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With 2,82,970 new coron-
avirus infections, includ-

ing 8,961 Omicron variant
cases, India’s active cases have
increased to 18,31,000, the
highest in 232 days. The infec-
tions are likely to spike further
till January 23 when the third
Covid-19 wave in the country
may peak  with daily cases like-
ly to remain below the four
lakh mark, said Manindra
Agarwal, a scientist at the
Indian Institute of Technology-
Kanpur and one of the
researchers associated with the
Sutra Covid model.

Delhi, Mumbai and
Kolkata have already reached
their peak in case numbers in
the past seven days, he said.

According to Agrawal,
Covid-19 cases will peak in
Maharashtra, Karnataka, UP,
Gujarat, and Haryana this
week, while States like Andhra
Pradesh, Assam, and Tamil
Nadu may peak next week.

“The daily cases are pro-
jected to peak on January 23 in
India and stay below the four

lakh mark. Metro cities Delhi,
Mumbai, and Kolkata have
already peaked,” Agrawal said.

Agrawal had earlier pre-
dicted that the Covid-19 third
wave will peak by January 
end.

“Across the country, the
trajectories are changing sig-
nificantly. I speculated earlier
that it is due to ICMR guide-
lines for a changed testing
strategy. However, at many
places, these guidelines are not
yet implemented and still, the
trajectory has changed!” he
said. 

According to a new Govt
advisory, individuals under-

taking inter-State domestic
travel and contacts of con-
firmed Covid cases do not
need to get tested unless iden-
tified as “high risk” based on
age or comorbidities.In his
view, there are two plausible
reasons for the change in the
Omicron-led case trajectory
in India.

“There are two groups in
the population, one with less
immunity against Omicron
and the other with more. The
mutant first spread in the first
group causing a sharp rise.
Now the first group is exhaust-
ed and so the spread is slower,”
he explained. 

Agrawal noted that there
was a lot of concern when the
Omicron variant started
spreading in November last
year. 

However, he said, in the
last week or so, people almost
everywhere have concluded
that the variant causes only
“mild infection” and have
decided to handle it with stan-
dard remedies instead of get-
ting tested. 

The death toll in India has
climbed to 4,87,202 with 441
fresh fatalities. There has been
a 0.79 per cent increase in
Omicron cases since Tuesday,
the Ministry said.
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Situation in Afghanistan and
in the neighbourhood will

figure prominently in the first
summit between Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and
heads of State of five Central
Asian nations on January 27.
India is hosting the conclave in
the virtual mode.

Leaders of the five nations
were to be invited as chief
guests for the Republic Day
parade this year.  The raging
corona pandemic forced India
to change the schedule.  The
Republic Day parade for the
second consecutive year will
not have any foreign country
chief guest.  

British Prime Minister
Boris Johnson was the chief
guest for last year’s parade, but
he had to cancel the visit due
to surge in pandemic in his
country. 

Giving details of the forth-

coming high-profile event, the
Ministry of External Affairs
said here on Wednesday the
Prime Minister will host the
first India-Central Asia
Summit.  Leaders are expected
to deliberate on steps to take
forward relations to newer
heights as well as the evolving
regional security situation. 

The virtual summit will be
held with the participation of
the five Presidents -
Kazakhstan’s Kassym-Jomart
Tokayev, Uzbekistan’s Shavkat
Mirziyoyev, Emomali Rahmon,
of Tajikistan, Turkmenistan’s
Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow
and Sadyr Japarov of Kyrgyz
Republic. Most of these coun-
tries share border with
Afghanistan. India has lot of
stakes in the restive country.
This will be the first engage-
ment of its kind between India
and the Central Asian countries
at the level of leaders, the
Ministry said in a statement. 

The first India-Central
Asia Summit is a reflection of
India’s growing engagement
with the Central Asian coun-
tries, which are a part of India’s

“extended neighbourhood”.
Modi paid a visit to all

Central Asian countries in
2015. Subsequently, there have
been exchanges at high-levels
at bilateral and multilateral
forums. 

During this summit, the
leaders are expected to discuss
steps to take forward India-
Central Asia relations to newer
heights.  They are also expect-
ed to exchange views on
regional and international
issues of interest, especially
the evolving regional security
situation. 

The summit is symbolic of
the importance attached by
the leaders of India and the
Central Asian countries to a
comprehensive and enduring
India-Central Asia partner-
ship, the statement said.

The inception of the India-
Central Asia Dialogue at the
Foreign Ministers’ level, the
third meeting of which was
held in New Delhi from
December 18-20, 2021, has
provided an impetus to India-
Central Asia relations, the state-
ment said. 
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Two IndiGo planes with
hundreds of passengers on

board came close to colliding
with each other mid-air on
January 7 shortly after taking
off from Kempegowda
International Airport (KIA), at
an altitude of over 3000 feet
over Bengaluru.

The incident occurred
when IndiGo flights 6E 455
departing for Kolkata and 6E
246 for Bhubaneswar were
given permission to depart at
the same time. The Directorate
General of Civil Aviation
(DGCA), which is investigating
the matter, has said that it
would take the strictest action
against those responsible for
the incident. The incident was
not recorded in any logbook
and was not reported by the
Airports Authority of India. 

Both the aircraft took off
from Bengaluru airport in a

span of about five minutes. 
DGCA said that the two

IndiGo planes  were involved
in “breach of separation” at
Bengaluru airport. Breach of
separation happens when two
aircraft cross the minimum
mandatory vertical or hori-
zontal distance in the airspace.
Both these aircraft departed
from the Bengaluru airport
within a span of approximate-
ly 5 minutes on the morning of
January 7.

“On the morning of the
incident, the north runway
was being used for departures

and the south runway for
arrivals. Later, the shift in
charge decided to close the
south runway but failed to
inform the air traffic controller
of the south tower,” said offi-
cials. As a result, the two flights
were given permission for take-
off at the same time from the
converging runways. This
resulted in a situation where the
aircraft moving in the same
direction were about to collide
with each other. A radar con-
troller saw this and immedi-
ately intervened to alert the air-
craft.
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In the season of shifting polit-
ical loyalties in poll-bound

Uttar Pradesh, the BJP on
Wednesday won over
Samajwadi Party (SP) patriarch
Mulayam Singh Yadav’s daugh-
ter-in-law Aparna Yadav.
Aparna joined the saffron out-
fit  here at BJP headquarters.

Aparna is married to
Prateek Yadav, son of Mulayam
Singh Yadav’s second wife. SP
president Akhilesh Yadav is his
son from his first marriage.

Meanwhile, Colonel Vijay
Rawat, the brother of India’s
first Chief of Defence Staff
General Bipin Rawat, joined
the BJP on Wednesday in
Uttarakhand ahead of the State
polls.  “My father (Gen Laxman
Singh Rawat) after retiring
from the Army, was with the
BJP. Now I have got an oppor-
tunity. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s vision is spe-
cial. All his work is for the
progress of this nation. That is
what encouraged me to join the
BJP. His plan for Uttarakhand
is a product of a great 
vision,” Colonel Vijay Rawat
said.  Chief Minister
Pushkar Singh Dhami was also
present.

General Bipin Rawat, who
was born in Uttarakhand, his
wife, and 12 others died last
month after their chopper
crashed in Tamil Nadu’s
Conoor.

Aparna, in her early thir-
ties, who was making  overtures
to the BJP for long, joined the
party in the presence of Uttar
Pradesh Deputy Chief Minister
Keshav Prasad Maurya and
BJP nState chief Swatantra Dev
Singh.

The BJP may be fielding
her in the UP Assembly polls,
though a seat ‘fitting her polit-
ical background’ is yet to be
decided, sources said.

Praising Aparna,  Maurya
said she had been from time to
time expressing views that
showed her inclination towards
the BJP.

The Uttar Pradesh BJP
president lambasted

Samajwadi Party for its alleged
support to criminals in its tick-
et distribution in western Uttar
Pradesh. Farmers and women
never felts safe when the
Samajwadi Party was in power,
he alleged.

Singh said Aparna has faith
in good governance of Prime
Minister Modi and Chief
Minister Yogi Adityanath and
her induction in the BJP will
boost the party.

Expressing her admiration
for Modi, she  said the nation’s
interest has always been a pri-
ority for her and praised several
schemes of the BJP
Government for cleanliness,
woman empowerment and

employment.
The switch, a shot in the

arm for BJP, comes at a time
when a number of OBC lead-
ers have quit the BJP and
joined the SP.

Aparna had contested the
2017 Assembly polls on the SP
ticket from Lucknow
Cantonment but  lost to BJP’s
Rita Bahuguna Joshi, now a
Lok Sabha member.

Bahuguna is now herself
pitching for a seat for her son
and written a letter to the BJP
president JP Nadda to the
effect saying she may quit her
Lok Sabha seat if the party were
to stick to one member one
ticket guideline.
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The Enforcement
Directorate has seized Rs 10

crore cash and gold worth Rs
21 lakhs during raids in con-
nection with money laundering
investigation, against illegal
sand mining operations in the
poll-bound state, that con-
cluded on Wednesday morn-
ing. The raids were conducted
at multiple locations in Punjab,
including the premises of Chief
Minister Charanjit Singh
Channi’s nephew, six mining
contractors, among others.

The central agency seized
a total of Rs 10 crore from
Channi’s nephew Bhupinder
Singh Honey and his partner
Sandeep Kumar, besides recov-
ering gold worth Rs 21 lakh
during the searches that start-
ed on Tuesday. During the
raids, the federal probe agency
has also seized a number of
documents and electronic
devices.

Of the total Rs 10 crore
cash seized during the opera-
tion, Rs eight crore have been
recovered from the premises
linked to Channi’s nephew
Honey. The remaining Rs two
crore had been seized from the

premises linked to his partner
Sandeep Kumar.

A day before, the ED had
recovered nearly Rs six crore
from Bhupinder and Sandeep
from their premises in
Ludhiana, and the amount
touched Rs 10 crore on
Wednesday.

The financial investigation
agency raided 10 locations in
poll-bound border state,
including those linked to the
CM’s nephew, in connection
with probes into illegal sand
mining in the State on Tuesday.

The ED officials, accom-
panied by Central Reserve
Police Force (CRPF) personnel,
conducted searches at loca-
tions in Chandigarh, Rupnagar,
Ludhiana, Pathankot and
Mohali. An apartment belong-
ing to Honey was raided in
Mohali. The ED is probing the
source of unaccounted cash
recovered from Honey and
Sandeep, and is expected to
soon summon the persons cov-
ered during the searches for
fresh and detailed questioning.

The agency’s probe under
the Prevention of Money
Laundering Act (PMLA) is
based on a 2018 case registered
by Punjab Police for illegal sand

mining in the border state. The
central agency had lodged an
ECIR (Enforcement Case
Information Report), an FIR, at
its zonal office in Jalandhar in
November last year after taking
over the probe.

ED officials said that
Kudrat Deep Singh, one of the
main accused, had set up a
firm, Provider Consultancy
Services Private Limited. The
three directors of the firm are
Kudrat Deep, Sandeep, and
Bhupinder. The ED has been
probing money-laundering
charges against them as it sus-
pects the proceeds of crime
from the illegal sand mining
has been further transferred.

Following the probe
against Kudrat Deep, the ED
investigated the role of six
contractors for illegal sand
mining. Besides, it searched the
premises of miner Sunil Joshi
in Pathankot, Jagbir Inder
Singh in Rupnagar, and
Randeep Singh in Fatehgarh
Sahib, while the properties of
Sandeep and Bhupinder were
searched in Ludhiana, too.

According to the FIR, there
are 26 accused, including
Kudrat Deep. Most of them are
truck drivers. The case was reg-

istered on the complaint of the
Punjab Mining Department
that found sand quarries being
run without approval during its
raids in 2018.

The Mining Department
impounded 30 vehicles and
other machinery being used for
the illegal mining. The FIR said
that the mining was done out-
side the designated area and the
operators used forged slips
that were not issued by the
mining department. Police
cracked down on six compa-
nies in connection with the ille-
gal sand mining case.

In 2019, Shaheed Bhagat
Singh Nagar police had also
filed challan in the case against
accused Baldev Singh and oth-
ers. An SBS Nagar court has
fixed February 23 as the next
date of hearing in the matter.

In 2018, the case was reg-
istered under Sections 21(1)
and 4(1) of the Mines and
Minerals (Development and
Regulation) Act, 1957, and
Sections 420 (punishment for
cheating), 471 (whoever fraud-
ulently or dishonestly uses as
genuine), and 465 (punish-
ment for forgery) at 
Rahon.

(Related reports on Page 3)
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Actively campaigning in his
home turf Lambi going

door-to-door, Punjab’s former
Chief Minister Parkash Singh
Badal on Wednesday tested
positive for COVID-19. The
94-year-old Shiromani Akali
Dal patriarch has been admit-
ted to Dayanand Medical
College Hospital (DMCH) at
Ludhiana. DMCH Medical
Superintendent Dr Sandeep
Sharma said that Badal tested
positive for coronavirus, and
“he is stable”. The doctors
attending him have conducted
a number of general tests.

Owing to backache, the
five time chief minister had
canceled all the scheduled pro-
grammes on Tuesday. SAD
patron Badal has been exten-
sively touring his constituency
and campaigning ahead of
February 20 elections, and was
hardly seen wearing a face
mask. He has been regularly
meeting several people, includ-
ing party leaders and workers,
commoners, media persons.
Only recently, INLD secretary
general-cum-Ellanabad MLA
Abhay Chautala also met the
senior Badal.
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In a bid to streamline and improve the performance of its Schools,
the East Delhi Municipal Corporation has started action against

the teachers who have been
absent for more than five years
without any satisfactory rea-
sons for the same. A senior
EDMC official said that all the
teachers who had been on long
leave have been given notices to
join back or give valid reasons for
continued leave/absence.
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With the Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP) naming

comedian turned politician
Bhagwant Mann as the chief
ministerial candidate, the long
drawn suspense within the
party and outside has ended
and brought in a sense of clo-
sure for the swelling party
cadres who are fighting with
their tails up in the Assembly
polls.

As far as the chief minis-
terial faces of the rival parties
are concerned, it is more or
less settled now. Though with-
in Congress, as has been the
case most of the time, there
would be twists and turns fol-
lowed by more twists and
turns till a name is officially
declared by the high com-
mand. So far, Congress seems
to have given enough indica-
tions and sort of settled with
Charanjit Singh Channi, who
made a mark for himself in his
short tenure after being sworn
in following the unceremoni-

ous ouster of long-serving
Amarinder Singh having two
tenures on the top post com-
bining nine and a half years in
all.

Then comes the third seri-
ous angle in the Punjab polls—
Shiromani Akali Dal where
leadership has now become
hereditary and has passed on
to party President Sukhbir
Singh Badal. His father,
Parkash Singh Badal, the five-
time chief minister, is now in
his 90’s and despite his public
appearances now and then in
the last five years, has clearly
paved the way for his son, who
also served as Deputy chief
minister and Home Minister
when the party was in power
in alliance with the BJP from
2012 to  2017. SAD is in
alliance with the Bahujan
Samaj Party this time after
breaking its over two decade
old alliance with BJP on the
controversial farm laws. BSP
has already been offered the
post of Deputy chief minister
if the alliance is voted to
power.

The Patiala royal
Amarinder Singh would obvi-
ously be the chief ministerial
candidate of the Punjab Lok
Congress-BJP alliance even
though his new party would
get a lesser number of seats
than the BJP in the seat shar-
ing pact. Of course, the
alliance has hardly got much
effect on the ground, given
that in the rural areas, it has no
traction while in urban pock-
ets, BJP has some influence but
overall the political analysts
are almost certain that it will
not cross the double digit fig-
ure. They have obviously writ-
ten off the alliance as a serious
contender of power despite
some aggressive inductions
from left, right and centre in
recent days. They see the
Patiala royal parting ways with
Congress and deciding to fight
elections more as an “ego trip
of a dethroned emperor”
rather than a serious attempt
at political resurrection.

As of now, it seems that the
strategy of AAP in naming
Mann, the popular face of the

party after a tele-voting cam-
paign, has helped get it traction
with the voters. Publicizing a
phone number for tele-voting,
asking voters to give missed
calls, SMS and WhatsApp,
helped the party connect with
the voters. All of this had an
element of surprise and polit-
ical freshness.  This was obvi-
ously a new exercise of its kind
and such novelty helps the
party catch the imagination of
the voters. Remember the days
of the “Chai pe charcha” cam-
paign of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi in 2014 Lok
Sabha polls and the “Coffee
with Captain” campaign of
Amarinder Singh in 2017
assembly poll which catapult-
ed both of them to power. Of
course, the man behind those
popular slogans—Prashant
Kishor—is now on a sabbati-
cal, not coining any new slogan
for anyone after West Bengal
where Mamata Banerjee
emerged victorious.

The “AAP da CM” tele-
voting exercise saw over 21
Lakh people expressing their

opinion on the number
released by AAP on January 13
for voting, and 93.3 percent
voted for Bhagwant Mann as
their choice to be Punjab’s CM.
Of course, there is many a slip
between the cup and the lip
and this is true in politics more
than anything else, it is now
certain that there would be no
parachute candidate in Punjab
now, as was believed by almost
all the other political parties.
In the last Assembly polls in
2017, when AAP did reason-
ably well, getting the Leader of
Opposition space by piping
out the Akali Dal, it had not
declared a CM face and obvi-
ously did not want to repeat
the mistake in 2022.

On the other hand, ruling
Congress has so far not made
any official announcement
though in 2017 it had named
Amarinder Singh as the CM
face of the party days before the
polls. As public campaign is not
allowed and no big rallies are
being held due to Election
Commission’s Covid-19 guide-
lines, top leadership of

Congress (read Rahul and
Priyanka Gandhi) have not yet
had the opportunity to go on
stage with Channi or Sidhu so
that any guesses could be made.

However, Congress, on its
Twitter handle, indicated that
Channi could be the candidate
as it shared a video clip in
which Bollywood actor-cum-
philanthropist Sonu Sood is
seen saying that people want
a person from humble origins
as the Chief Minister, indicat-
ing towards Channi.  In the
video, there are visuals of the
sitting chief minister which
has fuelled speculation that the
high command has sort of
endorsed the name.  It is
understood that Channi’s log-
ical and emotional stand on
the recent controversy over
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s security lapse in
Ferozepur seems to have
helped his cause. In addition,
he has in a calculated manner
cultivated the image of the
aam aadmi (common man)
who has no pretensions to cut
into the votes of the AAP.

The Congress high com-
mand knows it well that the
PCC chief Navjot Sidhu is not
the one to accept anyone’s
name as the CM face, except
his own without any protest, so
it is perhaps buying peace as
of now by not making any offi-
cial announcement.
“Collective leadership” is the
term coined to keep everyone
happy till the crunch time
comes.  Sidhu has been urging
the high command to name
the CM face, going to the
extent of saying, “Dulhe bin
baraat kaisi.” (What is a wed-
ding procession without a
groom). Obviously, he was
referring to the wedding pro-
cession as an election cam-
paign and groom as the chief
ministerial candidate. But
given the compulsions of the
top leadership in keeping
everyone happy, it seems, there
would be no “groom” in the
“wedding procession” as of
now from Congress and all it
would do is keep indicating
and suggesting Channi’s name,
without doing so.

Surprisingly, in the tele-
voting campaign of the AAP,
Sidhu was the second most
preferred CM candidate of
the party getting a little over 3
percent of the votes. Many in
Punjab had two interpreta-
tions or questions on this,
one whether Sidhu would
move to the AAP and two
what kind of methodology
was adopted by AAP in tele-
voting where Sidhu too fig-
ured. But political speculations
apart, Sidhu seems to be a few
steps behind Channi as of
now as the CM face of the
party amongst the party cadres
as well as the central leader-
ship.

So, the name of the
Captains of the respective
teams as of now are out—
Bhagwant Mann, Charanjit
Singh Channi, Sukhbir Singh
Badal and Amarinder Singh.
The results would decide who
has got on top.

(The writer is Senior
Resident Editor, The Pioneer,
Chandigarh)
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Accusing the Centre of mis-
using central agencies to

intimidate him and the
Congress party weeks before
the state assembly elections,
Punjab Chief Minister
Charanjit Singh Channi on
Wednesday alleged that he was
being targeted because of his
stand in the issue of security
lapse during Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s recent visit to
the poll-bound state.

Channi, mincing no words,
said that the Enforcement
Directorate (ED) action on his
nephew Bhupinder Singh
Honey over a 2018 sand min-
ing case was a ‘conspiracy’ by
the Centre to stop the Congress
from contesting the assembly
elections “and the Cabinet
Ministers are being threat-
ened”.

“If the chairs were empty,
(at BJP’s Ferozepur rally which
Modi was scheduled to
address) what is my fault? Why
is there a vendetta against me?
Had I fired at the protesting
farmers then it would have
been fine. But I didn’t do it.
Now, I am paying up,” he said.

Alleging that Punjabis are
being targeted by the Centre,
Channi said: “Why are
Punjabis being blamed. When
no one did anything, no one
threw a pebble at the PM or
fired any shot. What did the
PM mean by his sarcastic
‘Dhanyavad de dena’ (say

thanks) remark?”
“Now, attempts are made

that our people are not able to
contest elections. Relatives are
being pressed. Whenever they
think it is difficult to win, they
let their agencies loose,” said
Channi.

Accusing the BJP-led
Central Government to frame
him through his nephew, the
Chief Minister said alleged
that his nephew was tortured to
take his name. “What I have
heard is that they wanted to
arrest me last night. The courts
were kept open till 6 am...My
nephew was tortured to take
my name...But when it did not
happen, they asked the court to
close. I have not met my
nephew. We do not even know
where he is now. I have been
told that those who interro-
gated him told him that they
would not allow us to contest
elections,” he added.

Pointing that his nephew
was not even named in the
2018 FIR on the basis of which
ED has conducted raids,
Channi dubbed it as “a plant-
ed exercise”.

“They are taking revenge
because I stood with Punjab
and people of Punjab during
the Prime Minister’s visit to
Ferozepur. This is vindic-
tive...They are harassing our
people and want to spoil our
election...This is a conspiracy to
suppress us. So many of our
people and Ministers are under
pressure,” said the Chief

Minister, while addressing the
media along with Deputy Chief
Minister Sukhjinder Singh
Randhawa and Cabinet
Ministers Brahm Mohindra,
Tript Rajinder Singh Bajwa,
and Sukhbinder Singh Sarkaria.

Channi went on to add that
SAD leader Bikram Singh
Majithia, against whom a case
had recently been registered by
the Punjab Police under the
NDPS Act, and former Chief
Minister Capt Amarinder
Singh were behind the latest
ED raids. “They should have
raided my house. Why are
they going here and there to
reach me,” he said.

Alleging that attempts are
being made to stop him from
contesting the upcoming
assembly elections, Channi
said: “We are being forcibly
dragged into the case. I hope
the people of Punjab will stand
with me as I have stood by
them during the visit of the
Prime Minister. I have been a
Minister and MLA but there is
no taint on me. But they want
to forcibly put a blot on me. I
have been told that I will not be

allowed to file nomination and
contest elections.”

At the same time, Channi
appealed to the Election
Commission to stop “Centre’s
excesses” if they want a fair
election. “When my nephew’s
name is not there in the FIR,
why has he been dragged? The
other accused Kudratdeep
Singh’s name has been deleted
from the FIR as the mine allot-
ted to him did not operate,” he
said, adding that Honey
became a partner in
Kudratdeep Singh’s firm later
and the FIR was registered
earlier.

Also targeting the Aam
Aadmi Party (AAP) national
convener Arvind Kejriwal,
Channi said that the Delhi
Chief Minister was in cahoots
with BJP.

Channi said that the
Centre has been using the ED
and other agencies whenever
they want to win an election by
arm-twisting. “They did this in
West Bengal, Tamil Nadu and
Maharashtra. They will not be
able to do anything in Punjab,”
he said.
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Himachal Chief Minister Jai
Ram Thakur on

Wednesday inaugurated
Dharamshala Skyway, a rope-
way from Dharamshala to
Mcleodganj in Kangra district.
This 1.8 kms long ropeway has
been constructed by spending
an amount of Rs. 207 crore and
has connected Dharamshala
town with Mcleodganj.

While talking to the medi-
apersons on the occasion, the
Chief Minister said that con-
struction of this ropeway was
started in 2018 and has been
developed under DFBOT
mode as a public private part-
nership project by
Dharamshala Ropeway Limited
and Himachal Pradesh
Tourism and Civil Aviation
Department.

Thakur said that this rope-
way would go a long way in solv-
ing the traffic problem of
Mcleodganj and also prove as an
added tourist attraction.  This
ropeway would carry 1000 per-
sons in one hour in one direc-
tion and total time taken by the
trolley to reach Mcleodganj
from Dharamshala would be
five minutes and it has 10 tow-
ers and two stations. Mono
Cable Detachable Gondolas
Technology has been used in
this ambitious project, he added.
The Chief Minister inaugurated
and laid foundation stones of 17
developmental projects worth Rs
283.19 crore at Dharamshala in
Kangra district on Wednesday.
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Aam Aadmi Party national
convener and Delhi Chief

Minister Arvind Kejriwal on
Wednesday attacked his Punjab
counterpart Charanjit Singh
Channi over the Enforcement
Directorate (ED) raids, during
which Rs eight crores were
seized from Congress leader’s
nephew’s premises.

Minutes after Channi
addressed the media accusing
the Centre of misusing central
probe agencies to discredit
him, Kejriwal took to Twitter
and shared the viral pictures of
the recovered money with the
caption, “Channi is not an
aam aadmi (common man),
but a dishonest one”.

Kejriwal also quoted a
news agency report with his
tweet, that says cash and prop-
erty-related papers were recov-
ered by the ED after raids on
Channi’s nephew’s house.

Channi, earlier in the day,
took a dig at Kejriwal accusing
him of strengthening the BJP's
hand. Claiming that Kejriwal
was “very happy” about the
raids in Punjab, Channi said
that Kejriwal's relative was also
arrested by the Enforcement
Directorate.

Meanwhile, AAP’s Punjab
affairs co-in-charge Raghav
Chadha wondered how much
wealth would be discovered if

raids were conducted on Chief
Minister’s own premises.

Chadha, addressing the
media, said that according to
available information, cash
worth Rs 10 crore, bank entries
of Rs 56 crore, luxury cars,
around Rs 21 lakh of gold and
property papers have been
seized during the ongoing raid.
“If so many things have been
found from Punjab CM’s
nephew, how much of such
valuables will be found if the
ED raids other nephews and
relatives of the chief minister,”
he said.

Chadha added that
Channi's nephew did not have
much wealth even till a few
months ago. “All this wealth
was accumulated in the last 111
days, the same period since
Channi became the chief min-
ister of Punjab,” he alleged.

“Just imagine how much
wealth would be discovered if
raids were conducted on his
(Channi) own premises,” said
the AAP leader.

CHANNI SHOULD
QUIT FOR BEING HAND-
IN-GLOVE WITH SAND
MAFIA: BJP

BJP national general secre-
tary Tarun Chugh on
Wednesday demanded resig-
nation of Punjab Chief Minister
Charanjit Singh Channi for
patronizing his family members

in clandestine sand mining in
the State. “ED raids have estab-
lished that the Congress has
been running sand mafias in
the State under the Chief
Minister’s nose,” said Chugh. At
the same time, Chugh
debunked the Chief Minister's
argument that it was Centre's
vendetta. He said that recovery
of Rs 10 crore from CM's
nephew clearly proved that he
continued recklessly in illegal
sand mining for so long. “It is
known all over the State that the
Congress Government has been
patronizing liquor and sand
mafias in Punjab,” he added.

STOP BLAMING ME
FOR YOUR FAMILY’S
CRIMES: CAPT

Reacting to Punjab Chief
Minister Charanjit Singh
Channi’s allegations against
him for being behind the ED
raids in Punjab, his predeces-
sor Capt Amarinder Singh on
Wednesday lashed out at
Congress leader pointing that
ED “doesn’t report to me nor
did I plant the money seized
from your kin.” “...Stop blam-
ing me for your family’s crimes.
As I always say, the law takes its
own course, something that
Congress forgot when they
accused me of shielding cul-
prits,” said Capt Amarinder,
who heads Punjab Lok
Congress, an ally of BJP.

���
� 324-1,�4.2

12 fatalities due to COVID-
19 were reported in Haryana

as 8847 fresh infections sur-
faced on Wednesday.  Six
deaths were reported in Karnal,
two in Gurugram and one
each in Sonipat, Ambala,
Yamunanagar and Kurukshetra
in the last 24 hours, according
to the state’s health bulletin.
The daily positivity rate was
recorded at 19.99 percent in
Haryana.  Gurugram, the worst
affected district in the state
reported the highest 2918 fresh
cases followed by 1285 cases in
Faridabad. Among other dis-
tricts, 649 new cases were
reported in Sonipat, 593 in
Ambala, 452 in Panchkula,
437 in Karnal, 430 in Hisar, 321
in Rohtak. The active cases
jumped to 59344 in the state
with Gurugram reporting high-
est 24163 such cases. 

Punjab reports 27 deaths,
7849 new cases

Punjab reported 27 fatali-
ties and 7849 fresh cases of
COVID-19 on Wednesday.
According to the state’s health
bulletin, six deaths each were
reported in Amritsar and
Ludhiana, five in Jalandhar, two
each in Bathinda, Gurdaspur,
SAS Nagar, Sangrur and one
death in Hoshiarpur. 

The daily positivity rate of
18.94 percent was recorded in
the state.  The state’s COVID-
19 tally has reached 684664,
while the state’s death toll stood
at 16846, the bulletin stated.
Ludhiana reported the highest
number of 1325 fresh cases
recording the positivity rate of

25.74 percent. SAS Nagar
reported 1232 cases and a pos-
itivity rate of 35.32 percent. 888
fresh cases were reported in
Jalandhar, 643 in Hoshiarpur,
471 in Amritsar, 418 in Patiala,
414 in Bathinda, 330 in Ropar.
There were 45505 active cases
in the state. Among them, 773
were on oxygen support, 232 in
critical care facilities and 53 on
ventilator support, the bulletin
said.

Seven deaths, 3148 Covid
cases reported in Himachal

Seven persons died due to
COVID-19 in the last 24 hours
in Himachal taking the death
toll to 3892 in the state. Two
deaths were reported in
Chamba district, one each in
Shimla, Hamirpur, Una,
Kangra and Solan. A 105-year
old female in Kangra district
died due to COVID, according
to Himachal’s health bulletin.
The state also reported 3148
fresh COVID infections taking
the total number of cases to
252042. The highest number of
650 fresh cases were reported
in Solan district. Among other
districts, 497 cases were report-
ed in Kangra, 421 in Shimla,
361in Mandi, 258 in Una, 240
in Sirmaur, 226 in Hamirpur,
the state’s bulletin said.

1502 new cases and two
deaths reported in
Chandigarh

After two days of decline,
Chandigarh on Wednesday
reported 1502 new cases of
Covid-19 up from 1,275 cases
reported a day earlier. On January
17, 864 new Covid-19 infections
were reported in the city. 
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Heading an evolving coali-
tion, the Bharatiya Janata

Party (BJP) has finally reached
at a consensus over the seat
sharing formula with its allies
— Punjab Lok Congress –
headed by former Chief
Minister Capt Amarinder
Singh, Shiromani Akali Dal
(Sanyukt) – led by Rajya Sabha
MP Sukhdev Singh Dhindsa,
and also Lok Insaaf Party – led
by Bains Brothers.

As per the seat sharing
arrangement, the saffron party
will have a lion’s share among
the total 117 seats in Punjab,
and will field its candidates on
60 to 62 seats, while Capt
Amarinder-led PLC gets 38-40
seats and Dhindsa-led Akali
faction gets 10-12 seats in its
share.

Lok Insaaf Party, led by
Simarjeet Singh Bains and
Balwinder Singh Bains — both
MLAs and popularly known as
Bains Brothers, is likely to be
part the BJP-led alliance and
may contest on two to five
seats.

At the same time, the saf-
fron party has also finalised its
candidates for around three
dozen seats, and the announce-
ment is expected anytime now.

The names of the probable
candidates have been finalised
after extensive discussion at the
state level, and the approval
from the Central leadership is
awaited before releasing he
first list of candidates for the
February 20 elections.

It has been learnt that the

BJP will retain all the candi-
dates from the seats it tradi-
tionally contests in Punjab.
Besides, the party will also be
announcing candidature of
leaders from other political
parties from the seats they have
been contesting.

Former Cabinet Minister
and Guru Har Sahai MLA
Rana Gurmeet Singh Sodhi
and sitting Qadian MLA Fateh
Jung Singh Bajwa, who gave up
“hand” to hold the “lotus”, are
likely to be fielded from
Ferozepur and Batala, respec-
tively, instead of their tradi-
tional seats.

The first list has been pre-
pared after brainstorming over
4,000 applications, and dis-
cussing each and every 
name.

The saffron party has all
along been playing a second
fiddle to its ally — the
Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD) —
which severed the decades-old
ties with BJP over the issue of
Centre’s three agriculture acts.
SAD has now forged an
alliance with the BSP for ensu-
ing elections.

BJP, on the other hand, has
tied up with the splinter groups
led by the stalwarts of Punjab
politics — Capt Amarinder
and Dhindsa. But this time,
BJP would be the senior part-
ner in the alliance having
majority of seats in its share —
for the first time in Punjab.

The farmers’ agitation
against the Centre’s farm laws
created an anti-BJP wave
across the State, amidst all
sections of the society. Its

party leaders were not allowed
to move out, with the farmers
and their supporters disrupt-
ing BJP’s every public meeting
or gathering. On several occa-
sions, BJP leaders also had to
face the brunt.

However, after Prime
Minister Narendra Modi
accepted the agitating farmers’
demand to repeal the con-
tentious farm laws, the
announcement helped in paci-
fying the prevailing anger
against the 
BJP.

In a game of perception,
the BJP managed to woo big
names from other parties and
also prominent Sikh faces into
the party — in the process
sending across a message
among the state electors that it
was still popular. “We received
a total of 4028 applications to
apply for the ticket. The first
list is all ready and will be
announced soon,” a BJP leader
told The Pioneer.

The maximum number of
applications has been received
from Doaba, Majha, and the
urban areas in the Hindu-
dominated belt of Punjab,
while the least number of
applications were received
from Bathinda.

“We have received more
applications from Jalandhar,
Ludhiana, Amritsar, Patiala,
Hoshiarpur, Pathankot, and
Mohali. Since there are more
Hindus in urban areas and BJP
has a base among the urban
populace, more applications
were received from cities,” said
the BJP leader.
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Haryana Chief Minister
Manohar Lal Khattar on

Wednesday said that the coop-
eration shown by the corporate
houses under Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) along
with the government efforts
during the COVID-19 pan-
demic has been commend-
able. 

“IT companies like Infosys
have a name in the country and
the world.  Even in this time of
crisis, Infosys is brilliantly per-
forming its responsibility,” the
Chief Minister said while flag-
ging off the COVID
Vaccination Mobile Van donat-
ed by Infosys to Civil Hospital,
Sector-6, Panchkula under
CSR.

The COVID Vaccination
mobile van will be used for vac-
cination in remote areas like
Morni Hills in the Panchkula
district. Besides this, this van
will be used as part of the spe-
cial campaign for vaccination
in the slums of the 
city.  

Panchkula district is the
third such district in the state
where the first and second
doses of vaccination have been
administered to almost 100
percent of the population.  Now
people will be motivated for
booster doses.  Those who
have taken the second dose in
March and April 2021 are eli-
gible for a booster dose, it was
informed.
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hostages at a synagogue,
including the resident Rabbi
— the hostage taker’s singular
demand was the purported
release of the incarcerated
‘Lady Al Qaida’ Dr Aarifa
Siddiqui. The telltale symbol-
ism and conflation of the syn-
agogue, rabbi and hostage
drama for a convicted terror-
ist of Pakistani descent picked
up from Afghanistan —usual
admixture, somehow com-
mingling Israel/Jews into the
same, perhaps unwarrantedly.

Around the same time, as
part of the longstanding sec-
tarian shadowboxing between
the Shia Iranian leadership
and the Sunni Saudi Arabian
royal family, an unprecedent-
ed accusation by Gen Alireza
Tangsiri, Commander of
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps Navy, seeks to
shame the other. He implied
that the Saudi royal family is
descendants of Jews who
fought the holy Prophet, “We
cannot bear to see injustice in
a Muslim country that is per-
petrated by the Zionists and
the seeds of the Jews”, adding,
“These are the very same
Jews, and I’d better say
Zionists, whose hearts have
never aligned with Islam,
and even with the Prophet in
his time”. Again, the political
blame game within the
Ummah was sought to be set-

tled by invoking the familiar
watermarks of Zionism and
Jews, following the taint and
hate associated with the same,
irrespective if factual history
or the modern-day State of
Israel has anything to do
with the same.

Concurrently, another
eerie spectre of the fabled
Israeli connect (more indelibly
so this time) unfolded within
the Ummah’s irreconcilable
adherents with the mysterious
landing of a private plane
belonging to the notorious
Libyan warlord, Khalifa Haftar,
at Tel Aviv’s Ben Gurion
Airport. Embroiled in violent
clashes with various factions
(backed by various interna-
tional powers) for the spoils of
Libya in the post-Gadhafi era,
Khalifa was supposed to be
supported by powers like Syria,
Russia and, incredulously, even
the UAE, who would rather
have a Gadhafiesque dictator
in Khalifa to keep the extrem-
ists out. So, while Khalifa’s
nemesis and current Libyan
Prime Minister Abdulhamid
Mohammed Dbeibeh is
believed to have recently met
Mossad director David Barnea
to ‘normalise’ relations with
Israel — yet it is the surreal
landing of Khalifa’s plane in
Israel to seek its support for his
presidential candidature, that
speaks volumes of the Israeli

acquiescence in the Ummah’s
muddle. The clear sign of the
importance of garnering
Israel’s support in any domes-
tic power bid, even if thou-
sands of kilometres away, is
unmistakable.

Israel officially denies any
pernicious role in the tumult
within the Ummah, though it
has made strategic inroads
with the now-extremism-
wary Sheikdoms in the Arab
world. It has tellingly opened
an Embassy in the UAE and
plans to do so in Bahrain and
Morocco soon (it already has
one in Jordan and Egypt).
Saudi Arabia’s heir apparent,
Mohammad Bin Salman
(MBS), also had to uncon-
vincingly deny reports that he
last year secretly met the
then Israeli Prime Minister
Netanyahu at the Red Sea
port of Neon. Clearly, a lot of
backroom plotting, machina-
tions and emotions are vest-
ed in the ‘Israeli connect’ that
underlie the regional turmoil
— how much of it is real or
imagined, remains unan-
swered but what is true is that
the issue of Palestine is on the
backburner, and Israel looks
stronger than ever.

(The writer, a military vet-
eran, is a former Lt Governor
of Andaman & Nicobar Islands
and Puducherry. The views
expressed are personal.)
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Sir — The Centre’s statement in the
Supreme Court that it does not want to
implement forced vaccination has sparked
off a debate over balancing “public inter-
est” with “personal choice”. The
Government further said that though the
Union Health Ministry urged everyone to
take the anti-COVID vaccine, it never
forced anyone to get “vaccinated against
their wishes”. Likewise, the Centre does not
advise making a vaccine certificate manda-
tory for any purpose. While the Centre’s
stand on vaccination is fair in terms of peo-
ple’s rights, it must be noted that many
States have made vaccination more or less
compulsory. The vaccination certificate is
compulsory in several parts of the coun-
try where infection is on the rise.

Such restrictions are accepted by
people because these are imposed in pub-
lic interest. Hence, people need to com-
ply with vaccination rules as well. There
is no denying that people’s freedom and
rights must be preserved. On the other
hand, reckless behaviour on flimsy pretext
cannot be tolerated. While forcing people
to get vaccinated without their consent is
against personal liberty, being unvaccinat-
ed poses a threat to public health. It must
be understood that several countries have
made vaccination compulsory. Public
interest and personal choice must be prop-
erly balanced. There must be exemptions
where required. Public safety is more
important than personal liberty when
there is a health crisis.

Venu GS | Kollam
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Sir — There will be no chief guest for the
second year in a row at the Republic Day
parade as the plan to host foreign leaders
has been cancelled due to the COVID-19
pandemic. According to news reports, the
plan to host the heads of five Central Asian
countries — Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan
— has been cancelled owing to the pan-
demic conditions in India as well as in
these respective countries.

Meanwhile, the number of people
permitted to attend the Republic Day

parade this year is likely to be curtailed
to approximately 5,000-8,000 due to
the health situation, which is quite dan-
gerous and serious, with seats reserved
for construction workers, frontline
health workers and others, according
to senior officials of the Defence
Ministry. This proves that the Republic
Day celebration is there now just for
the sake of name. With these develop-
ments, it is high time that the Republic
Day celebration must be cancelled
altogether for the next few years, until
the health scare goes away from our
country.

Bhagwan Thadani | Mumbai
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Sir —  The Election Commission has
shown a good gesture by accepting the
demand of all political parties to defer
the date of Punjab election from
February 14 as the Guru Ravidas
Jayanti falls on February 16, and lakhs
of devotees visit Varanasi to pay obei-
sance on Magh Purnima every year.

The Government must ensure that the
devotees follow all COVID protocols
properly, otherwise it can prove to be
a super-spreader. In addition to this
gesture, the EC has taken another good
initiative which has remained largely
unnoticed and which needs to be
highlighted for all voters in general and
the disabled in particular who want to
cast their vote from home.

I am a disability activist and recent-
ly nominated icon for persons with dis-
ability (PwD) for the Assembly elec-
tions to be held in February 2022. If any
PwD wants to vote from home, s/he can
contact the local BLO. This procedure
is being adopted for the first time. Your
identification will be done by the BLO
and your vote will be blocked, so
nobody else can cast your vote. It is our
duty to cooperate with the EC to
strengthen democracy at the grassroots.

Yash Pal Ralhan | Jalandhar
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Fixation with Israel haunts
the Ummah (pan-Islamic
community), sometimes
credibly so, other times

imagined rather creatively. Even
the distant, multicultural and
multi-confessional (with Muslim
majority) Malaysia insists on its
passport with the inscription:
“This passport is valid for all
countries except Israel.” With no
territorial or commercial dis-
agreement besetting any Israeli-
Malaysian dimension, yet former
Malaysian leader Mohammad
Mahathir had called it a “State of
robbers”, “the enemy” and
described Jews as “hook-nosed”,
“rule this world by proxy” etc. At
the heart of this deep-rooted
angst is the emotive and unre-
solved issue of Palestine by a nar-
row stretch of country, Israel,
with a population of less than 7
million Jews, that irks and ran-
kles many in the global Ummah
of nearly 2 billion. Even as the
Ummah itself remains mired in
disagreements of sectarian, eth-
nic and political nature —
almost all within attribute the
overt or covert hand of Israelis
a la ‘Zionist Conspiracies’, that
contextualises their perceived
problems. Indeed, Israeli spy
agency Mossad does play a
hyper-intrusive role in safe-
guarding its sovereign interests,
but perhaps not as fantastically
as popularly imagined.

Three recent, simultaneous
and completely unrelated inci-
dents in distant lands illustrate
this Israeli-Jewish fascination. A
US citizen of Pakistani origin,
MIT-trained neuroscientist Dr
Aarifa Siddiqui, currently con-
victed for 86 years in the US on
charges of shooting at US Army
and FBI officers while in custody
in Afghanistan, was at the cen-
tre of a hostage drama. The
intensely followed and disputed
trial had all the elements of
intrigue, counterespionage and
murky trails and the Pakistan
Government was forced to
defend her case publicly, in vain.
However, during the long-drawn
court proceedings, she had tried
to fire her lawyers as they were
Jewish and she explicitly wrote to
the courts that Jews were “cruel,
ungrateful and back-stabbing”
people! Recently, a gunman in a
small town in Texas took four
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Nine passengers died and near-
ly forty were injured following
the derailment of several
coaches of Bikaner-Guwahati

Express around 5 PM on January 13 at
Domahani in Mainaguri area of West
Bengal’s Jalpaiguri district. The derail-
ment caused many of the twelve coach-
es which derailed to capsize or climb
over another coach. Railways Minister
Ashwini Vaishnaw announced that he
was personally monitoring the rescue
operations. Anex-gratia of �5 lakh each
to the kin of the deceased, �1 lakh for
those injured grievously and �25,000 for
those who sufferedsimple injuries was
announced. 

The safety record of Indian Railways
(IR) has improved in recent years.
Without going into the nitty-gritty of
statistics, it is clearly seen that the num-
ber of fatalities has come down drasti-
cally if we leave aside run-over and level
crossing accidents for which IR is not
directly culpable. This has become
possible due to many factors, like
greater stress on upkeep of track and
allied infrastructure and large-scale
induction of LHB coaches. 

The LHB coaches were developed by
Linke-Hofmann-Busch of Germany.
They are considered to be “anti-telescop-
ic”, which means they do not get turned
over or flip in case of a collision (chiefly
head-on). These coaches are made of
stainless steel and the interiors are made
of aluminium which make them lighter
as compared to conventional rakes.
They come equipped with “advanced
pneumatic disc brake system” for effi-
cient braking at higher speeds, These
modern coaches offer a higher carrying
capacity, have higher speed potential,
lighter in weight and have increased
codal life. 

This accident has, however, brought
into focus once again, the issue of
avoidable fatalities in an accident by
switching over to a safer coach design.
The causes of the accident can be many,
which incidentally, in this case is a trac-
tion motor of the locomotive falling
down, something which is rather bizarre
as this equipment is secured very strong-
ly. The idea should be that even if a
derailment does occur, in spite of all the
precautions and measure, the damage it
causes to the affected coaches should be
so controlled that it causes minimal casu-
alties.

It is being said that had the train been
provided with LHB type coaches instead
of the vintage ICF (Integral Coach
Factory) type, no life would have been
lost. This premise in itself is correct as
successive accidents have shown that
whenever ICF type coaches are involved
in derailment at high speeds, coaches
climb and capsize causing heavy casu-
alties whereas similar accidents with
LHB coaches have practically no casu-
alties and certainly no fatalities.
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IR principally employs two
types of coaches. One is the ICF
type which is based on a design
imported in 1950s. The other is
the LHB type which follows a
German design imported in the
late 1990s. For common under-
standing, the latter coaches are
designed with a coupler, which
gets strongly interlocked with
the coupler of the adjacent
coach,preventing relative side-
ways and vertical movements of
the coaches with respect to each
other and, therefore, coaches do
not climb or capsize, even if there
is a derailment. ICF type coach-
es, on the other hand, have no
such restraining arrangement,
causing them to mount each
other or capsize individually when
facing absorption of kinetic ener-
gy in case of a derailment.At the
same time, the more recent Train
18 type coaches are even safer
with their semi-permanent type
couplers, anti-climbing feature
and safer structural designs. 

After such an accident occurs,
much ado follows berating the IR
for delaying faster proliferation of
LHB type coaches. Railways, how-
ever, huffed and hawed on the
issue till 2017, when a series of
such accidents forced it to stop
manufacture of ICF type coach-
es, switching over completely to
LHB types as far as new manufac-
ture was concerned. The problem
of a large legacy fleet of ICF type
coaches with years of useful life

still remained, given that an ICF
type coach has a useful life of 25
years. As of today, the number of
coaches on IR is around 40000
ICF type and 25000 LHB type
which means that a large number
of even faster trains run with ICF
type coaches.

The crescendo which has built
up, just as in the past when such
an accident took place, runs down
ICF type coaches calling them
coffins on wheels. This is an
exaggeration as this type of coach-
es have served the country well
since 1950s. Lives of railway pas-
sengers always mattered,but in
recent years, perhaps due to the
penetration of social media, they
matter much more and rightly so.
Some drastic measures are, there-
fore, called for. The solution is
rather plain. Scrap ICF type
coaches in a greater haste and
increase the pace of manufacture
of LHB type coaches to replace
them. 

The order is not tall; thanks to
some measures taken by railway
Production Units, particularly
Integral Coach Factory since
2016, IR can be geared to manu-
facture 9000 coaches per year. If
that is achieved from April 2022,
as many as 25000 oldest ICF type
coaches can be replaced, prema-
turely, by safer LHB type coach-
es or train sets, relegating the bal-
ance to inferior services which can
then complete their full useful life
without putting lives of passengers

to danger. IR is a large system and
some derailments of passenger
trains would occur even if the rail
infrastructure is improved further
but more and more LHB type
coaches would mean that the
risk of fatalities in such derail-
ments would be greatly reduced.

The inevitable question would
be about the extra �15000-20,000
crore that it would cost. First of
all, it is not a big amount given
that it would definitely save hun-
dreds of lives in the years to come.
Second, IR has shown unprece-
dented haste in abandoning and
stabling a large fleet of its func-
tioning diesel locomotives, speed-
ing up electrification and manu-
facturing a large number of elec-
tric locomotives to showcase its
commitment towards use of green
energy; that the power consumed
by its electric locomotives is hard-
ly green is another matter.

IR can, therefore, decide to
use its funds more meaningfully,
taking this as an opportunity to
bite the bullet and let the old
make way for the new, which
would not only mean more LHB
type coaches but also more mod-
ern trainsets like Train 18 and
their upgraded version in alu-
minium body. Modern train sets
would not only mean safer trav-
el but also more comfortable
passenger experience. It is time
for IR to decide on a bold initia-
tive to provide safer travel to its
passengers.

(The writer is a retired
General Manager,
Indian Railways. 

The views expressed 
are personal.)

The committee set up by
the Union Government
at the end of the long-

drawn farmers’ protest to
decide on the issue of MSP
should consider dismantling
thediscriminatory price policy
and instead adopt the Area
Planning approach with an
inbuilt guarantee of MSP. 

This will reduce the huge
Government expenditure and
help in optimum utilisation of
our scarce land and water
resources, fertilisers and other
inputs by controlling overpro-
duction.  

The practice of Area
Planning, already adopted as
the alternative mechanism by
developed countries like the
USA, Australia and the UK,is
a tested approach and has
proven its worth. In Australia,
the departments of agricul-

ture and food provide informa-
tion and advice to the
Australian Planning
Commission and local govern-
ments to ensure strategic plan-
ning at the farmers’ level for the
growth of agriculture as per
demand of domestic human
and animal requirements and
industrial use and exports. 

In the US and Australia,
the zoning process regulates the
types of activities that can be
accommodated on a given
piece of land as well as the
amount of space devoted to
those activities. Subsidies are
also linked to area allocated
under a crop. In case of the UK,
all farms above five hectares
have to get approval for use of
land,not only for growing crops
but also for constructing build-
ings, carry out excavations and
engineering operations for

allied activities.
In India, we have been

observing that the overproduc-
tion of any commodity causes
an abrupt fall in prices and
heavy losses to farmers. If pro-
curement is done by the
Government, it leads to heavy
loss to the exchequer when
international prices are lower.
Implementation of Area
Planning can take care of both
these problems and also save
on costs of inputs and post-har-
vest management.  Besides,

Area Planning will help in
optimising the use of scarce
resources such as water and fer-
tilizers by preventing a glut in
the production of individual
commodities.  

Before appraising the new
approach, we have to under-
stand the ground realities of
MSP at the all-India level. As
per the estimate reported by
NSSO (77th round) in the
Situation Assessment Survey
(SAS) of agri-householdsfor
the agricultural year July 2018
to June 2019, just 8.8 per cent
of them sold any crop to the
government agencies at
MSP.The value of that agri-pro-
duce was just 8 per cent of the
total value of agriculture (crops
plus livestock).  

Going by the Census and
National Accounts data, the
percentages come down to5.6

and 2.2, respectively.At the
national level, that translates to
less than one per cent in most
of North-Eastern states to as
high as 50 per cent 
in Chattisgarh, 30 per cent in
Telangana, 28 per cent 
in Punjab, and 23 per cent in
Haryana. 

Past experience indicates
that farmers from Punjab and
Haryana have benefitted the
most from the MSP regime
because they are more organ-
ised and enjoy a lead in
resources and production due
to the onset of Green
Revolution in the 1960s. Of
late, procurement has spread in
states like Chattisgarh and
Telangana for paddy and
Madhya Pradesh for wheat. It
has resulted in lopsided pro-
duction. Even though MSPs are
announced for 23 commodi-

ties, the price support essential-
ly runs for wheat and rice and
that too in selected states. We
see a highly distorted picture of
incentive structure which
favours the wheat and rice
producing states. 

Agricultural economists
and experts say MSP distorts
the basic logic of the supply-
demand mechanism,slows
down the process of diversifi-
cation and is economically a
very expensive and inefficient
policy instrumentbesides lead-
ing to massive leakages and
corruption. It cannot augment
incomes of small and margin-
al farmers who represent
almost 87 per cent of the total
farming community. With an
average holding size of 0.9 ha,
unless farmers move rapidly
towards high-value agricul-
ture,there is not much scope to

achieve better incomes for
small land holders in an eco-
nomically efficient and sustain-
able way. 

It is much better to direct-
ly help small and marginal
farmers with an income poli-
cy or through a diversification
package towards high value
agriculture, the experts advise.

The issue of optimum util-
isation of land, water, fertilis-
ers, labour and other inputs
also needs to be considered.
With a growing population, we
have limited land which meets
the basicneedsofcereals, pulses,
oils, milk, meat, fruits, vegeta-
bles, clothing, fuel and shelter.
The cropping system should be
tailored to local consumption
patterns rather than for only
getting the maximum price,
irrespective of whether the
produce has a demand or not. 
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(The writer is a senior 
journalist and Chairman,

Panwar Group of Institutions,
Solan, Himachal Pradesh. The
views expressed are personal.)
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Major international airlines
cancelled flights heading

to the US or changed the
planes they're using
Wednesday, the latest compli-
cation in a dispute over con-
cerns that 5G mobile phone
service could interfere with
aircraft technology.

Some airlines said they
were warned that the Boeing
777, a plane used by carriers
worldwide, was particularly
affected by the new high-speed
wireless service. The aircraft is
the workhorse for Dubai-based
Emirates, a key carrier for
East-West travel, and its flight
schedule took one of the
biggest hits.

It was not clear how dis-
ruptive the cancellations would
be. Several airlines said they
would try to merely use dif-
ferent planes to maintain their
service.The cancellations and
changes came a day after
mobile phone carriers AT&T
and Verizon said they would
postpone new wireless service
near some US airports planned
for this week.

The US Federal Aviation
Administration has cleared a
number of aircraft to fly into
airports with 5G signals, but
the Boeing 777 is not on

list.Similar mobile networks
have been deployed in dozens
of other countries-sometimes
with concessions like reducing
power of networks near air-
ports, as France has done. But
in the US, the issue has pitted
FAA and airlines against
Federal Communications
Commission and the telecoms
companies. 

The 5G service uses a seg-
ment of the radio spectrum
that is close to that used by
radio altimeters, which are
devices that measure the height
of aircraft above the ground
and help pilots land in low vis-
ibility. 

The FCC, which set a
buffer between the 5G band
and the spectrum that planes
use, determined that it could be
used safely in the vicinity of air
traffic. AT&T and Verizon
have said their equipment will
not interfere with aircraft elec-
tronics.But FAA officials saw a
potential problem, and telecom
companies agreed to a pause
while it is addressed.

On Wednesday, Emirates
announced it would halt flights
to several American cities due
to "operational concerns asso-
ciated with planned deploy-
ment of 5G mobile network
services in US at certain air-
ports." It said it would contin-

ue flights to Los Angeles, New
York and Washington."We are
working closely with aircraft
manufacturers and relevant
authorities to alleviate opera-
tional concerns, and we hope
to resume our US services as
soon as possible," the state-
owned airline said.Of particu-
lar concern appears to be
Boeing 777. Emirates only flies
that model and Airbus A380
jumbo jet. 

Japan's All Nippon
Airways said that FAA "has
indicated that radio waves from
5G wireless service may inter-
fere with aircraft altimeters."  

"Boeing has announced
flight restrictions on all airlines
operating the Boeing 777 air-
craft, and we have cancelled or
changed the aircraft for some
flights to/from the US based on
the announcement by Boeing,"
ANA said. 

It cancelled 20 flights over
the issue to cities such as
Chicago, Los Angeles and New
York.Japan Airlines similarly
said that it had been informed
that 5G signals "may interfere
with radio altimeter installed
on Boeing 777." It said it will
stop using model in continen-
tal US for now. Eight of its
f lights were affected
Wednesday-three passenger
trips and five for cargo. 
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The Omicron variant of
coronavirus may reduce

the incidence of  severe
COVID-19 disease, and the
infection may become less
disruptive to individuals and
society in future, according to
a study conducted by
researchers in South Africa.

The findings of the
yet-to-be peer-reviewed study
are consistent with the previ-
ous observations of Omicron
displacing Delta, since the
variant can elicit immunity
which neutralises Delta.

The researchers
from Africa Health Research
Institute observed in sam-
ples from 23 people infected
with Omicron in November
and December that the vari-
ant escapes neutralising
immunity elicited by Delta
infection.

This  indicates that
Omicron can re-infect Delta
infected individuals but not
vice-versa, giving Omicron an
advantage over Delta, they
said."The implications of such
displacement would depend
on whether Omicron is
indeed less pathogenic than
Delta. If so, then the inci-

dence of COVID-19 severe
disease would be reduced and
the infection may shift to
become less disruptive to
individuals and society," they
authors of the study noted.

The finding is an update
to the study by the same
research team which found
enhancement of immunity
against Delta variant with
Omicron infection.

"We were able to add
study participants to see more
clearly the effect of vaccina-
tion," Professor Alex Sigal,
from Africa Health Research
Institute tweeted on Tuesday.

The earlier part of the
study, posted on the pre-print
repository MedRxiv, used
data from 15 previously vac-
cinated and unvaccinated
people who were infected
with the Omicron variant.

The scientists used plas-
ma, a blood product which
contains antibodies, from the
participants to test the abili-
ty of the antibodies to control
both Omicron and Delta in
the lab -- a so-called 'neu-
tralisation' test. The results
show a developing antibody
response to Omicron, with
neutralisation increasing 14-
fold over this time.
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Chinese capital Beijing
reported f ive new

COVID-19 cases of the Delta
variant on Wednesday, days
after the first Omicron case
was detected in the city brac-
ing to host the Winter 

Olympics from next
month. Four of the infected
people are the employees of a
cold storage company in
Fangshan district. 

The fifth person, who
lives with one of  those
employees, also works in the
cold storage industry, Liu
Xiaofeng, deputy director of
the Beijing Centre for Disease
Control and Prevention,
(DCP) told a news conference
here.

The Delta variant was
detected from samples. All of
the cases have been trans-
ferred to designated hospitals
for medical treatment,  he
said.

The city which is bracing
to host the Winter Olympics
from February 4 reported
first case of Omicron variant
on January 16 prompting the
health officials to ramp up
testing and tracing. Concerns
were heightened as millions of
people were set to travel
across the country to celebrate

the week-long Spring Festival
and Chinese New Year from
the end of this month.

Chinese officials blamed
the lone Omicron case in
Beijing on international mail
delivered from Canada to
Beijing via the US and Hong
Kong. 

The single Omicron case
detected in Beijing was traced
back to an international doc-
ument from Canada, and it
was found to have similar
strains from those in North
America and Singapore,
according to health officials.

Few days ago,  the
Omicron variant was found in
the nearby Tianjin city. Since
Beijing reported one locally
transmitted case on Saturday,
the infected cases have
involved Haidian, Chaoyang,
Fangshan and Fengtai dis-
tricts by Wednesday in the
current COVID-19 outbreak
in the capital city, the state-
run China Daily reported.

The DCP has released the
tracks of the new cases and
asked the residents who have
been to those places during
the same period to report to
local communities as soon as
possible. Liu said residents
should not leave Beijing
before receiving nucleic acid
testing results.
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US Secretary of State Antony
Blinken urged western

nations Wednesday to remain
united in the face of what he
called "relentless" Russian
aggression against Ukraine and
reassured Ukraine's leader of
their support.

Blinken told Ukrainian
President Volodymyr Zelenskyy
during a visit to Kyiv that the
U.S. And its allies were stead-
fast in backing his country and
its democratic aspirations amid
growing fears of a potentially
imminent Russian invasion.

"The Ukrainian people
chose a democratic and
European path in 1991. They
took to the Maidan to defend
that choice in 2013, and unfor-
tunately ever since you have
faced relentless aggression from
Moscow," Blinken said, refer-
ring to Ukraine's trajectory
since the collapse of the Soviet
Union.

"Our strength depends on
preserving our unity and that
includes unity within Ukraine,"
he said to Zelenskyy. "I think
one of Moscow's long-standing
goals has been to try to sow
divisions between and within
our countries and quite simply,
we cannot and will not let
them do that." The Biden
administration said earlier it
was providing an additional
$200 million in defensive mil-
itary aid to Ukraine to help pro-
tect its sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity. Zelenskyy

thanked Blinken for the assis-
tance, which was approved in
late December but not formal-
ly confirmed until Wednesday,
as well as for his visit and assur-
ances of support.

"This (military) support
not only speaks to our strategic
plans of Ukraine joining the
alliance, but more importantly
to the level of our military, our
military supplies," he said, refer-
ring to Kyiv's desire to join
NATO over Russia's strong
objections. "If we want dra-
matically fast steps in modern-
izing the military, we need
help especially in these tough
times," Zelenskyy said. "Your
visit is very important.

It underlines once again
your powerful support of our
independence and sovereignty."
The aid announcement came at
the start of Blinken's hastily
arranged visit as U.S. And west-
ern officials stepped up increas-
ingly dire warnings about a pos-
sible Russian invasion.

Blinken said Russian
President Vladimir Putin is
now in position to launch mil-
itary action against Ukraine at
will and at very short notice
with more than 100,000 troops
massed on its border and plans
to add more. "We know that
there are plans in place to
increase that force even more
on very short notice and that
gives President Putin the capac-
ity, also on very short notice, to
take further aggressive action
against Ukraine," Blinken told
staff at U.S. Embassy in Kyiv.
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Pakistan's election commis-
sion has ordered the declas-

sification of key documents
linked to the foreign funding
case against the ruling Pakistan
Tehreek-i-Insaf, a move that
could potentially spell more
trouble for Prime Minister
Imran Khan, a media report
said on Wednesday.

According to a damning
report released earlier this
month by the Election
Commission of Pakistan's
Scrutiny Committee, Khan's
Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI)
had grossly under-reported
funds received from foreign
nationals, firms and also con-
cealed bank accounts.The rul-
ing party had under-reported
an amount of Rs PKR 312 mil-
lion over a four-year period,
between FY 2009-10 and FY
2012-13, the report said. 

The year-wise details reveal
that an amount in excess of
PKR 145 million was under-
reported in FY 2012-13 alone,
it said.These documents were
part of this Scrutiny
Committee report, but were
not released along with the
report, the Dawn newspaper
said.

These documents, which
will be made public, will
include all the papers sought by
the ECP through the state of
Pakistan, in its letter dated
July 3, 2018, the newspaper
report said. Chief Election
Commissioner (CEC) Sikander
Sultan Raja passed the order on
Tuesday, when the counsel for
the petitioner said that certain
critical portions of the report

had been kept secret and his
client was being denied access
to them. The CEC directed that
no part of the report should be
kept confidential and the whole
report should be provided to
the petitioner, the report said.

The ECP had kept the
documents away from the pub-
lic domain after PTI had
objected to sharing the docu-
ments with Akbar S. Babar, the
ruling party's founding mem-
ber and the petitioner in this
case, it added. 

Describing the Scrutiny
Committee's report as 'dis-
honest', Babar's counsel Syed
Ahmad Hassan Shah said
meaningful scrutiny was not
possible unless critical pieces of
evidence were made public, in
line with an earlier order of the
commission. The CEC direct-
ed PTI counsel Anwar
Mansoor to file a written reply 

by the next date of hearing
and adjourned the hearing till
February 1, the report said.  

Talking to reporters after
the hearing, Minister of State
for Information Farrukh Habib
said that PTI was the only polit-
ical party that attaches any
importance to transparency in
the fund-collection process. 

He alleged that Babar was
on the payroll of opposition
PML-N and had been exposed
by the findings of the scrutiny
committee.   

Babar, told reporters that
the decision on declassification
of documents was historic. He
said the report documents that
at least PKR 836,897,508 and
USD 1.6 million, collected
domestically, have no source
and details. 
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China has asked Taliban's
interim administration in

Afghanistan to meet "expecta-
tion of international communi-
ty" in response to Islamist group's
appeal to Beijing to help it get the
global recognition.   

"We hope the Afghan side will
respond further to expectation

of international community,
establish an open and inclusive
political  architecture, adopt
moderate and prudent domestic
and foreign policies, firmly com-
bat all sorts of terrorist forces,"
Chinese Foreign Ministry
spokesman Zhao Lijian told a
media briefing on Tuesday.

The new Afghanistan gov-
ernment should also "live on
friendly terms with other coun-
tries, especially its neighbours,
and integrate into international
family at an early date", he said
responding to a question quot-
ing reports from Kabul that
Taliban had sought China's help
to get global diplomatic recog-
nition.

China has been asking the
Taliban to crackdown on the sep-
aratist East Turkistan Islamic
Movement (ETIM) active in the
volatile Muslim-majority
Xinjiang province, which shares
borders with Afghanistan. 

No country has so far
recognised Taliban government
despite the diplomatic campaign
from Pakistan which firmly
backed Afghan militant group to
seize power in August last year.

Taliban's failure to form an
inclusive government with other
Afghan political leaders, exclu-
sion of Afghan women from
public life as well as girls from
education besides its alleged
links with transnational terror-
ist groups remained main reser-
vations of the global communi-
ty to extend diplomatic recog-
nition.  

On Wednesday, acting
Afghan Prime Minister Mullah
Hasan Akhund appealed for
international recognition of
Taliban government, saying "I
ask all governments, especially
Islamic countries, that they
should start recognition."

"Afghanistan has met all
criteria and conditions needed
for recognition of a govern-
ment, therefore I am calling
upon world countries to recog-
nise legitimate government (of)
Islamic Emirate and extend sup-
port to Afghans," China's state-
run Xinhua news agency quot-
ed Akhund as saying while
addressing an economic con-
ference in Kabul.

This is first time that
Akhund made a major public
appearance since he assumed
role in September last year,
Xinhua report said. Zhao said
China has noted that "the
Afghan interim government has
actively engaged in internation-
al exchange, and quite a few
countries".

"We hold that international
community should support
Afghan  people in seeking a
development path in keeping
with their national realities and
realising lasting stability and
development on basis of respect-
ing country's sovereign inde-
pendence and territorial integri-
ty," he said.
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China on Wednesday con-
demned plans by Slovenia

to upgrade relations with self-
governing Taiwan, a move like-
ly to spark diplomatic and eco-
nomic retaliation against tiny
Central European country.
Chinese Foreign Ministry
spokesperson Zhao Lijian said
China was "shocked by this and
strongly opposed to it," but
gave no immediate details on
how Beijing would respond. 

"It is a dangerous state-
ment made by Slovenian leader
that overtly challenges one-
China principle and supports
Taiwan independence," Zhao
told reporters at a daily briefing,
referring to comments Monday
by Slovenia's Prime Minister
Janez Jansa.

China claims Taiwan as its
own territory to be brought
under its control by force if nec-
essary and has been ratcheting
up diplomatic pressure on
island to force it into political
concessions. "No one should
underestimate strong determi-
nation, firm will and strong abil-
ity of Chinese people to defend
national sovereignty and terri-
torial integrity," Zhao said.
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Embattled liquor tycoon
Vijay Mallya, who is based

in Britain for over five years,
faces the prospect of bailiffs
knocking on the doors of his
luxury London home any time
now after a British court ruled
that a bank pursuing its unpaid
dues can take charge of the
high value property.

The 65-year-old former
Kingfisher Airlines boss
intends to appeal against ruling
on Tuesday, when a High Court
procedural judge concluded
that Mallya's position in mat-
ter was "completely hopeless" at
end of an extended stay from
eviction due to the pandemic.

The 18/19 Cornwall
Terrace property, which is
located in one of central
London's prime hubs of
Regent's Park near Madame
Tussauds wax museum, is of
such high value that court only
referred to it as being worth
"many tens of millions of
pounds".

Deputy Master Matthew
Marsh noted in a virtual hear-
ing this week to deliver his
judgment that Mallya's 95-
year-old mother was current-
ly resident at property. 
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AUN agency appealed
Wednesday to interna-

tional community to donate
tens of millions of dollars to
help improve living conditions
for Palestinians in crisis-hit
Lebanon. The appeal by agency
for Palestinian refugees, or
UNRWA, is asking for an addi-
tional USD 87.5 million is to
provide Palestinian refugees
with cash assistance to poorest,
cover hospital expenses, as
well as transportation for chil-
dren so that they can go to
school. 

UNRWA says more than
210,000 Palestinian refugees
are among most vulnerable
and that some basic com-
modities have become out of
reach for many as Lebanon
sinks deeper into economic
meltdown. 

It added that more than 58
per cent of Palestinian refugees
here have reduced numbers of
meals they eat every day. About
400,000 Palestinian refugees
and their descendants mostly
live in a dozen refugee camps
in Lebanon.

New York: André Leon
Talley, the towering former  cre-
ative director and editor at large
of Vogue magazine, has died. He
was 73.Talley's literary agent
David Vigliano confirmed
Talley's death to USA Today late
Tuesday, but no additional
details were immediately avail-
able. Talley was an influential
fashion journalist who worked
at Women's Wear Daily and
Vogue and was a regular in front
row of fashion shows in New
York and Europe. At 6-feet-6
inches tall, Talley cut an impos-
ing figure wherever he went,
with his stature, his considerable

influence on fashion world, and
his bold looks. In a 2013 Vanity
Fair spread titled "The Eyeful
Tower," Talley was described as
"perhaps industry's most impor-
tant link to past."  Designer Tom
Ford told magazine Talley was
"one of last great fashion editors
who has an incredible sense of
fashion history. … He can see
through everything you do to
original reference, predict what
was on your inspiration board."
Designer Diane von Furstenberg
praised Talley on Instagram,
writing: "no one saw world in a
more glamorous way than you
did … no one was grander and

more soulful than you were." In
his 2003 memoir, "A.L.T.: A
Memoir," Talley focused on two
of most important women in his
life: his maternal grandmother,
Bennie Frances Davis and late
fashion editor Diana Vreeland.
"Bennie Frances Davis may have
looked like a typical, African
American domestic worker to
many of people who saw her on
an ordinary day, but I, who
could see her soul, could also see
her secret: that even while she
wore a hair net and work clothes
to scrub toilets and floors, she
wore an invisible diadem," he
wrote. AP
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An Israeli Cabinet minister
on Wednesday dismissed

claims that police used con-
troversial spyware to surveil
protesters, a day after a news-
paper investigation prompted
outraged lawmakers to seek a
formal inquiry.

On Tuesday, a Hebrew-
language business paper pub-
lished allegations that the Israel
Police used NSO Group spy-
ware to hack the phones of the
leaders of protests against for-
mer Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu, municipal leaders
and other citizens without
proper oversight. The police
denied the report's findings
and said they operate accord-
ing to the law, and the NSO
Group said it does not identi-
fy its clients. 

Pegasus, the sophisticated
spyware made by the Israeli
spyware company, has been
linked to snooping on human
rights activists, journalists and
politicians across the globe.
The US has barred group from
American technology, saying
its products have been used by
repressive regimes. Omer
Barlev, the minister in charge
of the police.
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Mumbai: Rating agency Icra on
Wednesday said while there is
some evidence of the econom-
ic recovery becoming broad-
based in the third quarter of fis-
cal 2022, it is yet to attain the
durability being sought by the
Monetary Policy Committee
(MPC) as a precursor to policy
transmission.

The agency expects the real
GDP to expand 6-6.5 per cent
year-on-year in the third quar-
ter of FY2022 (+8.4 per cent in
Q2 FY2022). It also sees the RBI
maintaining the status quo in
the upcoming monetary policy
review to be held in February.

Its Chief Economist Aditi
Nayar said economic activity
rebounded in December 2021,
even as many sectors continued
to trail the performance record-
ed in October 2021.

Encouragingly, the quar-
terly data suggests a modest
broad-basing of the recovery in
Q3 FY2022, relative to Q2
FY2022, when compared to
respective pre-COVID-19 vol-
umes. "However, the onset
of the third wave of COVID-19

has triggered state-wise restric-
tions, which have expectedly
interrupted the momentum in
the ongoing month, reiterating
that the recovery is yet to attain
durability," Nayar said in a
report released on Wednesday.

The agency said the y-o-y
performance of 10 of the 15
high-frequency indicators
improved in December 2021
compared to November 2021.
These include generation of
GST e-way bills, non-oil mer-
chandise exports, electricity
generation, two-wheeler output
as well as aggregate deposits and
non-food credit of scheduled
commercial banks.

The report further said the
y-o-y performance of nine of
the 15 high-frequency indica-
tors in December 2021 trailed
the growth seen in October
2021.

FASTag toll collections and
retail payments rose to all-time
highs in December 2021, while
the monthly mobility for retail
and recreation rose above the
level of baseline period for the
first time since the onset of

COVID-19, it said.
Nayar further said that fol-

lowing the re-imposition of
state-wise restrictions to curb
the third wave of COVID-19,
the early data for January 2022
is expectedly weak.

The daily average genera-
tion of the GST e-way bills
dipped to 2.1 million during
January 1-16, 2022, from 2.3
million in December 2021.
After a y-o-y growth in
December 2021, the sales of
petrol and diesel of state refin-
ers slipped back to a contraction
in the first half of January 2022.
Even, the y-o-y growth in elec-
tricity demand eased to 1.9 per
cent during January 1-16, 2022,
from 2.8 per cent in December
2021, she said. The
agency said that with the fresh
uncertainty triggered by
Omicron and the associated
restrictions, it expects a status
quo on the stance of the mon-
etary policy as well as the
reverse repo rate in the upcom-
ing RBI policy meeting, in spite
of the rise in the retail inflation
in December 2021. PTI

Mumbai: House economists at
the nation's largest lender State
Bank of India (SBI) have urged
the government to budget for
nursing the pandemic-ravaged
economy and not to focus too
much on fiscal consolidation as
there is a need for more stabil-
isation measures to sustain the
fledgling recovery.

And one of the best way to
begin the new fiscal is to com-
plete the share sale of LIC this
fiscal. This can go a long way
in repairing the overstretched
balance sheet which in turn will
bring down fiscal deficit to a
much lower 6.3 per cent in
FY23 as the public coffers will
be left with a cash surplus of at
least Rs 3 lakh crore to begin
the new fiscal, SBI chief econ-
omist Soumya Kanti Ghosh
said in a pre-Budget note on
Wednesday.

He said the Budget should
not correct the fiscal deficit by
more than 30-40 bps as most
sectors of the economy still
need support.
Pencilling in a 6-6.5 per cent
fiscal deficit for FY23, down
from 6.8-7.1 per cent from
FY22, he said the Budget
should also allow for very

gradual fiscal consolidation.
For FY23, the fiscal consolida-
tion should remain limited to
30-40 bps from the current fis-
cal. He also cautioned
against any new taxes like
wealth tax or others at this
point as that could do more
harm than benefit.

Assuming the govern-
ment keeps the expenditure
growth at 8 per cent over FY22
estimates at Rs 38 lakh crore in
FY23 and receipts (minus bor-
rowing and other liabilities)
would grow by 10.8 per cent, it
would lead to fiscal deficit of
around � 16.5 lakh crore or 6.3
per cent of GDP in FY23.

If LIC share sale passes
through in FY22, the govern-
ment might be ending fiscal
with a large cash balance of �3
lakh crore. This can come
handy in supporting a large
part of government fiscal deficit
without taking recourse to
market borrowings, as per the
note.

Against this background,
the net market borrowings of
the Centre is likely to be around
� 8.2 lakh crore and with
repayments of � 3.8 lakh crore,
gross borrowings is expected at

�12 lakh crore (73 per cent of
the fiscal deficit and same as in
FY22 and FY21), Ghosh said.
Overall gross borrowings by
the Centre and states are like-
ly to be around �21 lakh crore
(� 19.7 lakh crore in FY22) and
net borrowings at around �14.8
lakh crore (� 15 lakh crore in
FY22). Ghosh also pointed
out that unlike in FY22, when
RBI has done OMOs of around
� 2.6 lakh crore, helping gov-
ernment borrowing pro-
gramme without disruptions,
in FY23, such support is not
likely.

He specifically called for
continuing support to MSMEs
saying the 6.33 crore of such
units contribute 29 per cent of
GDP, employing over 11 crore.
And one of the ways to help
them is let bank lend them
more by verifying their cash-
flows seamlessly through GST
4/ITR on real-time 
basis.

Another step could be
extending the Emergency
Credit Line Guarantee Scheme
(ECLGS) till end FY23 to
enable completion of the entire
targeted � 4.5 lakh crore of
credit flow under it. PTI
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The BSE gauge Sensex plum-
meted over 656 points and

the NSE Nifty dropped below
the key 18,000-mark on
Wednesday as global market
rout cast a shadow on domes-
tic equities.  

Starting off on a positive
note, the BSE benchmark gave
up its early gains and briefly
slipped below the psychologi-
cal 60,000-barrier before clos-
ing at 60,098.82, tumbling
656.04 points or 1.08 per cent
- its weakest level since January
7. Likewise, the NSE
barometer Nifty plunged
174.65 points or 0.96 per cent
to close at 17,938.40 as 35 of its
stocks closed with losses.

Infosys fell the most
among Sensex stocks, declining
by 2.77 per cent. Among other
major laggards were Asian
Paint, HUL, Nestle, Bajaj
Finance, Wipro and Kotak
Bank -falling as much as 2.71
per cent. On the Sensex, 22
shares suffered losses.

Among gainers were SBI,
Tata Steel, Maruti, Axis Bank ,

Tech Mahindra, PowerGrid,
M&M and Reliance Industries.

In the broader mar-
ket, BSE Midcap declined by
0.34 per cent while Smallcap
ended almost flat.

Sectorally, BSE IT index
dropped 1.95 per cent, Teck fell
1.79 per cent, Bankex  was
down 0.52 per cent and
Telecom was 0.97 per cent
lower. Market breadth was
largely negative as 1,827 stocks
out of 3,495 trading stocks
declined while 1,579 stocks
advanced and 89 ended
unchanged on the BSE.
Total turnover in the equity
segment was Rs 6,386.89 crore
on the BSE.

"Globally, risk sentiments
took a blow as rising inflation
resulting in elevated bond yield
along with the on-going geopo-
litical tensions and surge in oil
prices weighed on investor
confidence. This along with
consistent FII selling forced the
domestic market to trade in
favour of bears for the second
consecutive day," Vinod Nair,
Head of Research at Geojit
Financial Services, said. 

Mumbai: The rupee snapped its 3-day losing streak to settle 14
paise higher at 74.44 (provisional) against the US dollar on
Wednesday, tracking positive regional peers, even as the domes-
tic equity market settled with significant losses.

At the interbank foreign exchange market, the rupee
opened lower at 74.70 a dollar, registering a decline of 12 paise
from the last close. During the day, it pared losses and witnessed
an intra-day high of 74.32.

The domestic unit finally settled at 74.44 (provisional) against
the American currency, up 14 paise over its last close.
On Tuesday, the rupee slumped by 33 paise to close at a two-
week low of 74.58 against the US dollar."The Indian rupee
gained the most in a week following stronger regional curren-
cies. Domestic bond markets saw a recovery on suspected inter-
vention by the central bank, which helped in rupee recovery,"
said Dilip Parmar, Research Analyst, HDFC Securities.

Also, the relentless selling of dollars from corporates caused
speculative unwinding of positions, Parmar said. PTI
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The apex body for liquor
firms Confederation of

Indian Alcoholic Beverage
Companies (CIABC) has urged
the government not reduce
customs duties on British alco-
holic beverages under the pro-
posed India-UK free trade
agreement to support domes-
tic players unless Indian liquor
manufacturers get a fair deal. 

CIABC has also suggested
the government to ensure that
the UK allows the selling of
domestic whiskies as 'Indian
Whisky', irrespective of
whether they are made from
malt, grain spirits or molasses-
based spirits.

India and the UK have for-
mally launched negotiations
for an FTA, under which duties
would be reduced or eliminat-
ed on several goods traded
between the two countries.

They should also remove
the condition of a minimum
three years maturation period
for whisky and rum, the body
said in a letter to the commerce
ministry. 

"The domestic alcoholic
beverages industry only seeks
just and fair level playing field
for Indian producers and help
them achieve global scale and
success…It is therefore vital
that the interests of the domes-
tic industry are not compro-
mised, and opportunities are
created for Indian products to

reach out and conquer the
world," CIABC Director-
General Vinod Giri said.

He added that the alcoholic
beverages industry contributes
Rs 2.5 lakh crore annually in
taxes to the states, employs 20
lakh people and supports 50
lakh farmers.

"We urge our government
to ensure (in the FTA) that
Indian alcoholic beverage
industry is permitted a truly
level playing field by way of an
effective customs duty that is
reflective of the higher cost of
production driven by the reg-
ulatory restrictions and capital
cost in India; equal opportu-
nities are created for export of
Indian products to the UK, and
measures are put in to prevent
dumping or predatory price
exports to India," Giri added.

Giri also informed that the
UK has imposed non-tariff
barriers, related to product
recipe and ageing, on Indian
alcoholic beverages, which pre-
vents most domestic products
from accessing the British mar-
ket. "These must be removed to
ensure genuine quid pro quo,"
he said in the letter.

On January 13 this year,
India and the UK formally
launched negotiations for the
proposed free trade agreement
(FTA), which is expected to
help double bilateral trade to
over $100 billion by 2030 and
boost economic ties between
the two countries.

New Delhi: Post-pandemic
recovery will sustain growth in
insurance premiums, improv-
ing profitability amid favourable
government reforms in the
state-owned insurance sector,
according to a report.

"The Indian insurance
industry's growth prospects are
favourable, underpinned by an
expected 9.3 per cent GDP
expansion in fiscal 2021, which
ends March 2022, and by strong
demand for health insurance in
the wake of the pandemic,"
Moody's Investors Service said
in the report.

Total premiums grew nine
per cent in the first nine months
of fiscal 2021, slightly ahead of
the 8.6 per cent increase in fis-
cal 2020, with general insurance
premiums (including health) up
11 per cent and life new busi-
ness premiums rising seven
per cent, it said.

Robust premium growth is
positive for insurers' profitabil-
ity, which is currently weak
because of persistently low
prices and the rising cost of

claims, it said.
Meanwhile, the Government's
plans to recapitalise India's
dominant state-owned insurers
and list the country's biggest
insurer, Life Insurance
Corporation of India (LIC),
on the stock market will
encourage a more disciplined
approach to underwriting in the
respective general and life
insurance sectors, it said.

This will pave the way for
price increases across the mar-
ket, further supporting insurers'
profitability, it said.

It added that rising pre-
miums and prices, in turn, will
help insurers absorb higher
claims. This pushed the average
net loss ratio for general insur-
ers to 95 per cent in the first
three months of the financial
year 2020-21 from 81 per cent
in the previous year.

In anticipation of profitable
growth opportunities, the
report said that 20 of India's 34
general insurers and four of its
24 life insurers raised capital in
the financial year 2019-20. PTI
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New Delhi: India's production of crude oil, which is refined to
produce petrol and diesel, continued to decline in December 2021,
with lower output from state-owned ONGC leading to a near 2
per cent drop, official data showed on Wednesday.

Oil production in December 2021 was 2.51 million tonnes,
down from 2.55 million tonnes a year earlier and a target of 2.6
million tonnes. The output was, however, higher than 2.43 mil-
lion tonnes production in November 2021.

State-owned Oil and Natural Gas Corporation (ONGC) -
India's biggest producer, produced 3 per cent less crude oil at
1.65 million tonnes in December due to delays in mobilising
equipment at western offshore fields. Oil India Ltd (OIL) pro-
duced 5.4 per cent more crude oil at 2,54,360 tonnes.

India is 85 per cent reliant on imports to meet its crude oil
needs as domestic output is insufficient to meet the demand.

During April-December - the first nine months of the cur-
rent fiscal year - crude oil production fell 2.63 per cent to 22.3
million tonnes. ONGC produced 4 per cent less oil at 14.6 mil-
lion tonnes.

Natural gas production, however, rose by almost a fifth to
2.89 billion cubic meters (bcm) in December, mainly due to out-
put from newer fields in the KG-D6 block, operated by Reliance
Industries Ltd and BP plc.

ONGC produced 5.42 per cent less gas at 1.75 bcm, while
the output from eastern offshore - where KG-D6 is situated -
jumped 515 per cent to 593.5 million cubic meters.

The data did not give individual field output. Reliance-BP
in 2020 started gas production from newer fields in the KG-D6
block.

During April-December, India's gas output rose 21.5 per cent
to 25.6 bcm. While ONGC output was 6 per cent lower year-on-
year, eastern fields production surged 1,049 per cent to 5.05 bcm.
ONGC produced 12.5 per cent less than the target for the first
nine months of the current fiscal.

With economic activity rebounding after a devastating sec-
ond wave of COVID-19, refineries turned 2 per cent more crude
oil into fuel in December and 10.5 per cent more during April-
December. 

They processed 21.4 million tonnes of crude oil in December
and 177.2 million tonnes in the first nine months of the current
fiscal year ending March 31, 2022.

Refineries operated at 101 per cent of their installed capac-
ity in December. During April-December, the run-rate was 85.18
per cent, mostly because of lower capacity operations during the
earlier part of the year when the COVID-19 second wave pum-
meled the economy, crushing fuel demand.

Refineries produced 6 per cent more petroleum products in
December at 22.75 million tonnes when compared to the year-
ago period. During April-December, the petroleum production
output was 10 per cent more at 186 million tonnes. PTI

New Delhi: Tata Investment Corporation Ltd on Wednesday
reported a 42.86 per cent jump in consolidated profit after tax
to �39.73 crore in the third quarter ended December 31, 2021.

The company had posted a consolidated profit after tax of
� 27.81 crore in the corresponding quarter of the previous finan-
cial year, Tata Investment Corporation said in a regulatory fil-
ing. Its consolidated total revenue from operations dur-
ing October-December 2021 stood at � 50.97 crore as against �27
crore in the year-ago period, it added.

The company, which is primarily involved in investing in
long-term investments such as equity shares and equity-related
securities, said its total expenses during the quarter under review
stood at � 6.01 crore as compared with � 5.04 crore a year ago.
In a separate filing, Tata Investment Corporation said its board
of directors approved the appointment of Farida Khambata as
an additional director (non-executive, independent) with effect
from January 19, 2022, up to December 11, 2024. PTI
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The National Stock
Exchange of India has

emerged as the world's largest
derivatives exchange for the
third consecutive year in 2021
in terms of the number of con-
tracts traded, according to the
Futures Industry Association
(FIA).

In addition, the exchange
was ranked fourth by the num-
ber of trades in cash equities,
as per the statistics maintained
by the World Federation of
Exchanges (WFE) for 2021.

In a statement on
Wednesday NSE said it has
ranked as the largest exchange
globally in equity derivatives as
well as currency derivatives by
the number of contracts trad-
ed.  "It is a matter of great pride
for us and our country that
NSE has emerged as a global
leader and achieved the dis-
tinction of being the largest
derivatives exchange in the
world for the 3rd consecutive
year and the 4th largest
exchange in cash equities by the
number of trades," Vikram
Limaye, MD & CEO, NSE,
said.

The year 2021 witnessed
the total registered investor

base on NSE surpassing the 5-
crore mark to reach a count of
5.5 crore investors. In the last
10 years, the equity derivatives
daily average turnover
increased by 4.2 times from
�33,305 crore in 2011 to
�1,41,267 crore in 2021. During
the same period, the cash mar-
ket daily average turnover
surged by 6.2 times from
�11,187 crore in 2011 to
�69,644 crores in 2021.

In currency derivatives,
the daily average turnover
increased by 83 per cent from
Rs 14,252 crore in 2011 to
�26,017 crore in 2021.
Academic research has shown
that a well-functioning deriv-
atives market can offer a vari-
ety of benefits, including
improved liquidity and
enhanced price discovery for
the underlying assets, the
exchange said.

NSE has recently
announced the launch of deriv-
atives on the Nifty Midcap
Select index from January 24,
2022. The midcap segment has
come into focus in the recent
equity market rally with broad-
based participation from all
classes of investors, resulting in
improved liquidity in these
stocks.
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Mumbai: Digital payments
across the country registered a
growth of nearly 40 per cent in
a year through September
2021, as per the RBI's latest
index that measures the adop-
tion of online transactions.

The newly constituted
RBI's digital payment index
(RBI-DPI) stood at 304.06 dur-
ing September 2021 as against
270.59 in March 2021 and
217.74 in September 2020.

“The RBI-DPI Index con-
tinues to demonstrate signifi-
cant growth in adoption and
deepening of digital payments

across the country” the RBI
said in a statement on
Wednesday. The
Reserve Bank had announced
construction of a composite
Reserve Bank of India – Digital
Payments Index (RBI-DPI)
with March 2018 as base to
capture the extent of digitisa-
tion of payments across the
country.

The RBI-DPI comprises 5
broad parameters that enable
measurement of deepening
and penetration of digital pay-
ments in the country over dif-
ferent periods. PTI
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Power Grid Corporation of
India Limited (POWER-

GRID), a ‘Maharatna’ Central
Public Sector Enterprise
(CPSE) under Ministry of
Power, Government of India
has been rated ‘Excellent’
(Score 98.41) in
Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) for FY
2020-21 signed with Ministry
of Power (MoP). POWER-
GRID has been consistently
rated ‘Excellent’ under MoU
since the first MoU for FY
1993-94. 

As of December 2021,
POWERGRID owns and
operates about 1,72,192 ckm
transmission lines and 264
Sub-stations with a transfor-
mation capacity of about
4,69,607 MVA. With the
adoption of the latest techno-
logical tools and techniques,
enhanced use of automation
and digital solutions, POW-
ERGRID has been able to
maintain average transmis-
sion system availability >99
per cent.

Delhi Development Authority
held a meeting on January 18
through video conferencing

under the chairmanship of Shri
Anil Baijal, Hon’ble Lt. Governor,
Delhi/Chairman, DDA attended by
Shri Manish Kumar Gupta, IAS,
Vice Chairman, DDA and other
members including Shri Vijender
Gupta MLA, Shri Somnath Bharti
MLA and Shri O P Sharma MLA.

The following major decisions
were taken:
�DDA unveils a sustainable devel-
opment-oriented budget: The
Authority approved the annual bud-
get for 2022-23, with an annual out-
lay of �7,933 crore and receipts have
been projected at �7,943 crore.

The main highlights of the bud-
get are given below: -           

�Civic Infrastructure 
1. A total allocation of �2,922

crore has been made in BE 2022-23,
for the development of land and
physical infrastructure which
includes roads, sewerage, water
supply, power lines and drainage
mainly in the sub-cities of Narela,
Dwarka and Rohini. 

2. DDA has signed an MoU with
NHAI for the Construction of
Urban Extension Road –II (UER) by
NHAI as a national highway. This
road will significantly enhance the
connectivity of the sub-cities of
Dwarka, Rohini, Narela and the pro-
posed land pooling areas with the
rest of Delhi and the neighbouring
states. By connecting the major
national highways, it will contribute
significantly towards easing heavy
traffic congestion on Delhi roads
and improving the air quality. Out
of the approximate Project Cost of
�7,700 crore (approx.), DDA has
agreed to provide the viability gap
funding of �3,600 crore which is to
be released in a phased manner.
�1,787 crore out of this will be fund-
ed from Urban Development Fund
and the rest by DDA. As the work
on the project has gathered pace,
�900 crore have been released dur-
ing 2021-22. For this, BE 2021-22 of
�100 crore has been enhanced and
a sum of �725 crore has been kept
in BE 2022-23 for this project. 

3. DDA is committed to provid-
ing �1,000 crore as a grant to

DMRC in a phased manner for the
Delhi Metro Phase-IV project. In BE
2022-23 also, provision of �240
crore has been provided for this pur-
pose. 

4. Provision of �47.49 crore in
BE 2022-23 has been made for the
construction of sewage water drain
at Sector-8, Dwarka to cater the dis-
charge of drain water from Airport
and Development and
Rehabilitation of Trunk Drain No.
2 and Trunk Drain No. 5 for reusing
the drain water for horticulture
purpose. Once completed, this pro-
ject is expected to comprehensive-
ly address the problem of inunda-
tion of IGI Airport, every time there
is heavy rainfall. 

�Housing Projects & In-situ
De velopment for Slum
Rehabilitation
�Housing: -An allocation of �2,543
Crore has been provided in BE
2022-23 for the completion of the
ongoing housing projects. DDA has
launched a special Housing Scheme
2021 on December 21 consisting of
its existing inventories of around
18,000 flats. In addition, several pro-
jects are also likely to be complet-
ed during 2022-23 in Dwarka and
Narela, DDA has projected revenue
of �2,761 crore from the sale of flats
in BE 2022-23.
�In Situ Rehabilitation: For in-situ
rehabilitation of Slum dwellers, the
following Housing Projects are in
progress:  

KALKAJI EXTENSION:
Construction of 3024 EWS dwelling
units on Design and Build Model.
Provision of �46 crore & �30 crore
has been provided for this in RBE
2021-22 & BE 2022-23 respective-
ly.  

JAILORWAL A BAGH:
Construction of 1,675 EWS dwelling
units on   Design and Build model.
Provision of �120 crore & �168
crore has been made in RBE 2021-
22 & BE 2022-23 respectively. 

In addition to the above, DDA
has floated RFPs of six projects com-
prising 10 JJ Clusters. 

�Environmental initiatives: Parks,
Water Bodies and Yamuna River
Front 

1. The work for the development

of the iconic Bharat Vandana Park
with a project cost of �560 crore in
Dwarka Sub-city is already in
progress. The project spread over an
area of 80 hectares is being execut-
ed by NBCC. Provision of �280
Crore has been provided in BE
2022-23.

2. DDA has played a key role in
the overall development and man-
agement of green spaces in the
city. DDA has prepared an action
plan for rejuvenation of water bod-
ies across Delhi accordingly a pro-
vision of �17.90 crore has been pro-
vided in BE 2022-23 under this
head. 

3. DDA has also undertaken the
work of rejuvenation and restoration
of the floodplains of River Yamuna
at a total cost of �928.92 crore. The
work is being taken up in a phased
manner as 10 separate sub-projects.
A sum of �35.77 crore has been pro-
vided as BE 2022-23. 

4. An outlay of �77 crore has
also been provided towards devel-
opment, up-gradation, modernisa-
tion and maintenance of city parks
maintained by DDA. In addition to
this, there are 787 parks under
DDA having a total area of 11,258
acres the total maximum average
daily water requirement is 34.3 ML
per day. The work of setting up
Decentralised STPs/Wastewater
Treatment Plants to close bore wells
supplying water to the city parks is
being taken up in a phased manner
and steps are also being taken to
recharge the bore wells. Provision of
� 7.90 crore has been provided in BE
2022-23 for setting up STPs. 

Promotion of Sports: A sum of
�546 crore has been provided in BE
2022-23 for the promotion of sports
in Delhi by DDA. This includes
expenditure on the ongoing project
of construction of three new sports
complexes at Dwarka, one at Rohini
and a Golf Course at Dwarka. Apart
from this, DDA is also maintaining
the existing 18 sports complexes and
two golf courses. 

Other projects:
1. DDA has undertaken the

integrated development of the East
Delhi Hub project at Karkardooma
with mixed land usage based on
“Transit-Oriented Development
norms” with mixed land usage on 30

hectares of land. This project is
being executed by NBCC and
involves the construction of 1524
houses in the first phase with a pro-
ject cost of �1,168 crore. Provision
of �426 crore has been made for the
year 2022-23.

2. DDA has planned a dedicat-
ed corridor track for cyclists and
pedestrians. The Delhi Cycle Walk
project is being planned with the
objective to take a large number of
car rides out of the Delhi roads. The
work on Phase 1 of the Delhi cycle
walk with a dedicated corridor for
cyclists and pedestrians named
“Neelgai line” from Badarpur to
Malviya Nagar is in progress and a
provision of �6 crore has been
made in BE 2022-23.

3. DDA had identified three
commercial centres namely, Nehru
Place, Bhikaji Cama Place and
Basant Lok Community centre for
upgradation. While the work of
upgradation of the Basant Lok
Community Centre has already
been completed, the work in respect
of Nehru Place and Bhikaji Cama
Place is in progress and a provision
of �26.60 crore has been made in BE
2022-23.

4. Provision of �6 crore has been
made in BE 2022-23 for construc-
tion of Utsav pandals at Madangir,
Dwarka, Rohini and CBD Shahdara
Utsav Pandal.
�Extension of Time for Addl FAR
and Use Conversion Charges: 

The Authority has also approved
the extension of time up to June 30
for applicability of existing rates in
respect of following as it is felt that
enhancement of rates at this stage
may not be in the larger public inter-
est during the Covid 19 pandemic
period:

i) Additional FAR for residen-
tial  properties,  Coop. Group
Housing, Mixed-Use/ Commercial
streets and commercial properties
(excluding hotel and parking plots)
arising out of MPD 2021; and

ii) Use conversion charges for
Mixed-Use/Commercial Use of
Premises and Shop-cum-residence
plots/Complexes later designated as
LSCs Now, it shall be forwarded to
the Ministry of Housing and Urban
Affairs, Government of India for
approval.

As part of the ongoing Azadi
Ka Amrit Mahotsav celebra-

tions, Hon’ble Union Minister
for Heavy Industries, Dr
Mahendra Nath Pandey dedicat-
ed India’s first, BHEL-built Coal
to Methanol (CTM) pilot plant,
to the Nation. Dr Nalin Shinghal,
CMD, BHEL, Shri Jeetendra
Singh, Joint Secretary, Ministry
of Heavy Industries, Functional
Directors on the Board of BHEL
and senior officials of the
Ministry of Heavy Industries and
BHEL were present in the virtu-
al ceremony.

Dr Pandey also inaugurated
an exhibition on ‘Products
Developed under Aatmanirbhar
Bharat’ organised at BHEL’s
Hyderabad unit. In addition, an
audio-visual presentation was
made on the ‘Unsung Heroes of
the Indian Freedom Struggle’
belonging to the Telangana
Region. BHEL employees joined
the programme virtually. 

The Minister said that one of
the important goals of Hon’ble
Prime Minister Shri Narendra
Modi’s vision is to build a self-
reliant nation. The role of the
manufacturing sector will be
crucial in this. The capital goods
industry is the backbone of the
manufacturing sector. As

announced by our Hon’ble
Prime Minister, in the recently
concluded COP26 meeting,
BHEL — as the largest engineer-
ing and manufacturing enter-
prise — will have to play an
important role.

Dr Nalin Shinghal, CMD,
BHEL, while enumerating the
initiatives undertaken by BHEL
during the ‘AKAM Iconic Week’

celebrations, thanked the
Ministry of Heavy Industries and
the Government for supporting
BHEL. He said that R&D has
always been one of BHEL’s core
strengths and the organisation is
focussed on playing a role to
achieve the Hon’ble Prime
Minister’s vision at the UN
Climate Change Conference
(COP26).

Notably, the 0.25 TPD
capacity CTM pilot plant, indige-
nously designed, developed and
installed by BHEL, is currently
producing methanol with a puri-
ty of more than 99 per cent from
high ash Indian coals. This con-
version of high ash coals to
methanol through gasification is
the first of its kind technology
demonstration in India.

RITES signs MoU with
CSIR-CRRI RITES

Limited, a leading
Transport Infrastructure
Consultancy and
Engineering company has
entered into a
Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU)

with CSIR-Central Road
Research Institute (CRRI)
to explore opportunities
for cooperation in the
infrastructure sector.

Under this agreement,
RITES and CSIR-CRRI will
collaborate for technical
services, including consul-

tancy assignments, knowl-
edge sharing, R&D and
more. The partnership
foresees the development of
innovative and sustainable
solutions that will drive
the sector forward and can
deliver significant value to
associated stakeholders.

CISF personnel working at
DMRC, Delhi are at the fore-

front in ensuring smooth opera-
tions of the lifeline of Delhi- Delhi
Metro. More than 12,000 person-
nel are deployed in the DMRC unit
of CISF to ensure the safety of pas-
sengers and property of Delhi
Metro that connects Delhi to neigh-
bouring districts of UP and
Haryana and provides mass rapid
transit to more than 35 lakh passen-
gers in Delhi. 

To combat the raging wave of
the Covid pandemic and to ensure
the safety of its personnel perform-
ing duties at Delhi Metro, a special
drive camp for administering Covid
vaccine booster has been organised
at Shastri Park campus of CISF unit
DMRC. The camp was inaugurat-
ed on January 9. A team of doctors
from East Delhi District along
with civil defence volunteers are
running two centres for the admin-
istration of booster dose to CISF
personnel. More than 2,500 person-
nel of CISF Unit DMRC  have been
administered booster dose of vac-
cine to date. CISF aims to cover all
eligible personnel of DMRC under

the protection of the booster vac-
cine by January 20.

At the Shastri park camp, an
additional counter for vaccination
of eligible wards (children between
age 15-18) of personnel has also
been opened.

CISF has already vaccinated

over 9,000 of its personnel with the
Booster Dose across the country.
The booster dose vaccination drive
is running across all the 353 CISF
Units including 64 airports which
will ensure that 100 per cent of eli-
gible personnel are inoculated at the
earliest. 

Poverty is not just a lack of income and the
inability to purchase, it is a deeply-root-

ed multifaceted complex structure compris-
ing economic, social, demographic, cultural,
political, and psychological factors. 

�Feminisation of Poverty and
Responsibilities 

More women are affected by poverty as
compared to males. This has not happened
overnight. The condition of women in poor
families is pathetic. Along with all the other
responsibilities, they carry the financial bur-
den of raising their children along with help-
ing other family members. They get minimal
financial support from their family members.
Sometimes their close family members are
their worst foes. 

�Feminisation of lack of education, malnu-
trition and poor healthcare 

Most families in the low-income group
have many children due to a lack of aware-
ness and absence of any responsibility towards
themselves and the nation. So, they can’t afford
education and well-being of all their children
equally. They prefer to invest their limited
resources into providing nutrition and edu-
cation to their male child . The girl carries the
burden of this malnutrition and illiteracy
throughout her life. 

Social factors such as gender inequality,

dowry, female foeticide, illiteracy, lack of sani-
tisation, malnutrition and more are the result
of of the prevalent social belief that expendi-
ture on women is useless. Women face a lack
of sanitisation and poor healthcare facilities
and are more prone to infection than males.
A woman deserves proper hygiene during the
menstrual cycle. They also need proper
nutrition as they carry a child during preg-
nancy. Proper postnatal care is of utmost
importance for the health of the mother and
the baby. 

�Women’s liberation: truth or illusion?
Associating earning a livelihood with women’s
liberation and equality is inappropriate. The
achievements made by women are underval-
ued. With patriarchy entrenched into the core
value system, women getting a share in the
family inheritance is restricted or negligible. 

Earning a livelihood is not enough to solve
women’s problem. The struggle and depriva-
tion they face are much more in comparison
to the small amount of money they can earn.
They are struggling for basic minimum sur-
vival, dignity and support from their family,
society and the country. This has to change
as it is damaging the basic foundation of our
rich culture and heritage. Only then, can we
attain freedom in the true sense. 

(—The author is manager, State Bank of
India, Jaipur.)

Rajasthan Chief Minister Shri
Ashok Gehlot said that

strong law and order and effec-
tive prevention of crimes are top
priority of the State govern-
ment. Police officers should
work readily and with sensitiv-
ity for this. Any crime should be
investigated thoroughly in the
shortest possible time and the
culprit should be punished.
Police should work without any
pressure, with fairness and pos-
itive thinking.

Shri Gehlot was addressing
the review meeting of the Home
Department through VC at the
Chief Minister’s residence. He
said that as a result of steps for
preventing crimes against
women, the average time for dis-
posal of cases of POCSO Act and
women atrocities has come
down considerably. The research
time in rape cases has come
down from 211 days in 2018 to
86 days in 2021. Due to the con-
stitution of the Special
Investigation Unit under an
additional superintendent of
police in the districts, the num-
ber of pending cases of atrocities
against women has come down
from 12.5 per cent to 9.3 per
cent. He directed that this should
be further reduced.
Speedy punishment in 510
cases of POCSO

Shri Gehlot expressed satis-
faction that the police have pun-
ished criminals in 510 cases of
the POCSO Act in 2021, out of
which death penalty has been
awarded in four cases and life in
35 cases. Several cases were

solved in record time.
Cases registered by courts
decreased from 30 to 16 per
cent

Shri Gehlot said that the pol-
icy of compulsory FIR registra-
tion has yielded better results in
the state. In 2018, more than 30
per cent rape cases were regis-
tered through courts. It has
come down to 16 per cent which
shows the policy’s success. He
directed the police to follow this
policy irrespective of the increase
in the number of registered
crimes to ensure justice. 
Dedicated unit to prevent the
illegal trade of narcotics

The Chief Minister directed
the setting up of a dedicated unit
to check the illegal trade of nar-
cotics, drugs and narcotics in the
state. He said that police should
use IT and social media.
Action against organised
crimes

The Chief Minister directed
the police to take action against
frauds by credit cooperative
societies and organised crimes.
He appreciated the self-defence
training by the police to women
and girls and said that more
women should be trained. So far,
more than 4,40,000 women and
girls have been trained. 
Timely promotion and service
benefits to Police Personnel

Shri Gehlot said that police
personnel discharge their
responsibilities in difficult cir-
cumstances and, to maintain
their morale, they should be
encouraged, given promotions
and other service benefits on

time. 
The Minister of State for

Home, Shri Rajendra Singh
Yadav, said that continuous
monitoring is ensured to
strengthen law and order. He
said that Rajasthan Police is
better than other States in terms
of innovations and team spirit. 

Chief secretary Shri
Niranjan Arya said that manda-
tory FIRs are important for
improving the law and order. 
Autonomous rooms in 674
police stations

Additional chief secretary,
Home, Shri Abhay Kumar said
that the percentage of pending
cases in Rajasthan is much less
than the national level. In 2019,
Rajasthan has been ranked sec-
ond in the least pending cases
and in 2020, it is third. To
strengthen the police 497 sub-
inspector police and 4,748 con-
stables have been appointed.

Director-general of Police
Shri ML Lather said that the
noose around gangs involved in
organised crime had been tight-
ened. Reception rooms have
been set up in 674 police stations
and work is in progress in 147.

ADG Crime Mr RP
Mehrada, ADG SOG Mr Ashok
Rathod, ADG Civil Rights Mrs
Smita Srivastava, ADG Telecom
Mr Sunil Dutt, ADG Security
Mr S. Sengathir gave a detailed
presentation regarding innova-
tions, achievements, challenges
and departmental activities.
Principal secretary, Finance, Shri
Akhil Arora and other senior
officers were also present.
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Ch i t t a r a n j a n
Locomotive Works

(CLW) scripted history by
producing 350 electric
locomotives in the current
Financial Year 2021-22 in
record 223 working days.
This is the fastest in terms
of working days in any
Financial Year. This feat
was possible under the
leadership and guidance of
Shr i  Sat i sh  Kumar
Kashyup,  Genera l
Manager/CLW  and with
his continuous motivation
and encouragement to the
workforce of CLW.

Shri  Sat ish Kumar
Kashyup,  Genera l
Manager congratulated
the entire team of CLW
and appreciated their
commitment and progress
of production. With this
trend in production, it is
expected that CLW will
achieve another milestone
of producing the highest
number of locos in a
financial year.
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BHEL’s Coal to Methanol (CTM) plant dedicated to nation 
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Trailblazing India tennis
star Sania Mirza on
Wednesday announced
that she will hang up her

racquet at the end of 2022 season
as her body is "wearing down"
and the motivation and energy
for everyday grind is not the
same anymore.

Winner of six Grand Slam
titles, including three mixed dou-
bles trophies, Sania will retire as
India's most accomplished
woman tennis player.

The 35-year-old made the
retirement announcement after
losing the Australian Open
women's doubles first round
with partner Nadiia Kichenok. 

They lost to Slovenia's
Tamara Zidansek and Kaja Juvan.

"There's a bunch of reasons
for it. I do feel my recovery is tak-
ing longer and considering my
son is three years old, I do feel I
am putting him at risk by travel-
ling so much with him.
Unfortunately the pandemic is
making us take certain decision

for the well-being of ourself and
family," Mirza said at the post-
match press conference.

"Also, my body is wearing
down. My knee was really hurt-
ing today and I'm not saying
that's the reason we lost but I do
think that it is taking time to
recover as I'm getting older," she
said. 

Sania, who became world
number one in doubles during
her successful partnership with
Swiss legend Martina Hingis,
said there were a certain issues
that influenced her decision.

"Also for me to find that
motivation everyday to come
out, the energy is not the same
anymore. Right this minute, it's
there but there are days where I
don't feel like doing that. 

"I've always said that I will
play until I enjoy that grind, the
process and not just winning but
you have to enjoy the process and
I am not sure I'm enjoying it any-
more. 

"I am enjoying it enough to
play this season. I've worked
very hard to come back, get fit,

lose the weight and
try to set a good
example for moth-
ers, new mothers
to follow their
dreams as much
as they can.
Beyond this
season, I don't
feel my body
doing it. It's
beat,"  said
the world
number 68.

S h e
r e a c h e d
top-30 in
s i n g l e s
with 27 being
her career best rank.
Sania quit singles after
a wrist injury to focus
on doubles and
enjoyed exceptional
results.

Sania said she
feels that she was
playing at a decent
level but she always
knew that 2022 will be
her last season and

Wednesday's defeat was no
trigger for it.

"I am playing at
a good level. First
week in Adelaide
(event), we (she
and Kichenok)
beat top-10, 20
players. I am
playing at a
decent level.
I was pretty
sure this is
my last sea-
son, if I do
finish it. I
am sure I
am not
coming to

Melbourne
to play Australian

Open again.
"I had great memories

here, singles, doubles and
mixed doubles. 

It's been a great
journey. I am not
looking forward to
June or July, I am lit-
erally going week to
week, with my
body, with virus,
there is so much
uncertainty."

"Every time I
play, I feel I have
a chance to win,
that's why I am
here."

"It is not
because of disap-

pointment of today's
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Two-time Olympic medallist
P V Sindhu stormed into the

second round of the Syed Modi
International Super 300 tourna-
ment with a dominating win
over compatriot Tanya Hemanth
in the women' singles competi-
tion, here on Wednesday.

The 26-year-old from
Hyderabad, who lost in the
semifinals at India Open Super
500 last week, thrashed Tanya
21-9 21-9 in a lop-sided contest
at the Babu Banarasi Das Indoor
Stadium.

A former world champion,
Sindhu will square off against
USA's Lauren Lam, who man-
aged to get past a fighting Ira
Sharma 15-21 21-16 21-16.

In other women's singles
matches, Samiya Imad Farooqui,
who had won the Bulgarian
International and finished run-
ners-up at Polish Open last
year, overcame a stiff resistance
from Shruti Mundada 17-21 21-
11 21-10, while Sai Uttejitha Rao
Chukka, a quarterfinalist in
2018 edition, trounced Anjana
Kumari 21-9 21-12 in all-Indian
matches.

Samiya will square off
against compatriot Kanika
Kanwal, who saw off USA's
Disha Gupta 21-15 16-21 21-6,
while Sai will cross swords with
Aakarshi Kashyap, who had
reached the quarterfinals at
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match. Just the way my body is. I am
not sure if I can finish the season. I
want to play full season, I am still
(ranked) 50-60 in world, I do feel I have
the level to play.

"As an athlete I feel I can go deep
in tournament. But I have a bit of a
meniscus issue going on my right
knee, I woke up with wrist pain cou-
ple of days ago. There is nothing

wrong with it.  "At 35, I am waking up
with couple of things that I don't know
where they're coming from. I want to
finish the season, try to play until US
Open, that is my goal. But I still have
to take it week-to-week," she said.

Talking about her first round
match, Sania said the conditions were
tough but they could have handled the
match better tactically.

India Open.
Prerana Neeluri, Smit Toshniwal,

Anupama Upadhyaya, Kriti Bharadwaj
also entered the second round of
women's singles.

In the men's singles, Kaushal
Dharmamer, Chirag Sen, Mithun
Manjunath and Raghu Mariswamy also
made winning starts to their respective
campaigns. While Kaushal stunned
Singapore's Jia Heng Jason Teh 14-21 21-

11 21-16, Chirag, elder brother of
Lakshya Sen, registered an easy 21-9 21-
6 win over Ansal Yadav.

Mithun beat Alap Mishra 21-15 21-
8 and Raghu edged out Siril verma 21-
19 13-21 21-18 in another match.

Kaushal, who had won the
Myanmar International series and
Malvives International challenge in
2019, will meet Malaysian June Wei
Cheam.


