly busy airports like Bagdogra
and Andal has been conceived. 

Metro rail projects in Kolkata
have always suffered for one reason
or the other and 36 years after the
first Metro started in Kolkata, only
32.25 km of one N-S line and seven
km of East-West line is commis-
sioned. Around 28 km of routes can
be added in next two-three years
with the likely commissioning of
Phoolbagan-Howrah Maidan (9.34
km), Noapara-NSCBI airport(6.87
km), Joka-Majerhat (7 km) and
New Garia-Ruby(5 km) sections.

This will leave around 36 km more
to be completed on the Joka-
Esplanade and New Garia-NSCBI
airport lines which may take four or
five years. Another about 25 km.
route where the Metro was sanc-
tioned a decade ago for expansion
on the northern fringes of the city
is yet to take off with no funds sanc-
tion.

Kolkata and Howrah need
metro systems with increased fre-
quency and faster travel to reduce
dependency on road transport to
provide seamless travel to citizens.
The suburbs of Kolkata need to be
brought into the Metro map to
reduce dependence on suburban rail
and road.

Apart from routes under con-
struction or planned, Kolkata needs
more east-west and north-south
routes with interchange facility and
a ring route on its outer periphery.
Some of the routes that could ben-
efit a large population with metro
connectivity can be: Extension of E-
W metro to Uluberia; New East -
West route from Shalimar to
Jadavpur covering west and south
kolkata

Extension of N-S route to
sonarpur; New North south route
from Bally to Garia-IIM/Joka in
south; Extension of Joka-Esplanade
route to Diamond harbour.

The feasibility of the various
options needs to be explored criti-
cally. 

Two important projects sanc-
tioned a decade back, Baranagar-
Barrackpur and NSCBI Airport-
Barasat, which can serve a large
population, are presently on hold
due to civic issues. These need to be
revived using modern technology.

We need to rope in top-class tech-
nical expertise wherever available to
find ways and means to overcome
the constraints.

Project delays lead to cost and
time overrun and citizens are denied
the benefits. These projects will con-
siderably ease pressure on land
routes and as such, a final decision
by stakeholders cannot be delayed.

Besides, the Metro rail system
in places like Siliguri-Jalpaiguri
area including Bagdogra Airport,
Durgapur-Asansol area including
Andal Airport, Kalyani-
Krishnanagar-Shantipur-awadip
area need to be planned now to
address the congestion due to sec-
toral urbanization and developing
industrial conglomerates. 

It takes at least 8-10 years for a
project from planning stage till it
sees the light of the day if all goes
well at every stage. The state must
identify routes and areas to be
served and quality DPRs need to be
prepared identifying possible routes
through established agencies like
RITEs, DMRC with clear Right Of
Way. Duly approved DPRs can be
basis for generating demand at the
centre with prioritizing projects.

The stake holders need to
remove bottlenecks for expeditious
completion of sanctioned works. It
is the common man who will reap
the benefits of such state of art infra-
structure.

Metro rail contributes tremen-
dously on environment front, gen-
erates carbon credits, reduces green-
house gas emissions. It has huge
potential to generate solar power
and contribute towards India’s
dream of fulfilling its target for alter-
nate energy.

(The writer is a retired
railway professional 
and an independent 
consultant on Metro 
railway. The views

expressed are personal.)

There is a saying, “out of
sight out of mind”, that
means we forget about

things we don’t see. It’s the
same thing with sanitation
and hygiene. As long as the
filth or faeces is visible to our
eyes, we are concerned about
it, but as soon as it’s flushed,
we stop thinking about what
happened to it faeces,
whether it was properly dis-
posed of or covered up osten-
tatiously. It happens because
either we are careless or we
lack correct information.

Now take the example of
septic tanks built in cities,
how many of us know about
the ‘sanitation value chain’?
How many of us know how to
make the correct septic tank,
what is the right design and
measurement? How many of
us are aware that to keep the

septic tank working smooth-
ly and effectively, the septic
tank should be cleaned every
3 to 5 years? How many of us
know that due to the lack of
regular cleaning of the septic
tank, the sewage treatment
process in the septic tank
stops and untreated septage
causes health problems? How
many of us know that
untreated septage from the
septic tank goes into small
and big rivers through drains
and contaminates rivers? 

All we know is that we
flushed the toilets and the
excreta was out of sight, now
whether it has gone to the
septic tank, went to the drain
or river, what difference does
it make to us? In many cities
sewer treatment plants or
faecal sludge treatment plants
are in the process of being

built, and in cities where
they exist, they are insuffi-
cient. So, the question arises
whether we are even aware of
this issue, the environmental
problems it causes, and if we
want to understand and play
a part in this.  

Generally, in urban areas
or even in villages nowadays,
the septic tank is nothing but
a container without any prop-
er process or method for
sewage treatment and it is safe
in the long run. Local builders
and contractors are also not

concerned with how the struc-
ture should be. The owners
understand it as a big-room
like structure under the
ground built as a septic tank
for which they do not have to
worry for 30-50 years. 

Cleanliness cannot be
achieved by making rules and
regulations. We can definite-
ly control it temporarily but
‘behaviour change’ is the solu-
tion. It should become a mass
movement.

When talking about san-
itation, there is a need to go
beyond just the construction
of toilets. Faecal Sludge
Management has been called
the missing and ignored com-
ponent of the sanitation as safe
management of faecal sludge
requires more than just access
to a toilet and use of a mere
septic tank. Improving city-

wide urban sanitation is com-
plex as it must consider both
on- and off-site systems,
encompass the entire service
chain, serve different cus-
tomers and be acceptable to a
broad range of stakeholders. 

As much as it is the
responsibility of the govern-
ment and the government
machinery, it is our responsi-
bility also to understand the
problem. The population is yet
to be fully persuaded to
change the age-old practice of
defecating in the open, con-
struct proper septic tanks, get
into the habit of scheduled
desludging and not neglect
basic sanitation practices. We
also have to be aware of the
correct structure and design of
the septic tank, in how many
days it is necessary to empty
the septic tank, who is the con-

cerned authority to contact to
get the septic tank emptied.
We also have to monitor that
solid waste from the septic
tank is disposed of properly
and not put in the drain or
open ground. Single houses
which do not have any
drainage channels should have
a soak-pit system unless the
local panchayat or municipal-
ity makes some other concrete
arrangement. Every effort has
to be made to avoid waterlog-
ging, whether through pit or
by planting trees that absorb
water or by applying other
environmentally friendly
methods. 

We have to make efforts to
ensure environmental cleanli-
ness so that when we look
around we see and feel clean-
liness in both visible and
invisible things.  
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(The writer is Programme
Coordinator, WaterAid India. The

views expressed are personal.)
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Brussels: A slew of nations
moved to stop air travel from
southern Africa on Friday, and
stocks plunged in Asia and
Europe in reaction to news of
a new, potentially more trans-
missible Covid-19 variant.

“The last thing we need
is to bring in a new variant that
will cause even more prob-
lems,” said German Health
Minister Jens Spahn, amid a
massive spike in cases in the
27-nation European Union,
which is recommending a ban
on flights from southern
African nations.

Within a few days of the
discovery of the new variant, it
has already impacted on a jit-
tery world that is sensitive to
bad COVID-19 news, with
deaths around the globe stand-
ing at well over 5 million.

Medical experts, includ-
ing the World Health
Organization, warned against
any overreaction before all ele-
ments were clear but nations
who acted said their concerns
were justified.

“Early indications show
this variant may be more trans-
missable than the delta variant
and current vaccines may be
less effective against it,” British
Health Secretary Sajid Javid
told lawmakers. "We must

move quickly and at the earli-
est possible moment,” he said.

Belgium became the first
European Union country to
announce a case of the variant.

“We have one case of this
variant that is confirmed. It's
someone who came from
abroad,” said Health Minister
Frank Vandenbroucke. “It's a
suspicious variant. We don't
know if it's a very dangerous
variant.”

Israel, one of the world's
most vaccinated countries,
announced Friday that it has
also detected the country's first
case of the new variant, in a
traveler who returned from
Malawi. The traveler and two
other suspected cases have
been placed in isolation. It
said all three are vaccinated but
that it is currently looking into
their exact vaccination status.

The new variant imme-
diately infected stock markets
around the world. Major index-
es fell in Europe and Asia and
Dow Jones futures dipped 800
points ahead of the market
opening in the U.S.

“Investors are likely to
shoot first and ask questions
later until more is known,” said
Jeffrey Halley of foreign
exchange broker Oanda.

AP

Brussels— The European
Union said Friday it is planning
to stop air travel from southern
Africa to counter the spread of
a new COVID-19 variant as the
27-nation bloc is battling a
massive spike in cases.

"The last thing we need is
to bring in a new variant that
will cause even more prob-
lems," said German Health
Minister Jens Spahn.

EU Commission President
Ursula von der Leyen said in a
statement that she "proposes, in
close coordination with the
member states, to activate the
emergency brake to stop air
travel from the southern
African region."

A new coronavirus variant
has been detected in South
Africa that scientists say is a
concern because of its high

number of mutations and rapid
spread among young people in
Gauteng, the country's most
populous province.

Germany said von der
Leyen's proposal could be
enacted as soon as Friday night.
Spahn said airlines coming
back from South Africa will
only be able to transport
German citizens home, and
travelers will need to go into

quarantine for 14 days whether
they are vaccinated or not.

Germany has seen new
record daily case numbers in
recent days and passed the
mark of 100,000 deaths from
COVID-19 on Thursday.

The WHO says Covid-19
cases in Europe have 
risen steadily over the past 5
weeks.

AP

Geneva: Advisers to the World
Health Organisation are hold-
ing a special session in Geneva
to flesh out information about
a worrying new variant of the
coronavirus that has emerged
in South Africa, though a top
expert says its impact on
Covid-19 vaccines may not be
known for weeks.

The technical advisory
group on the evolution of
COVID-19 was meeting virtu-
ally to discuss the so-called
B.1.1.529 variant that has
caused stock markets to swoon
and led the European Union to
recommend a pause in flights
to southern Africa.

The group could decide if
it's a "variant of concern" — the
most worrying type, like the
well-known delta variant — or

a "variant of interest", and
whether to use a Greek letter to
classify it.

"We don't know very much
about this, yet. What we do
know is that this variant has a
large number of mutations,
and the concern is that when
you have so many mutations it
can have an impact on how the
virus behaves," Maria Van
Kerkhove, WHO's technical
lead on COVID-19 Maria Van
Kerkhove said in a social-
media chat on Thursday (local
time). Fewer than 100 full
genome sequences of the vari-
ant are so far available, she said.

"It will take a few weeks for
us to understand what impact
this variant has on any poten-
tial vaccines, for example," Ms
Van Kerkhove said. AP

Jerusalem: Prime Minister
Naftali Bennett said on Friday
that Israel is "on the threshold
of an emergency situation”
after authorities detected the
country’s first case of a new
coronavirus variant and barred
travel to and from most African
countries.

The Health Ministry said it
detected the new strain in a
traveler who had returned from
Malawi and was investigating
two other suspected cases. The
three individuals, who had all
been vaccinated, were placed in
isolation.

A new coronavirus variant
has been detected in South
Africa that scientists say is a
concern because of its high
number of mutations and rapid
spread among young people in
Gauteng, the country’s most
populous province.

At a Cabinet meeting con-
vened Friday to discuss the new
variant, Bennett said it is more
contagious and spreads more
rapidly than the delta variant.
He said authorities were still
gathering information on

whether it evades vaccines or is
deadlier.

“We are currently at the
threshold of an emergency sit-
uation,” he said. "I ask everyone
to be prepared and to fully join
in the work around the clock.”

government later said that
all countries in sub-Saharan
Africa would be considered
“red countries” from which
foreign nationals are barred
from traveling to Israel. Israelis
are prohibited from visiting
those countries and those
returning from them must
undergo a period of isolation.

The Israeli military will
work to locate all individuals
who have been to red countries
within the past week and
instruct them to go into isola-
tion while testing is carried out,
it said. Israel launched one of
the world's first and most suc-
cessful vaccination campaigns
late last year, and nearly half the
population has received a
booster shot. Israel recently
expanded the campaign to
include children as young as 5.

AP

Calais (France): French fishing
crews are threatening to block
French ports and traffic under
the English Channel on Friday
to disrupt the flow of goods to
the U.K., in a dispute over post-
Brexit fishing licenses.

It’s the latest tension point
between the neighboring coun-
tries, who are also trading
blame for not doing enough to
prevent the deaths of at least 27
migrants whose boat sank
Wednesday off Calais, in the
choppy waters of the world’s
busiest shipping route.

French fishermen are
angry at the British govern-
ment for not granting more
licenses to fish in U.K. waters
— and angry at their own
government for not doing more
to defend them.

The fishing industry is
economically tiny but sym-
bolically important for both

Britain and France.
Friday’s threatened block-

ades are “a warning shot,”
Olivier Lepretre, president of
the regional fishing committee,
told reporters.

Fishing crews are expected
to use their boats to block ports
in Calais, Saint-Malo and
Ouistreham, and to use cars to
block the highway leading to
the tunnel beneath the
Channel.

The fishers are protesting
to “respond to the derisive
and humiliating attitude of the
English,” Gerard Romiti, pres-
ident of the national fishing
committee, told reporters.

A spokesman for Prime
Minister Boris Johnson said the
U.K. was “disappointed by
threats of protest activity.”

Before Brexit, French fish-
ermen could fish deep inside
British waters. AP
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MOSCOW: Russian President
Vladimir Putin is hosting the
leaders of Armenia and
Azerbaijan for talks on Friday,
during which the three are
expected to discuss ways to
resolve the tensions over the
separatist region of Nagorno-
Karabakh.

In the southern city of
Sochi, Putin held a bilateral
meeting with Azerbaijan's
President Ilham Aliyev,
Kremlin spokesman Dmitry
Peskov told reporters on Friday.
After that, the Russian presi-
dent is to sit down with Aliyev
and Armenia's Prime Minister
Nikol Pashinyan together, and
then have a separate bilateral
meeting with Pashinyan.

Armenia and Azerbaijan
have been locked in a decades-
old dispute over Nagorno-
Karabakh, a region that lies
within Azerbaijan but was
under the control of ethnic
Armenian forces backed by
Armenia since a separatist war
there ended in 1994.

The Azerbaijani military
routed the Armenian forces in
44 days of fierce fighting in the
fall of 2020, which ended with
a Russia-brokered peace deal
that saw Azerbaijan gain con-
trol of a significant part of
Nagorno-Karabakh and
reclaim all the regions con-
trolled by Armenian forces
outside the separatist region.

AP

TAIPEI, Taiwan: Five U.S. lawmakers met with Taiwan
President Tsai Ing-wen Friday morning in a surprise one-day visit
intended to reaffirm the United States' "rock solid" support for
the self-governing island.

The bi-partisan group of lawmakers from the U.S. House of
Representatives arrived in Taiwan on Thursday night and were
planning to meet with senior leaders including Tsai, said the
American Institute in Taiwan, the de facto embassy. No further
details were provided about their itinerary.

The visit comes as tensions between Taiwan and China have
risen to their highest level in decades. Taiwan has been self-ruled
since the two sides split during a civil war in 1949, but China
considers the island part of its own territory.

"When news of our trip broke yesterday, my office received
a blunt message from the Chinese Embassy, telling me to call off
the trip," Representative Elissa Slotkin, D-Mich., who is part of
the delegation, wrote on Twitter.

Representatives Mark Takano, D-Calif., Colin Allred, D-
Texas., Sara Jacobs, D-Calif., and Nancy Mace, R-S.C., are also
part of the visiting delegation. AP
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CAIRO: The deal struck in
Sudan to reinstate the prime
minister following a military
coup is imperfect but has saved
the country from sliding into
civil strife, the U.N. envoy to
Sudan said on Friday. 

Special Envoy Volker
Perthes was speaking of the
agreement between Sudan's
military leaders and Prime
Minister Abdallah Hamdok,
who was deposed and put
under house arrest following
the coup last month that stirred
an international outcry. 

The military takeover
threatened to thwart the
process of democratic transi-
tion that the country had
embarked on since the ouster
of longtime autocrat Omar al-
Bashir.

The deal, signed on
Sunday, was seen as the biggest
concession made by the coun-
try's top military leader, Abdel
Fattah al-Burhan, since the

coup. However, the country's
pro-democracy groups have
dismissed it as illegitimate and
accused Hamdok of allowing
himself to serve as a fig leaf for
continued military rule."The
agreement of course is not
perfect," Perthes told The
Associated Press. 

"But it is better than not
having an agreement and con-
tinuing on a path where the
military in the end will be the
sole ruler."Both signatories felt
compelled to make "bitter con-
cessions" in order to spare the
country the risk of more vio-
lence, chaos and international
isolation, he added. 

"It would not have been
possible to exclude a scenario
which would have brought
Sudan to something close to
what we have seen in Yemen,
Libya or Syria," Perthes said. 

He spoke to the AP via
videoconference from
Khartoum. AP
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TOKYO: Japan's Cabinet on Friday approved a 770 billion yen
($6.8 billion) request for an extra defense budget through March
to expedite the purchase of missiles, anti-submarine rockets and
other weapons amid rising concern over the escalation of mil-
itary activities by China, Russia and North Korea.

The request, still pending parliamentary approval, brings
Japan's military spending for the current year to a new high of
more than 6.1 trillion yen ($53.2 billion), up 15% from 5.31 tril-
lion yen in 2020. 

The Defense Ministry says its "defense power reinforcement
and acceleration package" is designed to speed up deployment
of some of the key equipment from the 2022 budget request.

AP

CAIRO: The U.N. mission in Libya con-
demned on Friday an attack by armed men on
an appeals court as it was set to re-examine an
earlier decision that disqualified the son of
longtime dictator Moammar Gadhafi from
running for president.

On Thursday, armed men surrounded the
court in the southern town of Sabha and pre-
vented judges from convening to look into Seif
al-Islam Gadhafi's appeal. 

Earlier, the country's electoral body had
deemed Seif al-Islam ineligible to take part in
the presidential race set for next month, cit-
ing his previous convictions. 

"Attacks against judicial or election facil-
ities or judicial or elections personnel are not
only criminal acts, punishable under Libyan
law, but also undermine Libyans' right to par-
ticipate in the political process," tweeted the
U.N. mission, known as UNSMIL. 

Libya is to hold the first round of presi-
dential elections on Dec. 24, after years of U.N.-
led attempts to usher in a more democratic
future and end the country's civil war. However,
the upcoming vote faces many challenges,
including unresolved issues over laws gov-
erning the elections and occasional infighting
among armed groups. Other obstacles include
the deep rift that remains between the coun-
try's east and west and the presence of thou-
sands of foreign fighters and troops.

The oil-rich North African county is cur-
rently governed by an interim government that
was elected by Libyan delegates after U.N.-led
talks in Geneva in February. 

Interim Interior Minister Khaled Mazen
vowed to hunt down and prosecute the
assailants in Thursday's attack. 

AP
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Aslew of nations moved to
stop air travel from south-

ern Africa on Friday, and stocks
plunged in Asia and Europe in
reaction to news of a new,
potentially more transmissible
Covid-19 variant.“The last
thing we need is to bring in a
new variant that will cause
even more problems,” said
German Health Minister Jens
Spahn, amid a massive spike in
cases in the 27-nation
European Union, which is rec-
ommending a ban on flights
from southern African
nations.Within a few days of
the discovery of the new vari-

ant, it has already impacted on
a jittery world that is sensitive
to bad Covid-19 news, with
deaths around the globe stand-
ing at well over 5 million.
Medical experts, including the
World Health Organization,
warned against any overreac-
tion before all elements were
clear but nations who acted
said their concerns were justi-
fied. “Early indications show
this variant may be more trans-
missable than the delta variant
and current vaccines may be
less effective against it,” British
Health Secretary Sajid Javid
told lawmakers. "We must
move quickly and at the earli-
est possible moment,” he said.

Mumbai:The Reserve Bank on
Friday accepted most of the
recommendations of its work-
ing group on corporate own-
ership of private sector banks,
by allowing unrestrained pro-
moter shareholding in the first
five years of operations and
hiking the same to 26 per cent
after 15 years from the extant
15 per cent and also the new
capital requirements.

The move will benefit lead-
ing banks like Kotak Mahindra

Bank and IndusInd Bank,
among others, which have been
seeking more time from the
regulator to divest their stakes
for many years now.

Accepting 21 of the 33
recommendations of the inter-
nal working group, the central
bank said the remaining sug-
gestions are under its consid-
eration.  The RBI constituted
the working group on June 12,
2020, and the panel submitted
the report on November 20,

2020, inviting comments of
stakeholders and members of
the public by January 15, 2021.

The RBI accepted the rec-
ommendation that no changes
be made to the extant instruc-
tions related to the initial lock-
in requirements of holding a
minimum 40 per cent of the
paid-up voting equity share
capital of the bank for the first
five years but said no cap on the
promoters holding during the
same period. PTI
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The Sensex nosedived 1,688
points while the Nifty

slumped below the 17,100-
level on Friday as a new and
potentially vaccine-resistant
coronavirus variant sent shock-
waves through global markets.

The variant, detected in
South Africa, Botswana and
Hong Kong so far, has an
unusual combination of muta-
tions, as per initial reports.

Countries like Britain and
Japan have already imposed
travel restrictions, raising the
spectre of a fresh wave of lock-
downs.

The 30-share BSE Sensex
plummeted 1,687.94 points or
2.87 per cent to close at
57,107.15 following an across-
the-board selloff. Similarly, the
NSE Nifty plunged 509.80
points or 2.91 per cent to
17,026.45. Currency markets
too were not spared, with the
rupee sinking 37 paise versus
the US dollar, in tandem with

other emerging market cur-
rencies.
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Mumbai:The rupee on Friday
plunged by 37 paise or 0.50
per cent against the US dol-
lar to close at a nearly month's
low as investors turned cau-
tious in view of massive sell-
offs in domestic equities and
worries over a new variant of
Covid-19.The rupee erased all
of its gains in the month
while suffering its worst week-
ly loss of 59 paise since
October 8 due to month-end
dollar demand and on antic-
ipation that the US Fed will
accelerate asset tapering and
hike interest rates around
mid-2022, analysts said. PTI
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The Department of Animal
Husbandry & Dairying,

Union Ministry of Fisheries,
Animal Husbandry &
Dairying; National Dairy
Development Board (NDDB)
and other institutions -
GCMMF Ltd, Kaira Milk
Union (Amul Dairy), NCDFI
Ltd, IRMA, Mother Dairy Fruit
& Vegetable Pvt Ltd.

IDMC Ltd, Indian
Immunologicals Ltd, NDDB

Dairy Services and Anandalaya
jointly celebrated (NDDB)
“National Milk Day” to com-

memorate the birth centenary
of Dr Verghese Kurien on
November 26, 2021 at NDDB’s
TK Patel Auditorium.

During the ceremony,
Parshottam Rupala, Union
Minister of Animal Husbandry
& Dairying conferred the
Gopal Ratna Award to the
winners of the Best Dairy
Farmer rearing indigenous cat-
tle/buffalo breeds, Best
Artificial Insemination
Technician and Best Dairy
Cooperative Society (DCS)/
Milk Producer Company/
Dairy Farmer Producer
Organisation in the country.
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The expanse of sand spread
endlessly, interspersed with
scrub, a few high rises, and cars
that were moving at a speed

that is possible only when viewed from
the air. But as the plane circled and
swooped to land, like the desert falcon,
the high-rises that Dubai is known for
suddenly came into view. The spectac-
ular buildings are just one of the many
things that add up to create an
unmatched aura of the foremost of the
seven Emirates, which exercises an
unimaginable pull over blue- and
white-collar workers, holidaymakers
and shoppers alike. Dubai is nothing
short of a man-made mirage, where
every flight of fancy, howsoever much
bizarre, finds a ready-to-take-off run-
way.

But then, all of these thoughts
crossed my mind much after I had been
through a gruelling 10 hours before hit-
ting the tarmac in the ‘Promised Land’
of shopaholics. I say, ‘gruelling’ as
international travel post-pandemic is a
beast that is unrecognisable from its
predecessor. Despite that, having been
hemmed in within the boundaries that
answer to the political description of
India — for almost two years now —
the break was welcome. What wasn’t
met with equal enthusiasm was the
mandatory arrival at the airport six
hours before the flight for a RT-PCR
test. For people like me, who even ear-
lier found the long check-in hours bur-
densome, this was excruciating, to say
the least. So for a seven o’clock flight, I
had to reach no later than 1 in the
morning! The sight that greeted me was
unlike any that I had seen at any airport
before. Queues of people — who were
awaiting results — sleeping on parapets,
rows of cubicles where their details were
noted and bills generated as well as tests
conducted while the luggage lay in a bit
of disarray while the owners ran helter-
skelter. 

With the tests done, the reports
finally filtered in two hours later. And
another queue to pick it up followed by
yet one more to confirm whether the
two reports and visas were in order.
And finally, check-in! However, one
thing hadn’t changed at the T3 airport
in Delhi. If you wanted to catch a wink,
all the sleeperettes were sure to be occu-
pied. 

It was only when the flight landed
that we 

were ushered into more cubicles
where yet another test was conducted.
But post that, it was business as usual...

...Except for the heat. It seemed to
have been channelled straight from a
blast furnace... that is if you had the
bravado to step outside the air condi-
tioning. I quickly took shelter in the 

waiting car at the airport. Making
my way to Atlantis, The Palm — which
was to be my abode for three days — I
sped past chrome and glass buildings,
cars in every imaginable colour that
could put a woman’s wardrobe to
shame, malls on roads that were so
smooth that would have you stepping
on the accelerator with glee.

We were headed towards Palm
Island, the largest man-made island
which is referred to as the ‘eighth won-

der of the world’. The Palm’s shape was
selected to ensure all buildings on the
island would have a sea view and beach
access. The finished island covers an
area equivalent to 600 football pitches
and is four times as big as London’s
Hyde Park. Today, the 17 fronds are
home to around 1,500 beachfront man-
sions, with a further 6,000 apartments
on the trunk.

Soon enough, the car was running
parallel with the beach and a turn led
it to the hotel. And since Dubai does not
do anything which is less than grand,
Atlantis is spread over 46 hectares or —
to make a layperson understand its scale
— is the size of 64 Wembley football
pitches. Atlantis was the first resort to
open its doors on The Palm. With 1,548
rooms, seven signature suites and 22
storeys, it has played host to citizens of
227 different countries. Its signature
Royal Bridge Suite, measuring 924 sq
m costs US$27,000 per night, is an
attraction — especially for Indians —
as actor Shah Rukh Khan has stayed
here. Another, the Underwater Suite —
at 165 sq m, has a master bedroom with
direct views of The Ambassador
Lagoon aquarium, creating an illusion
of being beneath the sea — is another
popular option. The hotel is a micro-
cosm of the Emirate which does not
believe in living life which is not king
size. 

Checking in, I couldn’t help but
admire the handblown glass installation
in a myriad of colours and kept steal-
ing looks as the Russian lady at the front
desk completed the formalities. The
priceless Dale Chihuly sculpture was
created using 3,000 hand-blown pieces
that were individually placed to build
the 10-metre-high entry centerpiece.
Even in Dubai where everything com-
petes for attention — by being even
more mammoth than larger than life
and opulent — this is a showstopper. 

Ushered in my room, I immediate-
ly raced to the balcony as views from
a hotel room have often been behind

my impulsive decisions to stay or leave
a place since childhood. The vista that
greeted me, despite the heat, had me
tongue-tied (a rare occurrence) for
some time. From the 13th floor, the
view that spread out till the horizon had
the deep blue sea with several yachts
skimming on the surface (remember
habibi, money CAN buy you happiness
in Dubai), the Burj Khalifa shimmer-
ing in the heat, a stretch of greenery
before it was interrupted by
the new Atlantis, The Royal
slated to open sometime
next year, a monorail
speeding past and also
a teeny weeny glimpse
of the famous Palm
with its fronds that
houses the whos who
(including our very Shah
Rukh Khan who is also the
brand ambassador of Dubai).
Peeking down, I saw another water
body just below. I wondered what it was
but couldn’t ponder over it for too long
as I had to leave for lunch. 

It was the descent from the lobby
to the ground level which brought us
face to face with a glass wall with a myr-
iad of sea animals — stingrays, sharks,
eels and 65,000 others — swimming (it
seemed without care) in what could be
closest to viewing them in their natur-
al habitat without getting wet. I watched
on mesmerised as realisation dawned
that this was the water body I saw from
above. This aquarium recreates Atlantis,
the fictional island mentioned in an
allegory on the hubris of nations in
Plato's works Timaeus and Critias.
Since the hotel is named after it, it is not
surprising that floor-to-ceiling unbreak-
able glass practically brings in the
water world at every turn. I would have
stared on, lost in thought, had not my
stomach let out a low growl complain-
ing about the hours of neglect and in
anticipation of the feast that I knew was
in store. 

We were headed towards Gordon

Ramsay’s (yes, THE Multi-Michelin
starred British chef and star of the small
screen known equally well for his food
and his temper) Bread Street Kitchen
& Bar. This is just one of the 29 restau-
rants including three outlets 

by celebrity chefs, Nobu Matsuhisa,
Giorgio Locatelli and 

Gordon Ramsay.
Done up in wood, with a profusion

of lights in different shapes and sizes,
the restaurant had an eclectic

appeal that was tough to
miss despite me being

consumed by a state of
sleep deprivation.
While one might
assume that it would
be meats that dominate 

the menu, since
Ramsay has often

expressed his dislike for veg-
etarianism, the vegan trend has

made inroads into his restaurant — cer-
tainly as unlikely a place as can be. And
surprisingly, it was the Rigatoni with
handpicked mushrooms — without
even so much as a hint of animal pro-
tein — that was the star of the table
despite an array of treats that were
cooked and plated to perfection. But the
side-effects of stuffing oneself with a
dish of creamy carbohydrates soon
became apparent. The four people at the
table begin to nod off... especially
since the night before had been less than
restful. However, since no meal is
complete without a dessert, an assort-
ed platter followed. The Medjool date
& banana sticky toffee pudding had us
nodding in approval (and digging in
several spoonfuls immediately after
loud proclamations of being stuffed to
the gills). 

An afternoon siesta was called for
after such an immensely satiating meal.
Waking up refreshed, I was raring to
head out for the Fish Tales Tour at The
Lost Chambers Aquarium. For a hotel
in the centre of a desert, the abundance
of water, even if it is saline, is certain-

ly a feat. And if you add the upkeep of a whop-
ping 65,000 marine animals of 250 species, it
certainly becomes even more mind-boggling.
The Ambassador Lagoon at Atlantis is an 11
million litre marine habitat and one of the top
10 largest aquariums in the world. Its viewing
pane is 10 meters long and 70 cm thick and if
all its water was drained it would fill 4.5
Olympic-sized swimming pools! 

While I, along with three others, explored
the site on my own, it was the behind-the-scenes
during the guided tour that had us holding on
to every word. A fish hospital (my, my, did you
know that existed?), a kitchen to prepare their
food 

(400 kg of the same quality as is served to
the hotel’s guests), a water filtration plant, a test-
ing centre, several fish tanks where the young
are kept and more were oohed and aahed over.

We wandered around before ending with
a dinner at Hakkasan. While we were still quite
full from the lunch, the hostess’ recommenda-
tion of Stir-fry vegetable and pine nut lettuce
wrap was certainly a revelation and was quick-
ly wrapped up (pun intended). However, we
could not do justice to the main course as our
stomachs collectively groaned under the
onslaught of a constant barrage of delicacies.
Practically collapsing into bed, we were soon
off to la-la land,

Post a delicious spread of South-East
Asian, local and international offerings at the
breakfast buffet at the Saffron, we were up for
some activities that were a little more adven-
turous than eating and walking about to take
in the sights. We headed towards the White
Beach, the seafront of the eponymously-named
restaurant, which is exclusively used by the hotel
guests. The sun beating down in all its inten-
sity did not flag our spirits as we bravely ven-
tured where we had never gone before — a ses-
sion of paddleboarding. Donning the life jack-
ets ensured that our courage was boosted man-
ifold and we weren’t daunted by the open sea
that stretched out till the horizon. If we were
being marked, the first person to take off from
the start point would have scored a perfect 10.
Paddling gently on both sides, she stood up with
perfect poise without losing balance and after
a carefully executed pirouette, she headed back
to safe shores exultant to have done it in one

perfect sweep. I was up next and I have always
been pretty confident –— that balance is
something I always take time to achieve while
perseverance is my strong point. And yet again,
my hunch was not off the mark. Within min-
utes (or was it seconds?) of standing up, a loud
splash followed and I was floating on my back.
While the instructor was telling me not to panic,
I promptly responded 

by standing up in the neck-deep (okay, okay 
for a 5’1” me) water and wading back to the 
shore to attempt it yet again. And yes, this

time I was successful.
But I was not yet done with the water

(blame it on me being a water sign) and dragged
out a kayak along with a companion. The 20
minutes we paddled around were frequently
interrupted by peels of laughter as we tried to
manoeuvre the kayak without bumping into
obstacles. Deeply tanned but exuberant, we
made our way back...

Lunch was at White, the beachfront restau-
rant which specialises in Mediterranean cuisine.
An  all-white decor, fresh ingredients and a meal
that was light were just what we needed. But it
was the dessert, with its seemingly incongru-
ous nomenclature of ‘bread’ that had everyone
floored. Called the Monkey bread, with a hint
of cinnamon and coffee, we eyed its large size
when it arrived at the table and thought we
would never finish it. We could not have erred
more. And that was just another incorrect
assumption about the dish. We sliced off a small
bite and then another, and one more... till the
plate was almost empty. And yes, even now, I
can almost taste its delicious gorgeousness. Sigh.

However, there was more to come. On the
last day of our stay, we were lined up for a dol-
phin and sea lion tour where we learnt the intri-
cacies. The Dolphin Bay, spread over 4.5
hectares, is home to Indo-Pacific Bottlenose dol-
phins that eat between five and seven kg of fish
per day. The Sea Lion Point is the only one of
its kind in the region. Its residents are South
African Fur Seals and are cared for by experi-
enced Marine Mammal Specialists. 

The trainer explained that diet regulation,
regular health check-ups, exercise and more
were some of the things that ensured that both
the physical and emotional well-being of these
marine animals were well looked after. With the
dolphin parks having come in for increased crit-
icism from animal rights activists, we watched
the marine animals from afar. 

From there we headed straight to
Aquaventure, the water playground of more 

than 18 million litres of water. With 79 rides
spread across three towers 26 marine and water-
sport experiences, anyone who loves water parks
this is a dream destination. While I debated
whether I should take the Leap of 

Faith — a sheer drop of 98-feet mega which
plummets in a near-vertical fashion at fright-
ening speed of 60 km/h in three seconds, shoot-
ing you through a clear acrylic tube surround-
ed by sharks and cownose rays — 

I took some of the relatively tamer rides. So
I went on a safari of a different kind in Shark
Attack, where the fibreglass gives a 360° view
of the shark-filled lagoon. Then, there were the
Rapids, a 1.6-kilometre river and the
Aquaconda, a 210 metres long and 25 metres
high six-person waterslide tube. 

Certainly, impossible is not a word that
exists in Dubai’s dictionary. 

IMPOSSIBLE... IS NOTHING
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