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India reported its first
Omicron related death in

Maharashtra Pimpri
Chinchwad in Pune. Mumbai
on Friday saw a massive 47 per
cent jump in daily Covid cases
reporting 5,428 infections in 24
hours even as the country
reeled under the onslaught of
rapidly-spreading Omicron
variant. Maharashtra led the
tally with 8,067 Covid cases,
which is 50 per cent spike in
daily cases. The State saw eight
deaths in the same period. 

Delhi recorded 1,796 fresh
Covid cases, the highest single-
day rise since May 22, while the
positivity rate mounted to 2.44
per cent, according to data
shared by the city health
department.

On Friday, Maharashtra
reported four cases of Omicron
variant, taking the total case
count of the “variant of con-
cern” in the State to 454 as
Omicron tally in India
breached 1,000 mark to touch
1,280.  At least 23 States have
come in the grip of Omicron so

far. 
While Omicron looms

large over the country, daily
Covid-19 cases too surged with
India reporting a spike of
16,764 infections and 220
deaths during the last 24 hours.

States like West Bengal
and Delhi are witnessing a
huge surge in Covid-19 cases.
Bengal witnessed nearly 50
per cent spike in corona cases
with 3,189 people getting
infected in the 24 hours inter-
vening Thursday and Friday,
sources in the State Health
Department said. While, 1089
people were infected on
Wednesday the number of
infected patients went up to
2128 during the last 24 hours.
The number of patients
includes 5 people infected with
Omicron variant leading the
State’s total number of Omicron

infection to 16.
Delhi is in the grip of

Covid-19 in a big way. Delhi
had recorded seven deaths due
to Covid in November, four in
October and five in September.
As the positivity rate jumped to
2.44 per cent and new Omicron
cases were detected with no
travel history, Health Minister
Satyendar Jain has warned the
people about community trans-
mission. Delhi has reported 320
cases of Omicron variant of
Covid-19 till Thursday.

Meanwhile, the Centre has
asked the States to pull up the
socks to meet the challenges
due to uptick in Covid-19 and
Omicron cases and upscale
health system as well as setting
up the Rapid antigen Tests
(RAT) centers for early detec-
tion of the cases.

Continued on Page 2
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New Delhi: Nine Covid-19
deaths have been reported in
Delhi in December so far this
year, the highest count of fatal-
ities due to coronavirus infec-
tion in the last four months in
the national Capital, according
to official data.

Delhi had recorded seven
deaths due to Covid in
November, four in October
and five in September.

No fresh fatality was
reported in the city on
Thursday.
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Against the backdrop of var-
ious States in India re-

introducing night curfew to
deal with the spread of Covid-
19, WHO chief scientist
Soumya Swaminathan on
Friday said such curbs were
“not science-based” and it has
no evidence of effectiveness.
Instead, Swaminathan said,
wearing masks and vaccination
against the Covid-19 can help
“reduce transmission”.

Advising that Indians need
to be prepared, but not panic,
she also said that “politicians
need to start balancing the
scientific-based method to
reduce the transmission and its
impact on people, while at the
same time keeping the econo-
my open as people have suf-
fered enough.

“Schools should be the last
to be closed and first to be
opened because prolonged
school closure has a devastat-
ing effect on children and edu-
cation.”

“If 90 per cent of the pop-
ulation wore a mask the whole
time, you would drastically
reduce transmission. That we
need to focus on. Keeping in
mind that Covid-19 is not the
only thing affecting our lives in
terms of health,” the WHO
chief scientist told a news
channel.

Many States like Delhi,
Maharashtra, Odisha, Haryana,
Karnataka, Kerala, and Assam
have declared a ban on night
movement and limits on gath-
ering and warned of legal
action against those who do not
comply.

Continued on Page 2
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Infection with the virus that
causes Covid-19 can trigger

an adverse immune response
that lasts well beyond the ini-
tial infection and recovery even
among people who had mild
symptoms or no symptoms at
all, according to a new study
published in the Journal of
Translational Medicine.

It found that people with
prior infection with SARS-
CoV-2, the virus that causes
Covid-19, have a wide variety
of auto-antibodies up to six
months after they have fully
recovered.

“These findings help to
explain what makes Covid-19
an especially unique disease,”
said researcher Justyna Fert-
Bober from Cedars-Sinai
Medical Center in the US.

“These patterns of immune
dysregulation could be under-
lying the different types of
persistent symptoms we see in
people who go on to develop
the condition now referred to
as long Covid-19,” Bober
added.

The study said that when
people are infected with a virus
or other pathogen, their bod-
ies unleash proteins called anti-
bodies that detect foreign sub-
stances and keep them from

invading cells.
In some cases, however,

people produce autoantibodies
that can attack the body’s
organs and tissues over time.

For the study, the team
recruited 177 people with con-
firmed evidence of a previous
infection with SARS-CoV-2.
They compared blood samples
from these individuals with
samples taken from healthy
people before the pandemic.

All those with confirmed
SARS-CoV-2 infection had 
elevated levels of auto-anti-
bodies.

Some of the autoantibod-
ies also have been found in
people with diseases in which
the immune system attacks its
healthy cells, such as lupus and
rheumatoid arthritis.

“We found signals of auto-
antibody activity that are usu-
ally linked to chronic inflam-
mation and injury involving
specific organ systems and tis-
sues such as the joints, skin and
nervous system,” said another
researcher.

Some of the autoantibod-
ies have been linked to autoim-
mune diseases that typically
affect women more often than
men. In this study, however,
men had a higher number of
elevated auto-antibodies than
women.
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The National Investigation
Agency (NIA) has regis-

tered a case under Indian Penal
Code sections relating to crim-
inal conspiracy and waging
war against India as well as
under the provisions of the
Unlawful Activities
(Prevention) Act against
Germany-based operative of
banned Sikhs for Justice,
Jaswinder Singh Multani and
his other associates. The terror
outfit is an unlawful association
under the UAPA.

“This case relates to crim-
inal conspiracy hatched by
Multani with several other pro-
Khalistani elements located
abroad for radicalising, moti-
vating and recruiting youths in
Punjab on ground and online
through social media plat-
forms to propagate their ide-

ology with the aim to secede
Punjab from the Union of
India,” the NIA said in a state-
ment.

The outfit has been
involved in raising funds to
procure arms and explosives by
using smuggling networks in
Punjab to revive terrorism in
Punjab, it said.

Multani has also been in
contact with Pakistan’s covert
agency Inter-Services
Intelligence (ISI) operatives to
carry out terror attacks in
Mumbai and other parts of
India, it further said.

Continued on Page 2
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The Union Home Ministry
on Friday extended the

validity of the FCRA registra-
tion of NGOs by three months
till March 31. However, organ-
isations such as the
Missionaries of Charity will not
be eligible for the extension
benefits as their applications for
a renewal of the Foreign
Contribution (Regulation) Act
registration have already been
rejected, according to a notice
issued by the Ministry of Home
Affairs (MHA). 

The Centre, in the public
interest, has decided to extend
the validity of the FCRA reg-
istration certificates of NGOs
up to March 31, 2022, or till the
date of disposal of their renew-
al applications, whichever is
earlier, in respect of only those
entities that fulfill certain cri-
teria, the notice said. 

The NGOs with FCRA
registration certificates expiring
between September 29, 2020,
and March 31, 2022, and that
have applied for renewal on the

FCRA portal before the expiry
of the certificates, in accor-
dance with rule 12 of the
Foreign Contribution
(Regulation) Rules, 2011, are
eligible for the benefits. 

“All FCRA registered asso-
ciations are therefore advised to
take note of the fact that in case
of refusal of the application for
renewal of a certificate of reg-
istration, the validity of the cer-
tificate shall be deemed to
have expired on the date of the
refusal of the application of
renewal and the association
shall not be eligible either to
receive a foreign contribution
or utilise the foreign contribu-
tion received,” the notice said. 

The NGOs that have valid
registration certificates under
the FCRA are eligible to receive
funding from abroad. 

Continued on Page 2
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Union Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman on

Friday  said that the last date for
filing Income Tax Return (ITR)
will not be extended. Taxpayers
must note that the due date for
filing ITR will remain
December 31, 2021.

Revenue Secretary Tarun
Bajaj on Friday said that
December 31 remains the offi-
cial deadline for filing of
income tax returns. He said
returns filed so far are more
than those filed in the previous
year.

Bajaj said that he was
expecting another at least 20-
25 lakh returns to come by 12
in the night. “The figures that
we were anticipating would
have come...There is absolute-
ly no proposal to extend the
dates,” Bajaj said.

To a query on the glitches
on the I-T portal impacting fil-

ing, Bajaj said “I’m okay (with
extension) if the returns were
less by 1 crore. But the returns
filed is more than last year’s...
I’m watching the figures every
hour... ITR filings are going up
to 3 lakh (per hour) “.

So far 5.62 crore ITRs have
been filed till Friday. On Friday,

20 lakh returns were filed. Out
of the total, three lakh ITRs
have been filed in the last
hour. The government has
already extended the deadline
for filing income tax returns for
2020-21 fiscal year (ended
March 2021) by five months till
December 31.
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Ayodhya/Sant Kabirnagar:
Union Home Minister Amit
Shah on Friday asked people
here to seek an answer from
Samajwadi Party chief Akhilesh
Yadav for the firing on 'kar
sevaks' during his party's
Government in the past and
asked why Lord Ram had to
‘stay in a tent’ for years.

He was referring to the
makeshift temple on the site,
which was disputed in the
Babri Masjid-Ram
Janmabhoomi case.

Addressing a rally during
the BJP's Jan Vishwas Yatra
ahead of the UP Assembly
polls, he alleged that the SP,
BSP and Congress govern-
ments made efforts to stop the
construction of the Ram tem-
ple in Ayodhya.

"Do you remember that
'kar sevaks' were shot in
Ayodhya and bodies were
thrown into the Saryu," he
said referring to a 1990 incident

during the SP regime while
addressing a rally at
Government Inter College in
Faizabad.

He alleged that under the
SP and BSP rule, "symbols of
faith were not respected".

Today, PM Narendra Modi
and UP Chief Minister Yogi
Adityanath are working for
the glory of every faith, he said.

"When Akhileshji comes
here, seeking votes in Ayodhya,
ask him what was the crime of
the kar sevaks? why did your
government open fire on them?
what is your objection to the
removal of Article 370," he said.

"Akhilesh Babu, if your
second generation also comes,
neither Article 370 is going to
come back nor the triple talaq,"
Amit Shah said.

He said the SP, BSP, the
Congress and TMC chief
Mamata Banerjee worked
together to oppose the scrap-
ping of Jammu and Kashmir's

special status under Article
370.

"On August 5, 2019,
Modiji uprooted Article 370 in
Parliament," he said.

He also credited PM Modi
with the construction of the
Ram temple in Ayodhya.

On the other hand, he
said, "Whenever the SP, BSP
and the Congress were in
power, they made efforts to
stop this. Don't you remember
that the 'kar sevaks' were fired
upon, sticks were used on
Ram's sevaks, Ram sevaks were
killed and thrown into the
mother Saryu."

"I want to tell all those who
wanted to stop it, if you can, try
and stop it because no one has
the power to stop it. A grand
temple will come up in a few
months at the place where
Lord Shri Ram was born," he
said.

He also asked Why
Ramlala had to "stay in a tent"

for years.
"It is time for the people of

Ayodhya, citizens of the coun-
try and people of UP to think
why Ramlalla had to live in a
tent for so many years," he said.

Referring to the raids con-
ducted by the Income Tax
Department on the house of a
perfume trader in Kanpur,
Shah said bundles of notes
were seized and the stench of
the Samajwadi perfume has
spread all over UP.

He said there used to be
three "Ps" during the SP gov-
ernment--"pariwarvaad", "pak-
shpaat" and "palayan"--and
today there are three 'Vs' "vikas,
"vyapar" and "sanskratik
virasat"--and Ayodhya is the
biggest example of the three 
Vs.

Attacking the Congress,
he said when it was in power at
the Centre with the SP-BSP
support, terrorists from
Pakistan used to take away

heads of jawans but when
Modi became the PM, air and
surgical strikes eliminated ter-
rorists.

At the rally, Shah started
his speech amid the chants of
"Jai Shri Ram". Earlier in the
day, he offered prayers at the
Ram Janmabhoomi and the
Hanuman Garhi temples here.

Addressing another pub-
lic meeting in the Khalilabad
area of Sant Kabirnagar district,
Shah said the previous SP gov-
ernment was known only for
the rule of "bahubali" (strong-
men) but BJP's Yogi govern-
ment is working for the devel-
opment of all sections of soci-
ety.

Yogi Adityanath has
worked to free UP from the
mafia, he said.

Shah also raised the slo-
gan, "Abki Baar-300 Paar", and
called upon people to vote for
the BJP in the 2022 elections.

PTI 
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The Congress on Friday
quest ioned Prime

Minister Narendra Modi's
‘silence’ on reports of China
renaming 15 places in
Arunachal Pradesh in their
own language and calling the
north-eastern state as South
Tibet.

“A few days back, we were
remembering India's glori-
ous victory in the 1971 war.
Wise and strong decisions
are necessary for ensuring
the security and victory of the
nation. You cannot win with
empty rhetoric,"  former
Congress President Rahul
Gandhi said on Twitter, refer-
ring to a news report on the
Chinese move.

Congress Chief
spokesman Randeep Singh
Surjewala described the Modi
government as "weak" and

accused Prime Minister Modi
of remaining “silent" on
Chinese "threats" to India's
territorial integrity.

“As the year ends, China
threatens our territorial
integrity and sovereignty.
China has already transgressed
& occupied Depsang Plains &
Gogra Hot Springs in Eastern
Ladakh. China has set up a vil-
lage in Arunanchal. Mr. 56"
refuses to say a word. Weak
Govt, Mum PM," Surjewala
said the 56-inch-chest jibe
being a reference to Modi's
assertion during the 2014 par-
liamentary election campaign
that he would adopt a strong
policy on national security.

Addressing a press con-
ference at AICC Congress
spokesman Gourav Vallabh
wondered when the Prime
Minister would "look China
in the eye" and take strong
steps to counter its moves.

“Will our response be
limited to banning Chinese
apps, while India-China trade
crosses the 100-billion-dollar
mark," Vallabh asked.

He said the government
should respond to Chinese
moves strongly and assured
the support of Congress in
every such step.

According to a Chinese
media report, the country's
Ministry of Civil Affairs
announced on Wednesday
that it had standardised in
Chinese characters, Tibetan
and Roman alphabet the
names of  15 places in
Zangnan, the Chinese name
for Arunachal Pradesh.

India had strongly reject-
ed China's action and assert-
ed that Arunachal Pradesh has
"always been" and "will always
be" an integral part of India
and that assigning "invented"
names does not alter this fact. 
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From Page 1
Of the total 1,270 Omicron

cases in India, Maharashtra
accounted for the highest num-
ber of cases across the country.
Maharashtra has topped this
tally with 454 cases, followed by
Delhi (320), Kerala (109),
Gujarat (97) and Rajasthan
(69).

Alarmed at the rise in
Covid cases accompanied by an
increase in positivity rate in
various parts of the country,
Union Health Secretary Rajesh
Bhushan has advised the States
to upscale testing as well as
going for early testing of sus-
pect patients and their contacts
and isolating them to curb
transmission of SARS-Cov-2
causative agent of 
Covid-19.

Setting up multiple RAT
booths as well as encouraging
use of self-tests/home tests
have been advised for sympto-
matic individuals. Such seven
home testing kits have been
approved so far, said the letter.
“No accreditation is required
for undertaking RAT testing by
any healthcare facilities,” said
the letter written by the Health
Secretary.  

According to the
Government data, Maharashtra
reported 198 new Omicron
cases, including 190 in Mumbai
alone, taking the total number
of cases in the State to 450. Of
the 198 Omicron cases report-
ed by the National Institute of
Virology (NIV) during the day,

only 30 have international trav-
el history.

Haryana and Odisha have
reported 14 Omicron cases
each whereas West Bengal has
reported 11 cases of the strain.
States like Goa, Himachal
Pradesh, Ladakh, Manipur and
Punjab have also reported their
first Omicron cases, as per
Health Ministry data.

While Omicron continues
to loom large, India has report-
ed 16,764 new coronavirus
cases, 7,585 recoveries and 220
deaths in the last 24 hours.
While the active caseload cur-
rently stands at 91,361, the
national Covid-19 recovery
rate currently stands at 98.36
per cent, said the Ministry in a
statement here.

With no let-up in the
spread of the pandemic, the
daily Covid-19 cases jumped
up by as many as 2,699 cases to
touch a tally of 8,067 cases in
Maharashtra on Friday, even
the Omicron cases dipped sub-
stantially to just four cases in
the State.

On a day when it claimed
eight lives in the State, the
Covid-19 cases rose from 5,368
cases on Thursday to 8,067
cases, taking the total number
of the cases from 66,70,754 to
66,78,821 cases.   A day after
the State recorded an all-time
high of 198 omicron cases, the
new Covid-19 variant cases
dropped to four cases. With the
latest tally, the total number of
Omicron cases went up to 450
cases.  

Mumbai bore the maxi-
mum brunt of the pandemic, as
the Covid-19 infections
jumped by 5428 cases and the
metropolis did not record any
Omicron cases on Friday.

With 5428 fresh cases, the
total number Covid-19 cases
jumped from 779031 to 784459
cases during the last 24 
hours.

As 1766 patients were dis-
charged from the hospitals
across the State after full recov-
ery, the total number of people
discharged from the hospitals
since the second week of March
last year increased from
65,07,330 to 65,09,096. The
recovery rate in the State
dropped from 95.55 per cent to
95.46 per cent.
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From Page 1
Swaminathan said,

“Countries should look at their
own data: people who are
dying, which vaccine did they
take and how long ago did they
have it, which population
group should be targeted. This
is how we learn about immu-
nity. What we know now is the
neutralizing antibody respons-
es do wane over a period of
time, at about 6 months.”

On India allowing precau-
tionary shots, Swaminathan
favoured combining vaccines
for boosters. She said, “So far
that we have on this mix and
match or combination have not
included Corbevax. There is
data on the Covavax that has
been tried as a booster.
Whether you take another shot
of the same vaccine as a boost-
er or administer a different one,
you get a good boost.”

Swamination said boosters
give “good strengthening of the
immune response as the mem-
ory cells get activated”. “What
WHO said is that what vaccine
you pick as the booster dose
really depends on different
things such as what you have
used in that country, what
supplies are available, what is
acceptable to the public, what
the costs are, etc. Whatever it
is, boosters give good strength-
ening of the immune response
as the memory cells get acti-
vated,” the WHO chief scientist
said, according to the report.

“In fact, some studies have
shown that it may be preferable
to use a different vaccine as a
booster. 

Given the available data, I
think countries can formulate
their own policy based on their
immune responses and other
factors such as cold storage,
affordability. But, I think India
is in a good position regarding
the number of vaccines avail-
able at hand,” Swaminathan
said.

The WHO chief scientist
said “politicians need to start
balancing the scientific-based
method” to reduce the trans-
mission and its impact on peo-
ple. She said “schools should be
the last to be closed and first to
be opened” while stressing that
vaccination should be given
more preference.

“We need clinical studies
and not just lab-based studies.
So, what the WHO is really say-
ing now is that our goals
remain the same. We have to
save the most vulnerable. Give
them boosters. 

But at the same time, we do
not have enough evidence that
the entire population needs
boosters. This is why the WHO
is calling for a science-based
approach in a way that we pro-
tect the most vulnerable but at
the same time don’t deprive
those who need the vaccine,”
Swaminathan said.

“What we can expect to see
in India is a surge of Omicron
cases, I think it is just beginning
now in some of the cities and
is going to infect a lot of peo-
ple,” the WHO scientist said.

From Page 1
After the registration of the

case, requisite actions as per law
for the expeditious investigation
of the case have been initiated,
it added.Meanwhile, the NIA has
conducted searches in Srinagar
and arrested an operative of
The Resistance Front in a case of
radicalising, motivating and
recruiting youth of Jammu and
Kashmir by Lashkar-e-Tayabba
(LeT). 

After conducting the search
operation on Thursday, the NIA
arrested TRF operative Arsalan
Feroz alias Arsalan Soub of
Zaldagar, MR Gunj, Srinagar.The
case relates to a conspiracy
hatched for radicalising, moti-
vating, and recruiting youth of
Jammu and Kashmir to effect
violent activities in the Valley and
rest of India.
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From Page 1
A total of 22,762 NGOs are

registered under the FCRA and
the renewal applications of about
6,500 have so far been processed.
The MHA, on December 25,
rejected the renewal application
of the Missionaries of Charity,
founded by Mother Teresa in
Kolkata, for not meeting the eli-
gibility conditions under the
FCRA as some adverse inputs
were received. 

In a statement, the MHA
also said it did not freeze any
bank account of the
Missionaries of Charity, but the
State Bank of India had
informed that the organisation
itself had sent a request to the
bank to freeze its accounts.
Several political leaders, includ-
ing West Bengal Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee, slammed
the Centre for the rejection of
the Missionaries of Charity’s
FCRA registration renewal
application. 

Odisha Chief Minister
Naveen Patnaik directed all
district collectors on Thursday
to ensure that no unit of the
Missionaries of Charity oper-
ating in the State faces any
financial crisis and, if necessary,
to use the Chief Minister’s
Relief Fund to help them.
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Uttar Pradesh Congress Committee president Ajay Kumar
Lallu on Friday attacked the Bharatiya Janata Party gov-

ernment, alleging that Union Home Minister Amit Shah was only
lying in the rallies being held with government money.

Lallu said that the BJP government made Uttar Pradesh num-
ber one in unemployment, inflation and atrocities on women and
now under the leadership of Priyanka Gandhi Vadra, the peo-
ple had made up their minds to throw out the Yogi Adityanath-
led government. 

According to a UPCC official communiqué released here on
Friday evening, Lallu said that Union Home Minister Amit Shah
was continuously lying in the rallies being held with government
money. He said in the rallies of Amit Shah and Chief Minister
Yogi Adityanath, instead of talking on the issues of public con-
cern, unrestrained talk was going on that has nothing to do with
the development of Uttar Pradesh. He said that BJP gave 30 per
cent participation in ticket distribution to the family members
of BJP leaders, on the other hand, Congress was going to give
40 per cent tickets to women. “Unemployment has increased so
much that youth are forced to migrate to other states whereas
Congress is promising to provide 20 lakh jobs if its government
is formed in Uttar Pradesh, in which 40 per cent will be women's
share,” the UPCC chief said. Lallu said that before making any
comment on Rahul Gandhi, Amit Shah must listen to the for-
mer Congress president's statement and also to the statement of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi in which Congress questioned
burning the stove with drain gas. He said that Amit Shah was
asking for five more years to make Uttar Pradesh number one
whereas in the last five years, Uttar Pradesh had become num-
ber one in crime, atrocities on women and unemployment.
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Terming Congress a “dead
snake” and the “root of ter-

rorism, extremism, communal
riots and corruption”, Chief
Minister Yogi Adityanath on
Friday said that with the coop-
eration of able leaders like
Dinesh Pratap Singh, Aditi
Singh, and new entrant Rakesh
Pratap Singh, Bharatiya Janata
Party was working towards the
overall development of Rae
Bareilly and “sweeping out”
negativity along with 
Congress.

Addressing a public meet-
ing in Rae Bareli while inau-
gurating and laying the foun-
dation stones of 381 develop-
mental projects worth Rs 834
crore, the Chief Minister said,
“After MLAs Dinesh Pratap
Singh and Aditi Singh, Rakesh
Pratap Singh from
Harchandpur has also formal-
ly joined the BJP today. With
his support, I am sure the task
of uprooting the Congress from
Rae Bareli will be done and Rae
Bareli will witness overall
development.”

In a fierce attack on the
Congress party, the chief min-

ister said that in Rae Bareli,
Rana Benimadhav never
accepted foreign rule but
despite this, why were the peo-
ple compelled to wrap a dead
snake-like Congress around
our neck?”

Mounting an attack on the
grand old party once again for
falsifying the existence of
Hindu gods, the chief minister
said that when the Congress
used to form government, it
instigated hatred against Lord
Ram and Lord Krishna and the
people of the country should
not have tolerated it.

"It was during the Congress
rule in 2005 that people tried
to demolish Ram Setu. Those
who falsified the existence of
Lord Ram are seeking public
support. 

But today, the public rep-
resentatives are joining the BJP
one by one because we respect
the faith of the people," he 
said.

Taking a jibe at Samajwadi
Party, the chief minister said
that the people of the state now
comment that Samajwadi Party
means 'Jis gaadi me koi Sapa ka
jhanda, samjho usme baitha koi
gunda’. 
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New Delhi: Delhi woke up to cold wave conditions on Friday
as the minimum temperature dipped to 3.8 degrees Celsius,
according to the India Meteorological Department (IMD).

The city was swept by a cold wave on Thursday as well as
the temperature dropped sharply to 3.4 degrees Celsius from 8.4
degrees Celsius on Wednesday. Similar conditions are likely to
persist for the next few days, the weather department has fore-
cast.

The maximum temperature is likely to settle at around 19
degrees Celsius and there will be shallow fog, it said.

The weather stations at Delhi's Palam and Lodhi Road record-
ed a minimum temperature of 7 degrees Celsius and 4 degrees
Celsius respectively on Friday. In the plains, the IMD declares
a cold wave if the minimum temperature dips to 4 degrees Celsius.
A cold wave is also declared when the maximum temperature
is 10 degrees Celsius and is 4.5 notches below normal.

Delhi had experienced cold wave conditions on December
20 and December 21 as well, when the minimum temperature
settled at 3.2 degrees Celsius, the lowest so far this season, and
4 degrees Celsius respectively. 

The IMD has forecast cold wave to severe cold wave condi-
tions in northwest India till January 3.A "severe" cold wave is when
the minimum temperature dips to 2 degrees Celsius or the depar-
ture from normal is more than 6.4 degrees Celsius. The city's air
quality was in the "very poor" category as the Ministry of Earth
Sciences' SAFAR system recorded an Air Quality Index (AQI)
of 308 on Friday.
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Delhi farmers on Friday thronged
outside the residence of Chief

Minister Arvind Kejriwal and
Lieutenant Governor Anil Baijal claim-
ing the new set ups of liquor shops in
their areas will deteriorate law and
order situation.

Demanding to cancel the decision
of opening liquor shops under new
excise policy, Surendra Solanki, head,
Palam – 360 said all issues on major
projects on village development should
be resolved soon.

Terming their protest as
‘Mahapanchayat’ , the farmers also
demanded compensation on land
acquisition to a reasonable limit as
compared to other states and a ban on
acquisition of rural area lands by Delhi
Development Authority (DDA).

Solanki said that he has written sev-
eral times to the Chief Minister and
Lieutenant Governor of Delhi demand-
ing that under the new excise policy in
Delhi countryside, new liquor shops
will not be tolerated at all. Our message
is very loud and clear that we will not
allow the issues of the village country-
side to be ignored at any cost, nor will
we allow liquor shops to open in our
village because it threatens to spoil our
social system.

���//�
���
��
�� '()��(*+$

Opposing the new liquor policy of ruling Aam
Aadmi Party (AAP) in Delhi, Adesh Gupta, State

president of Bharatiya Janata Party, said on Friday
that all three corporations have decided that 
opening of liquor shops in residential, and near
schools is a violation of Master Plan -2021 and do
not comply with 
corporations’ rule.

“Any liquor shop near religious places, schools
or residential areas will be sealed with immediate
effect,” Gupta added. “The corporations have already
started sealing such liquor shops and now it is being
intensified.  It is because opening of such shops have
led to spurt in crime about which the Kejriwal
Government seems to be least concerned about,”  he
charged. He said everybody; women, elderly, children
are concerned about the new excise policy as liquor
shops are now opening next door to their residences. 

It’s rather strange while Kejriwal is advocating
prohibition while in Punjab, back home here in Delhi
he is hell bent upon making Delhi a city of alcohol.
But BJP is not just going to sit back quietly and said
we started a mass movement against the policy from
Rajghat , then started a signature campaign against this
in the entire city and now on January 3, will resort to
chakka jam to protest this. He warned the party will,
through corporations’ administration or the mass
movement, oppose this new excise policy tooth and
nail and compel the state government to withdraw this
policy and not allow it to play with future of young-
sters which is very shameful on part of 
Kejriwal.
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Delhi Chief Minister and the
Aam Aadmi Party (AAP)

supremo Arvind Kejriwal said on
Friday that Punjab has never seen
such a weak and spineless
Government.

Hitting hard at Punjab’s Chief
Minister Charanjeet Singh
Channi, Kejriwal said, “Punjab
Government had promised to jail
the culprits of sacrilege within 48
hours; it has been 10 days and
they roam free. 

“Attempts are being made to
disrupt the atmosphere in Punjab
again, the present Government
has failed to restore peace with-
in Punjab. No one is worried
about the atmosphere of Punjab,
these people are fighting among
themselves for the chair of CM,”
the AAP leader said.

Kejriwal said the AAP will
bring an honest Government
and work in the interests of the
3 crore people of Punjab.

AAP National Convenor and
Delhi CM Kejriwal led a 'Shanti
March' in Patiala. This Shanti
March, started from Sheranwala

Gate Chowk, during which, the
AAP Convenor marched on foot
along with senior party leaders.
A large number of supporters and
AAP workers were present in the
peace march.

“Elections are coming up,
friends! And as the voting time
approaches, Punjab’s enemies
have resumed their dirty antics.
A few days ago, an incident of
sacrilege took place on the sacred
Shri Durbar Sahib. 

The person who attempted
sacrilege was most definitely not
working independently, and was
probably sent by some master-
mind who was behind this dis-
graceful act. 

Why has this mastermind
not been caught and sent to jail
yet? Congress' Punjab
Government had said that they
would capture the brains behind
these incidents within 48 hours,
but over ten days have passed and
no action has been taken, why?
Several days after this unfortu-
nate incident, a bomb blast took
place in Ludhiana. Again, the
perpetrator behind this has not
been caught,” Kejriwal said.
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The air quality in the 
national Capital deterio-

rated on Friday with an over-
all air quality index (AQI) of
321 micrograms per cubic on
the National Ambient Air
Quality Index (NAAQI).

According to the System of
Air Quality and Weather
Forecasting And Research
(SAFAR), aunit of Ministry of
Earth Sciences (MoES), the
air quality is tagged with very
poor air quality status.

Meanwhile, according to
SAFAR, the concentrations of
PM 2.5 and PM 10 stood at 130
in the 'very poor' and 237 in the
'moderate' category respec-
tively. According to the SAFAR
bulletin, New Year celebra-
tions on December 31 night
may increase emissions and
worsen the air quality but the
net effect is likely to keep AQI
within the very poor or high-
er end of very poor for the next
three days.

"AQI today indicates very
Poor air quality. Prevailing
cold wave conditions in the

northwest region of Delhi and
winds blowing from the
west/northwest direction affect
weather in Delhi. However,
minimum and maximum tem-
peratures show a tendency to
increase slightly for the next 3
days (December 31, January 1
and January 2). Consistently
high wind speeds are likely for
the next three days. Mixing
layer height continues to be 1.0
- 1.5 km," SAFAR said in its
bulletin.

While the air quality of
Noida remains in the very
poor category with AQI at 304
and air quality of Gurugram is
in the poor category with AQI
at 252. As per the Government
agencies, an AQI between zero
and 50 is considered 'good', 51
and 100 'satisfactory', 101 and
200 'moderate', 201 and 300
'poor, 301 and 400 'very poor',
and 401 and 500 'severe'.

New Delhi: Delhi on Friday
recorded 1,796 fresh Covid
cases, the highest single-day
rise since May 22, and zero
death while the positivity rate
mounted to 2.44 per cent,
according to data shared by the
city health department.  

On Thursday, 1,313 cases
were recorded with a positivi-
ty rate of 1.73 per cent, accord-
ing to official figures. The daily
cases count had breached the
1000-mark after a gap of seven
months. The daily cases
count surged to 1,796 on Friday
with an increased positivity rate
of 2.44 per cent, as per the lat-
est health bulletin. This sin-
gle-day rise is the highest since
May 22 when 2,260 cases were
logged with a positivity rate of
3.58 per cent. As many as 182
deaths were also recorded on
that day.

The huge spike in fresh
cases over the past few days
here is being recorded amid a
significant jump in cases of the
new Omicron variant of Covid
in Delhi. The number of
coronavirus deaths in the
national capital, logged in the
month of December, stands at

nine, the highest in the last four
months.

The death toll due to the
coronavirus infection in Delhi
stands at 25,107. O n
Wednesday, Tuesday and
Monday the daily cases tally
had stood at 923; 496 and 331
cases respectively, as per offi-
cial data. The number of
cumulative cases on Monday
stood at 14,48,211. Over 14.18
lakh patients have recovered
from the infection. S e v e n
Covid-19 deaths were report-
ed here in November this year,
according to official data. Delhi
had recorded four Covid deaths
in October and five in
September. A total of
73,590 tests -- 62,812 RT-PCR
tests and 10,778 rapid antigen
tests -- were conducted a day
ago, the bulletin said. PTI
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Gurugram: The Gurugram dis-
trict on Friday recorded 280
fresh coronavirus cases, the
highest number of positive cases
in the last six months. 

However, no death was
reported from the city. the dis-
trict's Covid toll has reached 927,
officials said. Apart from this, 13
Omicron cases have also been
reported in Gurugram.

The Covid-19 tally in
Gurugram has now risen to
1,82,962 according to the official
daily health bulletin. A total of
1,81,138 have been cured and
discharged including 43 on
Friday. The health department
said out of 927 deaths 611 died
due to comorbidities and the
remaining 316 were without
comorbidity. As per the data of
the health department,nt the
Covid-19 infection increased
again in the last three days.

"Gurugram now has 897
active cases, including 886 in-
home isolation remaining 11
patients are admitted in private,
government and Covid centres
in the district," Gurugram Civil
Surgeon Dr Virender Yadav
said.
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New Delhi: Amid the report
that over 81,000 security per-
sonnel in the Central Armed
Police Forces (CAPFs) in the
last 10 years opted for retire-
ment and VRS, the Ministry of
Home Affairs (MHA) has
asked the CAPFs and Assam
Rifles to set up a committee to
review the present status of the
delay in promotion in the
lower cadres and also directed
them to submit reports in two
months.

Taking cognizance of the
fact that hundreds of the per-
sonnel have applied for com-
pulsory retirement or VRS due
to inordinate delay in promo-
tion at the junior levels and
other service conditions, the
MHA also asked CAPFs for
suggestions to improve the sit-
uation. The CAPFs such as the
CRPF, BSF, CISF, ITBP, NSG,
NDRF and SSB are under the
direct control of the Union

Ministry of Home Affairs, but
the Assam Rifles is under the
administrative control of the
Ministry of Defence.

According to the officials
in the security forces it takes
around 17 to 20 years for a con-
stable to become a head con-
stable (HC) while the delay is
of six to 12 years for a head
constable to become an
Assistant Sub-Inspector (ASI).

Similarly, the waiting peri-
od for the promotion of an ASI
to Sub-Inspector (SI) is between
six to 10 years depending on the
vacancies in each force.

According to official data,
in the Central Reserve Police
Force (CRPF), a constable has
to wait around 17 years to
become HC, from HC to ASI
six years, from ASI to SI eight
years and SI to Inspector - nine
years.In the Border Security
Force (BSF), a constable waits
around 21-22 years to become

HC, from HC to ASI - 12 years,
from ASI to SI - nine to 10
years and SI to Inspector eight
to nine years.

Similarly, in the Indo-
Tibetan Border Police (ITBP),
the delay in promotion of a
constable to HC is 13 to 14
years, HC to ASI - 11 to 12
years, ASI to SI - nine to 10
years and SI to Inspector takes
around six to seven years.

The Central Industrial
Security Force (CISF) has the
similar situation where a con-
stable becomes HC in 18 years,
HC to ASI in 11 years, ASI to
SI six years and SI to Inspector
in 10 years.

The situation in the
Sashastra Seema Bal (SSB) is
still better compared to other
forces as a constable takes 13
years to become HC, from HC
to ASI-10 years, from ASI to SI-
six years and from SI to
Inspector- five years. IANS
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Serum Institute of India (SII)
CEO Adar Poonawala on

Friday said the vaccines major
has applied to Indian authori-
ties for full market authorisa-
tion of Covishield, stating sup-
plies of the Covid-19 vaccine
have exceeded 125 crore doses.

SII had partnered with the
developer of Covishield,
AstraZeneca, for the supply of
the vaccine to the Indian gov-
ernment, which had in January
this year granted emergency use
authorisation in the country.

“Supplies of the COV-
ISHIELD vaccine in India,
have exceeded 1.25 billion
doses. The government of India

now has enough data for full
market authorisation, and
therefore @SerumInstIndia has
applied to the
@ C D S C O _ I N D I A _ I N F
(DCGI) and
@MoHFW_INDIA for this
permission,” Poonawala said in
a tweet tagging the Central
Drugs Standard Control
Organisation (CDSCO) and
Ministry of Health and Family
Welfare.

EUA is granted by author-
ities during public health emer-
gencies to provide access to
medical products after deter-
mining that the known and
potential benefits of a product,
when used to prevent, diag-
nose, or treat the disease, out-

weigh the known and potential
risks of the product.

In case of full market
authorisation, the vaccines
need to undergo the standard
regulatory process for review-
ing the quality, safety and effec-
tiveness of medical products.

Covishield, along with
Bharat Biotech’s Covaxin were
the first two vaccines approved
by the Drugs Controller
General of India (DCGI) in
January this year, under emer-
gency use authorisation against
the pandemic.

Already in the US, Pfizer-
BioNTech’s COVID-19 vac-
cine has received full USFDA
approval for use in individuals
16 years of age and older, tran-
sitioning from an earlier emer-
gency use authorisation (EUA)
approval.

In October this year, the
Pune-based SII had submitted
the final phase 2/3 clinical
study report of India with its
application for grant of regular
market authorization for
Covishield.

The firm had also submit-
ted phase-3 clinical study
results of 24,244 subjects from
the UK, Brazil and South
Africa on June 8, 2021, to the
CDSCO. Also, phase-3 clinical
study results of 32,379 subjects
from the US, Chile and Peru
were submitted on July 9.
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The National Investigation
Agency (NIA) has con-

ducted searches in Srinagar
and arrested one operative of
The Resistance Front (TRF) in
a case of radicalising, motivat-
ing and recruiting youth of
Jammu and Kashmir by
Lashkar-e-Tayabba (LeT).
(Rakesh)

After conducting the
search operation on Thursday,
the NIA arrested TRF operative

Arsalan Feroz alias Arsalan
Soub of Zaldagar, MR Gunj,
Srinagar.

The case relates to con-
spiracy hatched for radicalising,
motivating and recruiting
youth of Jammu and Kashmir
to effect violent activities in the
Valley and rest of India by
Sajjad Gul, Salim Rehmani
alias Abu Saad and Saifullah
Sajid Jutt, Commanders of
LeT/TRF.

In furtherance of the said
criminal conspiracy they are
recruiting individuals (OGWs)
to carry out reconnaissance of
predetermined targets, coordi-
nating and transporting
weapons to support LeT and its
frontal affiliate TRF.

Till now, four accused have
been arrested in this case. The
search operation conducted
on Thursday led to recovery of
several incriminating docu-
ments and digital devices,
added. 
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Prime Minister  Narendra
Modi will be visiting

Meerut in Uttar  Pradesh on
Sunday to lay the foundation
stone of Major Dhyan Chand
Sports University. 

The University will be established
at Salawa and Kaili villages of Sardhana
town in Meerut at an estimated cost of
about Rs 700 Crore.

The establishment of
Major Dhyan Chand
Sports University at
Meerut will be a major
step towards encouraging

Sports in the region.
The Sports

University will be
equipped with modern
and state of the art sports
infrastructure including
synthetic Hockey

ground, Football ground, Basketball,
Volleyball, Handball, Kabaddi ground,
Lawn tennis court, Gymnasium hall,
Synthetic running stadium, Swimming
pool, Multipurpose hall and a Cycling
velodrome.

The university will also house
facilities for Shooting, Squash,
Gymnastics, Weightlifting, Archery,
Canoeing and Kayaking, among other

facilities. The University will
have the capacity of training
1080 sportspersons including
540 female and 540 male
sportspersons, according to the
Prime Minister's Ofice. 
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The Ministry of Agriculture’s
data showed total area

under all rabi crops rose to
634.68 lakh hectare this year so
far in the rabi crops season
from 625.04 lakh hectare last

year.  
Despite higher acreage this

year, sowing of wheat and puls-
es, the main rabi crops have

been report-
ed to be
lower. Wheat
has been
planted at
325.88 lakh
hectare as on
Friday, com-
pared with
329.11 lakh
hectare in the
y e a r - a g o
period while
pulses plant-

ed at 152.62 lakh hectare this
year so far as against 154.04
lakh hectare last year.  Sowing
of key rabi crops such as mus-
tard, gram (chana), lentil
(masur) and barley have
touched or exceeded the sea-
son’s normal acreage this year.

As per the data, Punjab,
Haryana, Uttar Pradesh,
Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh,
Maharashtra and Bihar are
among those states which
reported less wheat plantation
so far due to delay departure of
monsoon this year.  The data
showed that 3.23 lakh hectare
less area has been covered

compared to last year.
Rajasthan reported 1.96 lakh
hectare, Madhya Pradesh 0.56
lakh hectare, Assam 0.02 lakh
hectare of wheat sowing.
Sowing of rabi crops like wheat
begins in October and har-
vesting from April onwards.

A total area under oilseeds
has increased sharply to 97.07

lakh hectare as on December
31, 2021 from 80.64 lakh
hectare in the year-ago period.
Among oilseeds, rapeseed and
mustard seed were covered in
a maximum area of about 88.54
lakh hectare in the period
under review as against 72.30
lakh hectare in the year-ago
period.

Area sown under ground-
nut remained flat at 3.64 lakh
hectare, linseed at 2.57 lakh
hectare, sunflower at 1.01 lakh
hectare, safflower at 0.68 lakh
hectare, sesamum at 0.30 lakh
hectare, and other oilseeds at
0.33 lakh hectare in the period,

the data showed.
Rise in the area under

mustard seed crop is a positive
sign for a country that depends
on imports to meet 60 per cent
of its domestic requirement and
is struggling to keep retail
prices under check amid a
global price rise situation.

Gram, the main rabi pulse,
was grown in a slightly higher
area of 107.69 lakh hectare as
against 105.68 lakh hectare in
the year-ago period. Area sown
to lentil was marginally high-
er at 16.76 lakh hectare, while
field pea was sown in 9.61 lakh
hectare, kulthi in 3.34 lakh

hectare, urad bean in 5.66 lakh
hectare, moong bean in 2.29
lakh hectare and lathyrus in
3.32 lakh hectare so far in the
ongoing rabi season of 2021-22
crop year (July-June).

There was less coverage
under coarse-cum-nutri cere-
als as the total area was down
at 45.05 lakh hectare as against
46.19 lakh hectare. Jowar sow-
ing was lagging behind at 23.17
lakh hectare so far this rabi sea-
son as against 26.05 lakh
hectare in the year-ago period,
while coverage under maize
was up at 14.80 lakh hectare as
against 12.89 lakh hectare.

����� '()��(*+$

The Central Bureau of
Investigation (CBI) has

arrested a Regional Officer of
National Highways Authority
of India (NHAI), Bangalore,
four officials including General
Manager, Executive 
Director, AGM of a Bhopal-
based private company Dilip
Buildcon Ltd. and a private per-
son in an alleged bribery case
of Rs 20 lakh and recovered
over Rs 4 crore in cash during
searches.

A case was registered
against the accused following
allegations that the Regional
Officer, NHAI, Bangalore, Akil
Ahmad was in habit of
demanding/accepting illegal
gratification from NHAI con-
tractors for clearing their pend-
ing bills and for issuing
Provisional Commercial

Operations Date( PCOD) for
completed projects, the CBI
said in a statement.

It was further alleged that
the Regional Officer, NHAI,
Bangalore demanded an illegal
gratification from General
Manager of Dilip Buildcon,
Retnakaran Sajilal posted at the
firm’s site office in Bengaluru
with respect to project under
B e n g a l u r u - C h e n n a i
Expressway Package 1 & 2
executed by said private com-
pany in Karnataka, it said.

It was also alleged that
Rs.20 lakh was to be delivered
to a private person at Delhi for
NHAI official Akil Ahmad.

The CBI laid a trap and the
private person Anuj Gupta of
Dilip Buildcon was 
caught. During the trap pro-
ceedings, Rs 20 lakh was recov-
ered from Gupta at New Delhi
which was received on behalf

of Ahmad.
“Searches are being con-

ducted at the premises of
accused including at New
Delhi, Bengaluru, Cochin,
Gurugram and Bhopal Cash of
Rs.4 crore was recovered from
the premises of the accused pri-
vate persons and cash of Rs.4
lakh was recovered from the
premises of Ahmad, Regional
Officer of NHAI,” the agency
said.

All the arrested accused
will be produced before the
Competent Court.

The arrested accused are
Akil Ahmad, Regional Officer,
NHAI, Bangalore, Retnakaran
Sajilal, General Manager,
Devendra Jain, Executive
Director; Mahim Pratap Singh
Tomar, AGM and Sunil Kumar
Verma (an official), all of Dilip
Buildcon Limited besides pri-
vate person Anuj Gupta.
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While the year 2021 ended
on a low note for Rajya

Sabha with the second lowest
annual productivity ever, its
eight Department Related
Parliamentary Standing
Committees (DRSCs) have
reported the best performance.

Sources in the Ràjya Sabha
secretariat said the 59 per cent
annual productivity during
2021 has been the second low-
est for Rajya Sabha after the
House hit the nadir with pro-
ductivity of 36 per cent during
2018. Issues relating to the
three Farm Bills and suspen-
sion of 12 Members of the
House adversely impacted the
functioning of the House dur-
ing the Monsoon and Winter
Sessions of 2021.

In contrast, the 8 DRSCs of
Rajya Sabha have significantly
improved their performance
during September, 2020 to
September, 2021 in terms of
duration of meetings and atten-
dance of Members over that of
2017-18.

“Since assumption of office
in August, 2017, Chairman
Rajya Sabha M. Venkaiah
Naidu has been regularly mon-
itoring and reviewing the per-
formance of these 8
Committees given their impor-
tance. He convened a meeting
with the Chairmen of all the 8
Committees after the first
review and has been writing to
them regularly on the func-
tioning of these Committees
and urged them to endeavour
to improve their performance,”
sources said.

The latest review of the
performance of these 8
Committees revealed that while
only two Committees on

Transport, Tourism & Culture
and Health Family Welfare
reported average duration of
over two hours per meeting in
2017-18, six Committees i.e.
Transport, Health, Education,
Home Affairs, Science &
Technology and Commerce
met for over two hours per
meeting during 2020-21.

While no Committee  has
reported attendance of 50% in
2017-18, three Committees on
Transport, Education and Law
& Justice have reported atten-
dance of more than 50% dur-
ing 2020-21 with six of the
eight Committees improving
average attendance in the meet-
ings during this period.

For the 134 meetings held
by the 8 Committees during
2017-18, the average duration
of each meeting had been 1
hour 51 minutes while the
average attendance was 44.87%.
The same for the 126 meetings
held during 2020-21 has been
2 hours 14 minutes and 47.53%
respectively.  This marks an
increase of 20% in  the duration
of meetings and 6% rise in
attendance despite the pan-
demic since March, 2020. 

This has been the best per-
formance during the last four

years, further to regular review
by Naidu.

In his last letter to the
Chairmen of all the 8
Committees, Naidu has urged
them to ensure an average
attendance of 50% and average
duration of  2 hours 30 minutes
in each of the meetings given
the costs involved. The perfor-
mance reported in this regard
during 2020-21 is close to the
benchmarks suggested by the
Rajya Sabha Chairman.

Naidu, this week commis-
sioned a study to recommend
ways of improving the perfor-
mance of these Committees
and also to examine effective
amplification through media of
the content and the recom-
mendations contained in the
reports submitted by these
Committees for wider dissem-
ination.

Each Committee has 31
members with 10 from Rajya
Sabha and 21 from Lok Sabha.
Attendance of 11 members
(35%) make the quorum for
each meeting. Number of
meetings held without quorum
has also substantially declined
in 2020-21. These Committees
are reconstituted every year in
September.
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New Delhi: President Ram
Nath Kovind on Friday greet-
ed citizens on the eve of new
year.

"May the new dawn of the
new year reinvigorate the spir-
it of peace, prosperity and fra-
ternity in our lives. Let us
resolve to bring in the new year
with endeavour to usher in
progress in our society and
country," he said.

In a message, the president
said, "On the joyous occasion
of the new year 2022, I extend
my warm greetings and best
wishes to all our fellow coun-
trymen, living in India and
abroad."

May the new year, 2022,
bring a lot of happiness and
good health as well as success
and prosperity in your life,
Kovind said. PTI

Jammu: Asserting that some
people are engaged in ‘soft
separatism’ by cleverly sup-
porting militancy, Jammu &
Kashmir DGP Dilbag Singh on
Friday termed Hyderpora
operation ‘neat and clean’ and
asked political leaders ques-
tioning the ‘clean chit' given to
the forces to submit evidence to
investigation panels.

He said he felt hurt over
irresponsible utterances of a
section of political leaders in
Kashmir, adding that counting
votes on the dead bodies is
their mission.

"We definitely felt hurt
over this kind of utterances. It
is irresponsible on the part of
certain people, who are not part
of the investigation and do not
know anything about the probe
on the ground to make such
remarks,” Singh said at a press
conference here.

He was replying to ques-
tions on the statements made
by political leaders against the
probe by the local police in
connection with Hyderpora
encounter.

A Pakistani terrorist and
three other persons were killed

in Hyderpora on November 15
and the police had claimed that
all the slain men had links to
militancy. The families of the
three, alleging foul play, had
said they were innocent,
prompting the police to order
the inquiry.

Separately, a magisterial
probe was also ordered by Lt
Governor Manoj Sinha in the
encounter which was one of the
rare operations carried out
jointly by the Army and the
Jammu and Kashmir Police
within the city limits.

Meanwhile, the Special
Investigation Team (SIT) head-
ed by Deputy Inspector
General of Police Central
Kashmir Sujit Kumar had
Wednesday threatened legal
action against the political
leaders in Jammu and Kashmir
for making "speculative" state-
ments about the investigation.

JK DGP made it clear that
the operation was neat and
clean and done in a profes-
sional manner.

"We have made it crystal
clear that the operation was
neat and clean. It was trans-
parent…,” he said.

The top cop also said the
utterances by the political lead-
ers were in violation of law.

"We have made it clear that
those utterances are somehow
violative of law. May be at
some stage, if people do not
mend their ways, law will take
its own course,” he said.He also
asked those raking up the issue
to present the evidence before
the investigation panels.

"… if anybody has any evi-
dence, he can present it before
two panels of the magisterial
inquiry and SIT,” he said.

Asked if such people
should be brought to book,
Singh said if one looks at the
cases registered under the
Unlawful Activities
(Prevention) Act is (UAPA),
some of them have already
been accounted for. "We will
definitely be looking for more
evidence against the people,
who in any way have support-
ed militancy,” he said.

“These people are into soft
separatism. We have taken
action against some of them.
We will be looking for more
evidence. No one is above law,”
the DGP added. PTI

T h i r u v a n a n t h a p u r a m :
Kerala's Omicron cases count
crossed the 100-mark on Friday
after registering the highest sin-
gle- day increase of 44 cases of
the new variant of COVID-19.

Addressing reporters here,
State Health Minister Veena
George said it has logged 44
more cases, taking the total
number to 107.      Of the 44
cases, 10 had come from high-
risk countries and 27  from
low-risk countries. Seven peo-
ple were infected through con-
tact, she said.    

Of these, 12 were detected
in Ernakulam district, 10 in
Kollam, eight in
Thiruvananthapuram, four in
Thrissur, two each in
K o t t a y a m , P a l a k k a d ,

Malappuram and Kannur and
one each in Alappuzha and
Idukki, the Minister said.
With this, the infections have
been confirmed in a total of
107 people, she said.    

While a total of 41 patients
came from high-risk coun-
tries, 52 arrived from low-risk
countries and 14 were diag-
nosed with the disease through
contact. 

Of the total 107 cases, 29
had come from the UAE and 23
from the UK.    Raising the alert
in the southern State, George
said since Omicron is a fast-
spreading variant of COVID-
19, people should take all pre-
cautions and follow guidelines
issued by the Health
Department. PTI

Srinagar: Three Jaish-e-
Mohammad (JeM) militants
were killed and four security
forces personnel injured during
an encounter in the Pantha
Chowk area of the city here on
Friday, police said.

One of the slain militants
was involved in the December
13 attack on a police bus in the
nearby Zewan area.

The three ultras were killed
in the encounter at Pantha
Chowk on the outskirts of
Srinagar city, a police official said.

In the exchange of fire,
three police personnel and a
CRPF personnel were also
injured, the official said, adding
that they were rushed to a hos-
pital for treatment.

Inspector General of
Police, Kashmir, Vijay Kumar

identified one of the slain mil-
itants as Suhail Ahmad Rather
of proscribed terror outfit JeM.

"As revealed during yes-
terday's PC, terrorist Suhail
was also involved in
#ZewanTerrorAttack. All ter-

rorists involved in Zewan
attack have been #neutralised,"
the IGP said in a tweet.

Two militants involved in
the Zewan attack were killed in
an with security forces in
Anantnag on Thursday. PTI
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Jammu: A total of 182 terror-
ists, including 44 top ultras,
were killed in 100 successful
operations in Jammu and
Kashmir in 2021, DGP Dilbag
Singh said on Friday.

He also said that 134
youngsters joined terror ranks
in the Union territory this

year, with 72 of them been neu-
tralised and 22 arrested.

“Infiltration down this year,
only 34 terrorists have man-
aged to infiltrate. Besides nine
terrorists of JeM involved in the
attack on a police bus in Pantha
Chowk were eliminated in the
last 24 hours,” he added.  PTI 
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Close on the heels of the
raids on Kannauj perfume

trader Piyush Jain leading to
seizure of huge cash, gold ,sil-
ver and sandalwood oil, the
Income Tax Department on
Friday raided the premises of
another perfume trader and
Samajwadi Party MLC
Pushpraj Jain Pampi at Kannauj
and 50 other locations across
the country.

The Opposition Samajwadi
Party responded to the raids on
Twitter: "After a huge failure
last time, this time BJP's ulti-
mate ally IT (Income Tax
Department) has finally raid-
ed the place of SP MLC
Pushpraj Jain and other per-
fume traders of Kannauj. Open
misuse of central agencies by
the scared BJP is common in
UP elections. People are watch-
ing everything, they will answer
by vote."

Later, Samajwadi Party
president Akhilesh Yadav, who

was in Kannauj on Friday, said
“we were expecting raids and it
has happened”.

“The Bharatiya Janata
Party is spreading the smell of
hatred in UP. The impending
defeat of the BJP in UP assem-
bly elections has rattled the rul-
ing party and they have gone
berserk. The BJP leaders along
with their allies like CBI,
Enforcement Directorate, are
now campaigning in Uttar
Pradesh,” the SP chief said in
Kannauj.

Akhilesh Yadav alleged that
“SP MLC Pushpraj Jain has
been targeted to malign the
Samajwadi Party and the BJP
has targeted the SP leader only
to compensate for the mistak-
en raid on Piyush Jai who is
close to BJP”.

Moreover, Akhilesh Yadav
claimed that “the raids on per-
fume traders of Kannauj is a
conspiracy to malign Kannauj
and the perfume industry”.

He added, “The SP will
form the next government in

UP and restore the glory of
Kannauj and the perfume
industry maligned by the BJP
government.”

Asserting that the Vijay
Rath of the Samajwadi Party
would not stop and continue its
journey, Akhilesh Yadav said, “I
will take up the matter with the
Election Commission of India
and other authorities to apprise
them that the BJP is deliber-
ately targeting the opposition
parties to malign them ahead
of the UP assembly elections.”
Coming in the middle of a
high-pitch election campaign,
the raids have turned into a
political slugfest with the BJP
and SP accusing each other of
backing the jailed perfume
trader. The BJP had alleged that
it was Piyush Jain who recent-
ly launched the Samajwadi
perfume.Taking a swipe at the
opposition party, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi said
in Kanpur Nagar on
Wednesday, "Boxes filled with
notes have come out. 

Mumbai: Mumbai Police on
Friday issued an order pro-
hibiting people from visiting
beaches, open grounds, sea
faces, promenades, gardens,
parks or similar public places
between 5 pm and 5 am daily
till January 15 in view of the
prevailing coronavirus situation
and the emergence of the
Omicron variant. 

DCP (operations) S
Chaitanya issued the order
under section 144 of the Code
of Criminal Procedure (CrPC),
which came into force from 1
pm on Friday and will be effec-
tive till January 15, unless
withdrawn earlier.

"The city continues to be
threatened with COVID-19
pandemic. In light of the
increase in cases and emer-
gence of the new Omicron
variant, and with a view to pre-
vent danger to human life,
health and safety and to curb
transmission of the virus, peo-
ple are prohibited from visiting
beaches, open grounds, sea
faces, promenades, gardens,
parks or similar public places

from 5 pm to 5 am next day,"
the order said. 

In case of marriages,
whether in enclosed or open
spaces, the maximum number
of attendees shall be restricted
to 50 persons, the order said. 

"In case of any gathering or
programme, whether social,
cultural, political or religious,
whether in enclosed or open to
sky spaces, the maximum num-
ber of attendees shall be
restricted to 50 persons," it said.

In case of the last rites,
only 20 persons will be allowed
to remain present. 

Those flouting the order
will attract punishment under
section 188 of the IPC in addi-
tion to the penal provisions
under the Epidemic Diseases
Act and the National Disaster
Management Act, the DCP
said in the order. 

The city police's directive
came after the Maharashtra
government  issued fresh
guidelines on Thursday night
capping the number of atten-
dees at gatherings in open or
closed spaces at 50, following

a surge in coronavirus cases in
the state.

Earlier, not more than 100
persons in enclosed spaces and
250 persons in open spaces
were allowed to attend a mar-
riage function or a social, cul-

tural, political and religious
gatherings.

Maharashtra on Thursday
recorded 5,368 coronavirus
cases, a spike of 1,468 cases
from a day before. This pro-
pelled the state's COVID-19

tally to 66,70,754. The state
reported 198 new cases of the
Omicron variant, including
190 in Mumbai alone, taking
the tally of cases of this latest
coronavirus variant in the state
up to 450. PTI 
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The Covid-19 pandemic that
turned the State of Kerala

topsy-turvy since 2020 has
been beaten in one sector by
women’s power- the coir indus-
try. An economic activity
which had only tragic stories to
tell the world till five years ago
has made a turnaround as
workers and exporters are
laughing their way to the
Banks.

Coir, once rated as the
Golden Fiber of Kerala as it
used to earn high foreign
exchange, the coir industry
had hit the rock bottom
because of the reluctance of
political masters to change in
tune with the new world order.
Mechanization and digitiza-
tion were portrayed as taboo
and this resulted in small sec-
tors ending up as sick units.

“Not any more. The last
five years brought in a lot of
changes because of the inter-
vention of the Ministry of
Small and Medium Industries.
All small and medium units
that shifted to power looms
brought in  revolutionary
changes in the industry. It has

benefited women in a big way,”
Sumi Shibu, a homemaker in
Alappuzha’s Cherthala town
who owns a small coir unit
employing 20 women workers,
told The Pioneer.

She said the coir units
(small and medium)  in the
State owe it to the employment
generation programme  and
Mudra Loan scheme of the
Centre and the intervention
made  by Coir Board for this
turn around. “More than 30
families linked to my unit
could counter the economic
slow down caused by the pan-
demic. This is the case with
other units too because all of us
shifted to power looms with the
financial assistance offered by
the Ministry of SME,” said
Sumi,

The Coir sector will soon
see new and premium products
hitting the market. On the
anvil is designer bags and carry
bags made of coir which would
oust the plastic bags from high
end shops like star hotels, bou-
tiques, jewellery shops and the
likes, according to Doraiswami
Kuppuramu, chairman, Coir
Board.  Speaking to The
Pioneer at Coir House, the
head quarters of Coir Board,
Kuppuramu, said the Board’s
horizon is expanding from
Kerala  and Tamil Nadu to pan-
India. “We are out to make
wealth from waste and soon
come out with eco-friendly
products. Earlier out attention
was on exporting and some-
how we missed the opportuni-
ties on domestic market. We

will exploit the hitherto unex-
plored segments like Coir Pith,
Coir GeoTextiles which are
sure to help the workers sup-
plement their incomes in a big
way,” said Kuppuramu.

Coir Piths are useful in sav-
ing water while coir geotextiles
prevent soil erosion, he point-
ed out. “There are seven lakh
workers directly employed by
the Coir Industry as on date.
Around 80 per cent of the
workers are women and henc
we are playing a major role in
rural women empowerment,”
said the Chairman.

Export of Coir and Coir
products during 2020-2021
made record earning of Rs
3,800 crore, said Kuppuramu.
He fully concurred with Sumi
who said that Coir was the only

industry to register victory in
the battle against Covid-19. A
lot has changed in the coir
industry thanks to the employ-
ment generation programme of
the Union Government, said
Sumi. But she had reservations
against the Kerala
Government’s callousness
towards the sector. “Unless the
industries department of Kerala
starts serious initiatives, the
sector would not grow in the
State. 

Coir Directorate should
come forward and help the
small and medium units to
market their products and
make fund available as loans for
us to work,” said Sumi. She said
that the industry would survive
only if the administration chips
in to increase the income from
the sector. “Craftsmen should
be encouraged and workers
should be benefitted. That part
remains with State
Governnents,” said Sumi.     

It may be remembered that
many workers in the sector
who were left jobless by the
recession had resorted to the
extreme step by making use of
coir. Not any more. Now coir
helps lakhs to survive.
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With no let up in the spread
of the pandemic, the

daily Covid-19 cases jumped
up by as many as 2,699 cases to
touch a tally of 8,067 cases  in
Maharashtra on Friday, even
the Omicron cases dipped sub-
stantially to just four cases in
the State.

On a day when it claimed
eight lives in the state, the
Covid-19 cases rose from 5,368
cases on Thursday to 8067 cases,
taking the total number of the
cases from 66,70,754 to
66,78,821 cases.   A day after the
State recorded an all-time high
of 198 omicron cases, the new
Covid-19 variant cases dropped
to four cases. With the latest tally,
the total number of Omicron
cases went up to 450 cases.  

Mumbai bore the maxi-
mum brunt of the pandemic, as
the Covid-19 infections
jumped by 5428 cases and the
metropolis did not record any
omicron cases on Friday.

With 5428 fresh cases, the
total number Covid-19 cases
jumped from 779031 to 784459
cases during the last 24 hours.

As 1766 patients were dis-
charged from the hospitals across
the state after full recovery, the
total number of people dis-
charged from the hospitals since
the second week of March last
year increased from 65,07,330 to
65,09,096. The recovery rate in
the state dropped from 95.55 per
cent to 95.46 cases.

The number of “active
cases” in the state increased
18,217 cases to 25,509 cases.
The fatality rate in the state
stood static dropped from 2.12
to 2.11 per cent.    

Mumbai accounted for a
maximum of 11,441 cases,
while there were 2566 active
cases in Pune. There were
2,656 active  cases  in Thane,
followed by Nashik (487),
Palghar (413), Raigad ( 378),
Ahmednagar (369), Satara
(245) and Nagpur (19).

Of the 6,90,10,153 samples

sent to various laboratories
across the state so far, 66,78,821
have tested positive (9.68 per
cent) for COVID-19 until
Friday. Currently, 1,55,592
people are in home quarantine
while 1,079 people are in insti-
tutional quarantine. 

Meanwhile, the State
recorded four cases of
Omicron, taking the total
number of new Covid-19 vari-
ant cases to 454 cases.

One case each of Omicron
was reported from Vasai-Virar,
Navi Mumbai, Mira-Bhyandar
and Panvel.  The following is the
break-up of a  total 454 Omicron
cases recorded in the state so far,
Mumbai: 327, Pimpri-
Chinchwad: 26, Pune rural --18,
Pune Municipal Corporation
(PMC), Thane MC- 12 each,
Navi Mumbai, Panvel and
Kalyan Dombivli—7 each,
Satara, Nagpur—6 each,
Osmanabad – 5, Vasai-Virar-4,
Nanded—3, Aurangbad,
Nanded, Buldhana, Bhiwandi-
Nizampur—2 each.
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In a sensational case of rape
and murder, the naked body

of an unidentified woman with
multiple injuries was found in
a sugarcane field in Sambhal
district on Friday morning.

The body was packed in a
sack and the police said the
woman was possibly killed
elsewhere and her body was
dumped in the field in
Musapur village.

The body was sent for
autopsy to ascertain she was
sexually assaulted or not.

Additional Superintendent
of Police Alok Kumar Jaiswal
said: "There were multiple
injuries on the body. It appears
she died of a head injury. The
woman was killed at a different
place and the accused then
dumped the body in the field
to conceal the crime. We have
registered an FIR for murder
and have sent the body for
autopsy. Efforts are on to estab-
lish her identity."

Meanwhile, in a tragic inci-
dent, a 21-year-old youth com-
mitted suicide in Bareilly on
Thursday, reportedly after his
elder brother eloped with a 19-
year-old girl and the teenager's
parents subjected him and his
mother to public humiliation
over the elopement.

The deceased was identi-
fied as Pramod Kumar, a resi-
dent of Bareilly's Bisharatganj
area. He was a potter by pro-
fession. He was upset over his
brother's decision to elope with
the teenage girl. After they
eloped, the girl's parents humil-
iated him and his mother on
Wednesday night. 
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I happened to compliment
Europe’s civilisational
progress. To which his
response was: “Wait and see;
the next century will be an
Islamic century. You will see
signs of this in your own life-
time. Lesser educated women
do not prevent men from
studying and thinking.”

Coming back to India,
young marriages have caused
more problems than solving
any. The eras of invaders and
conquerors are long over, but
the adverse consequences
they left behind remain
unsolved. This is partly
because India has been one of
the few countries with a
mixed population. The cler-
gy — whether Deobandi or
Barelvi — has been con-
cerned that the youth of its
community might be tempt-
ed to adopt secular ways and,
in the bargain, overlook the
‘glory’ of Islam. Care should
be taken to ensure that India
does not fall into the trap of
minority apprehensions
retarding the progress of an
entire nation.

Another advantage of rel-
atively late marriage of a girl
would ensure better health for
her; most likely because of her
having fewer children. The
step of fixing the minimum
marriageable age at 21 would
also affect the onward march

of population amongst the
minorities. If the clergy or the
menfolk object, they should
be shown the example of
France. Until 1905, Paris
allowed the country total
freedom as far as one liked,
worship the way one wanted
and generally conduct oneself
as one chose to. The country’s
National Assembly brought in
a law in order to enforce sec-
ularism quite strictly. For
example, no French citizen
was thenceforth allowed to
display any symbol of his/her
religion outwardly, and cer-
tainly not in public places,
offices or institutions of edu-
cation. A Christian could not
wear a cross, nor a Jew wear a
yarmulke, Muslims citizens of
France could not wear a burqa
in public; it was strictly banned
in France during the tenure of
Nicholas Sarkozy.

Different segments
responded to the message of
the law in different ways. By
now, the situation in France
has gone to the extent that
quite a number of mosques
have had to be shut down by
the authorities. Only a fort-
night ago, a prominent
mosque in Beauvais, just 100
km north of Paris, was shut
down by France’s Interior
Minister Gerald Darmanin.
The imam has been accused
of propagating religious

hatred against Christians,
Jews and homosexuals
through his sermons, called
khutba in Arabic. Do we
want such measures to be
resorted to in India? If not, we
must beware well in time.

We in India have wit-
nessed innumerable commu-
nal riots, including what BR
Ambedkar had described as
a “civil war”, ie, the clashes
that took place between 1920
and 1940. Much worse was to
happen thereafter in 1946-47
and in 1948. Thereafter, we
have seen four wars with
Pakistan, beginning in
Kashmir in 1947. Today, India
does not have a High
Commissioner residing in
Islamabad.

In 1971, the eastern wing
of Pakistan seceded and
became Bangladesh. This
new country is more Bengali
and less religious and follows
the scriptures in a much
lighter way. Bangladesh has
controlled the excessive
growth of its population, as
well as perceptively improved
its economy, to the extent that
its currency, the taka, is twice
as valuable as the Pakistani
rupee.

(The writer is a well-
known columnist, an author
and a former member of the
Rajya Sabha. The views
expressed are personal.)
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Sir — It’s unfortunate that the Election
Commission has been in favour of con-
ducting the upcoming Assembly polls on
schedule citing unanimous opinion of all
political parties in favour, irrespective of
the raging COVID-19 on the ground. The
political parties and the Election commis-
sion have acted penny wise and pound
foolish in this regard. The other day, the
Allahabad High Court had advised the
Government and EC to postpone them at
least for three months, given the growing
concern of the Omicron variant. 

Heavens won’t fall if the wiser advice
is heeded and the elections of poll-bound
States are deferred temporarily. The Prime
Minister is asking every citizen to observe
discipline and follow COVID-19 protocol.
This is high time to be vigilant in contain-
ing further spread of the virus. All the
resources should be utilised for a single
cause now. The elections would take away
focus from COVID-19 which may prove
costly. The election rallies and mass con-
tact programmes will create a fertile
ground for the pandemic to flare up. It
seems to be a wrong decision to have elec-
tions at this point of time anyway.

DVG Sankararao | Vizianagaram
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Sir —It must be realised that the actual poi-
son exists in the heart of an individual
which the religious zealots promptly
exploit to meet their electoral interests.
Thus, the original or greater sinners are
the common people only without whose
patronage, no evil power in the earth can
succeed in their dirty mission of spread-
ing hatred against the “other” and demon-
ising them. In this very context, we
should not give clean chit to the commu-
nal rabid section among Indians as if they
are “innocent, gullible children’ whose
“unpolluted” minds get washed by the
vested interests. Rather, they are the
greatest offenders as just because of their
disgraceful patronage, communal forces
attain political power and create mayhem
in the society. 

Yes, no party/Government can make
a society communal unless the general

society chooses to walk the path of hatred
and intolerance. When a party repeated-
ly gains power through free and fair elec-
tions despite engaging in communal pol-
itics in a secular country and associated
with demolition of shrines, dastardly
pogroms, killings in the name of a
“Godly animal” and calling all sorts of
names to particular communities — it
gets clearly proved how immense popu-
larity these merchants of hatred enjoy in
present times. Had the society believed
in secularism and religious brother-
hood, these rabid divisive elements
would have been electorally vanquished
from the face of India.

Kajal Chatterjee | Kolkata
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Sir — As we step into the New Year, we
are in a ruminative mood. The whole
world has been preoccupied with the
pandemic since its outbreak two years
ago. Apart from Coronavirus and its
variants, including Omicron, a major
challenge we have to address here and

now is the global phenomenon of cli-
mate change; we have to do it before it
becomes too late to adapt to the changed
climate and survive. As we enter the New
Year, we don’t know what life holds in
store for us. 

The future is in the womb of time.
The unpredictability of life should
change our outlook on life for the bet-
ter. We can learn to be more humble and
altruistic and deal with our personal and
social problems wisely. We have our dif-
ferences, but we should not place them
over our common humanity or fight
over them affecting human relationships
or causing loss of life. Politics, religion,
laws and ideology should be for man and
not the other way round. It is a self-evi-
dent truth that we live in an imperfect
world. Still we can make the world a bet-
ter place by our individual and collec-
tive efforts.

G David Milton | Maruthancode 
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In West Bengal 50 years ago,
an income-drawing girl
began abolishing the need
for her parents to pay a

dowry. This phenomenon must
have spread to other areas, too.
Only a comparatively delayed
marriage can enable a girl to get
adequately educated to draw a
lucrative income. That is where
the introduction of 21 as the
minimum age for marriage is an
enabler. Although the current
emphasis is on women, that an
early marriage retards a man’s
studies is also a fact, perhaps
more so because boys grow up
somewhat later than girls.

The custom of marrying
off girls young, in all probabil-
ity, began with invasions from
India’s northwest, due to the
rapacious lust of sex-starved
invaders. Societal view was that
an early marriage of girls would
possibly distance her from the
avaricious attentions of invaders.
In Vedic times, for example, the
custom was, at least for the
upper classes, marrying off boys
and girls at about the age of 25,
because studies and learning for
them were all-important.

Incidentally, the Islamic tra-
dition was that a girl who cross-
es the stage of puberty made her
ready for matrimony. That is
because of Prophet
Mohammad’s injunction pub-
lished in the Mishkat-ul-Masbih:
“Marry women who will be
very prolific, for I wish you to
be more numerous than any
other people.” Following this
injunction may be appropriate
for a community that does not
encourage the employment of
women. Such a practice excludes
half the population from con-
tributing to the national econ-
omy. There is another angle to
this phenomenon, pointed out
to me by one Anwar Ahmed, an
artisan at Fatehpur Sikri, on our
way to Agra. Ahmed’s explana-
tion for the educational back-
wardness of his community was
that mothers in the communi-
ty were comparatively less edu-
cated. He said an uneducated
person couldn’t know the value
of education for her sons and
daughters.

During my visit to Cairo in
1961, I came across a young lec-
turer at the Al Azhar University.
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During the 80s, there was a per-
ceptible drop in the quality of
movies. Colour TV had been
introduced around that time in

India and the “serial” age began in right
earnest, attracting Bollywood majors.We
had thought then that the end-game for
films had begun. The situation only
worsened for film-making in the 90s and
smart serial-makers occupied a big chunk
of entertainment viewership. But those
were still laid-back days for the average
Indian citizen. We were not  hard pressed
for time and as new filmstars arrived on
the scene, bringing freshness, we accom-
modated them as well as their films.

In the new millennium things real-
ly began to happen and new-age filmmak-
ers like Farhan Akhtar, K-Jo, Ashutosh
Gowarikar, Anurag Kashyap, backed up
by new age multiplexes began giving
viewers reasonably good films with
enhanced cinema experience. And after
a dream run, television began to falter.
The reasons were not difficult to see.
Balaji Telefilms, the serial giant kept com-
ing back at us with their “K”s, the process
of trivialisation of news had set in big
time, and for the last few years, the news
channels have been looking like theatres
of the absurd. 

But by then, an average citizen’s time
was also beginning to get squeezed.
There was increasingly lesser amount of
time available to carve out in order to
watch a movie. For average person, the
annual frequency of visiting theatres
came down in last 5 years as compared
to 10-15 years ago. It was in this backdrop
that the OTT (Over-The-Top media ser-
vice) phenomenon occurred. It was
bound to happen as there was need to see
something different. Bollywood, especial-
ly the stars and the czars, began to take
viewers for granted.

Let us check out a few reasons why
OTT has actually gone “over the top”. As
pointed earlier, due to the compressed
time for average viewers it is becoming
increasingly difficult to venture out for a
movie, committing 4 hours at stretch.
Thanks to the Coronavirus pandemic,
quite a few of us are doing “WFH”, and
OTT is allowing them to do a different
“WFH” — Watch from Home. Television
watching has become adjustable to our
timings. And today’s viewers aren’t the
couch-potatoes of yesteryears.
Engagements at home are being balanced
nicely with viewing as OTT allows us to
start and stop, watch in instalments, re-
run sequences for better understanding,
plan our watch either in one-go or in
part(s).

There were stories which needed 7-
8 hours to be told and obviously were not
theatre stuff. OTT has allowed these sto-
ries to be told as web series and smart
makers have made smart sequels gobbling
up hours of viewer’s time. These web
series have a beginning and there is a clo-
sure even if it is open-ended. They don’t
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go on endlessly, aimlessly like TV
soap operas. OTT gives a peek at
short movies (who don’t have
other platforms for release) as
well. It presents us with huge can-
vas which stores old movies, doc-
umentaries, infotainment content.  

The usefulness, convenience,
content variety and affordability of
OTT presents a big challenge to
the movie makers and theatre
owners. TV did give them a sec-
ond chance, but they have frittered
it away. What they have not quite
understood is that no matter how
big a star one may put in the
movie, viewers will not relish sub-
standard content. Bollywood seri-
ously has to do a reality check and
content check. They need to relook
at the recent, forgettable efforts
made by the jaded czars resulting
in Bunty-Bubly-2, Sadak-2,
Hungama-2. How on earth do they
expect people to watch these
movies even on OTT platforms,
leave alone in a theatre @400
bucks. 

These are dangerous time for
multiplexes. The star bazaar is
melting down. The success of OTT
is purely on the count that content
is the new star. Small movie mak-
ers, rich in content, telling novel
stories are the toast of these plat-
forms. The TV serial boom of the
80s gave us great stories and sev-
eral good actors like Om Puri,
Anupam Kher, Irrfan Khan,
Raghubir Yadav, Satish Shah, KK
Raina, MK Raina. The OTT boom
has also given us several new

actors, who have worked in web
series and several quality films.
There is place for everyone except
jaded stars if they continue with
their old, formula “tricks”. 

The business model needs a
drastic change. A newly-released
movie has just a 3-4-week window
to milk out the maximum from the
theatres, before it is parked on
OTT. The stars will have to re-
invent themselves or Bollywood
will have to invent new stars to lend
shine in their ventures. Right
now,some of them are busy com-
forting themselves in dishing out
ordinary web series following herd
mentality. Here too, the initial
promises shown in their earlier
works have faded and the latest
offerings are trash. A case in point
being the series - “Inside Edge; sea-
son-3” which missed the outside
edge of our collective brains.   The
big shots of Bollywood have to get
their acts together for finding the
right content and right scale. Big
production surely knows that the
big moolah is in theatre releases
only and we have a pretty big net-
work of multiplexes for leveraging. 

All said and done, it may not
happen that people will give up
watching movies in theatres. Many
of us preserve the desire to venture
out, and experience the cinematic
experience in theatres, even if it is
once in a while. Outing plus cine-
ma is a concoction which has
always worked in the past and will
work in future also, adjusting off-
course for any adverse pandemic

impact. But disappointing fare will
reduce that desire to visit theatres.

The question is that can
Bollywood make content which
would lure us back to the theatres
more often in current circum-
stances, given the fact that good,
relatable, and decipherable-in-
our-language stuff is available at
our fingertips and we are spoilt for
choices and convenience.

This formula of Star + any con-
tent = good opening + great
returns does not work anymore.
And it will not work on OTT also.
They got away with “Suryavanshi”
as viewers flocked theatres which
had opened after a long time. But
a similar “Chandravanshi” is going
to be punished. We now have the
power to punish and that’s the
biggest gain of having OTT- it has
strengthened the market forces

More realistically, they can
check how the South Extension of
Indian cinema combined star
power with interesting content
(eg. “Jai Bhim”, “Pushpa”), which
has worked massively on all
forums and more importantly
worked Pan-India. So, when 4 out
of 5 persons whom you speak to,
sound pessimistic about
Bollywood then the concerned
need to realise that there is some-
thing wrong.

But we, the viewers are not
complaining. We have enough
variety and quantity in our plate.
And Bollywood should not com-
plain afterwards either. They have
had enough warnings.

(The writer is a finance
professional and a cinema

and sports enthusiast. 
The views expressed 

are personal.)

On December 27, the
Andhra Pradesh High
Court questioned the

petitioners about the rele-
vance of their petitions about
the three-capitals formula of
the state government in view
of the state Governor giving his
assent to the AP
Decentralization and Inclusive
Development of All Regions
Repeal Bill of 2021.

Continuing the hearing
on a batch of petitions chal-
lenging the two legislations —
The Andhra Pradesh Capital
Region Development
Authority Repeal Act, 2020,
and the Andhra Pradesh
Decentralization and Inclusive
Development of All Regions
Act, 2020 — a three-member
division bench headed by
Chief Justice Prashant Kumar
Mishra directed the petition-

ers to fill the note in 10 days. 
The present status on

record after the YSRCP
Government of YS Jagan
Mohan Reddy repealing the
three Capitals Bill is that
Amaravati stands good as the
capital of Andhra Pradesh.

Where is the ambiguity?
On the floor of the Assembly
on November 22, the Chief
Minister made clear the inten-
tions of his Government and
explained the reasons for the
repeal of the Bill. He was
unambiguous while presenting
the case on the floor of the
House. 

Legal battles apart, the
Jagan Government felt that
some people with vested inter-
ests are disseminating misin-
formation ever since the pol-
icy was announced to have
three Capitals for the residual

state of Andhra Pradesh after
bifurcation of the undivided
Andhra Pradesh State into
Telangana and AP. In fact, the
Government had informed
the High Court just before the
repeal bill was moved in the
House and sought the consent
and subsequently Governor
had given his assent to the
decentralization repeal bill.
Keeping the development in
mind, the Andhra Pradesh
High Court on Monday direct-
ed petitioners to submit a

note on the relevance of the
petitions in view of the
Governor’s assent.

The main opposition,
Telugu Desam Party, however,
sponsored an agitation.
Farmers of Amaravati
marched to Tirupati, prompt-
ly drawing the attention of
forces supporting the three
Capitals move to organize a
rally in the temple town to
strongly ventilate their point of
view.   

In June 2020, the Jagan
Government enacted two sep-
arate laws, the Andhra Pradesh
Capital Region Development
(Repeal) Act aimed at abolish-
ing the authority created by the
previous TDP government in
2015 to develop Amaravati as
the state capital and the AP
Decentralisation and Inclusive
Development of All Regions

Act aimed at establishing three
capitals for the state — exec-
utive capital at Visakhapatnam,
judicial capital at Kurnool and
legislative capital at Amaravati.
Now that the repeal bill got
assent of Governor, notwith-
standing any future steps of the
Jagan government, Amaravati
will be the Capital. 

The AP Decentralisation
and Inclusive Development
of All Regions Act, 2020 was
meant to have three seats of
governance, namely
Legislative, Executive and
Judicial Capitals. It was initial-
ly passed in the Assembly in
January 2020 but was then
referred by the Legislative
Council to a select committee,
which was not formed due to
the deep discord between the
ruling and opposition parties.
It was passed in the Legislative

Assembly for the second time
in June 2020. Further,
Governor Biswa Bhusan
Harichandan gave his assent to
the relevant Bills in July, 2020.

During course of hearing
on the petitions in High Court,
the Union Home Ministry
has informed the Andhra
Pradesh High Court in August
2020 that the capital city of
Andhra Pradesh was a matter
to be decided by the state gov-
ernment. The Centre has no
role in it. An Under-Secretary
in the Union Home Ministry,
Lalita T. Hedaoo, filed a
counter-affidavit in the AP
High Court to this effect. 

The counter-affidavit
mentioned that under Section
6 of AP Reorganisation Act,
2014, the Union Government
had constituted an expert
committee on March 28, 2014

under the chairmanship of
K.C. Sivaramakrishnan to
study alternatives for a new
capital for the state of Andhra
Pradesh.

While this became histo-
ry with the repeal of the bills
in November last, the contro-
versy is still going on as TDP
has dreams to get political
mileage in the name of sup-
porting the agitation by a
handful of farmers of
Amaravati area. 

It is on record what the
Chief Minister said on the
floor of the House on
November 22, that his
Government would bring a
“comprehensive, complete and
better” Decentralisation Bill.
People who believe that Jagan
Reddy would not go back on
his word have no ambiguity on
what is going to happen.
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(The writer is Advisor,
National Media and Inter

State Affairs, Government of
Andhra Pradesh. The views

expressed are personal.)
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Good riddance to 2021. Let
2022 bring fresh hope.

That was a common senti-
ment as people around the
world began welcoming in the
new year.

In many places, New Year’s
Eve celebrations were muted or
canceled for the second straight
year due to a surge of coron-
avirus infections, this time dri-
ven by the highly contagious
omicron variant. Even before
omicron hit, many people were
happy to say goodbye to a sec-
ond grinding year of the pan-
demic.

But so far, at least, the omi-
cron surge hasn’t resulted in the
same levels of hospitalizations
and deaths as previous out-
breaks — especially among
vaccinated people — offering a
glimmer of hope for 2022.

Australia went ahead with
its celebrations despite an
explosion in virus cases.
Thousands of fireworks lit up
the sky over Sydney’s Harbor
Bridge and Opera House at
midnight in a spectacular dis-
play.Hours before the celebra-
tions began, Australian health
authorities reported a record
32,000 new virus cases, many
of them in Sydney. 

Because of the surge,
crowds were far smaller than in
pre-pandemic years, when as
many as 1 million revelers
would crowd inner
Sydney.Neighboring New
Zealand had earlier opted for
a more low-key approach,
replacing its fireworks show in
Auckland with a lights display
projected onto landmarks
including the Sky Tower and
Harbor Bridge.

While there hasn’t yet been
any community spread of omi-
cron in New Zealand, author-
ities still wanted to discourage
crowds gathering. Because of
where the international date
line sits, countries in Asia and
the Pacific region are among
the first to usher in each new
year. In Japan, writer Naoki
Matsuzawa said he would

spend the next few days cook-
ing and delivering food to the
elderly because some stores
would be closed. He said vac-
cinations had made people less
anxious about the pandemic,
despite the new variant.

“A numbness has set in,
and we are no longer overly
afraid,” said Matsuzawa, who
lives in Yokohama, southwest
of Tokyo. “Some of us are
starting to take for granted that
it won’t happen to me.” Like
many other people, Matsuzawa
hopes that life will improve in
2022.“I hope the restrictions
can disappear,” he said.

Across Japan, many people
planned to take new year trips
to spend time with their fam-
ilies. On New Year’s Eve, peo-
ple thronged temples and
shrines, most of them wearing
masks.

Some appeared to be
shrugging off virus fears, how-
ever, by dining and drinking
raucously in downtown Tokyo
and flocking to shops, cele-
brating not only the holidays
but a sense of exhilaration
over being freed from recent
virus restrictions.In South
Korea’s capital, Seoul, the annu-
al New Year’s Eve bell-ringing
ceremony was canceled for the
second straight year due to a
surge in cases. Officials said a
pre-recorded video of this
year’s bell-ringing ceremony
would instead be broadcast
online and on television. The

ceremony had previously
drawn tens of thousands of
people. Last year’s cancellation
was the first since the ceremo-
ny began in 1953. South
Korean authorities also
planned to close many beach-
es and other tourist attractions
along the east coast, which usu-
ally swarm with people hoping
to catch year’s first sunrise.

Paris: Omicron has
become the main coronavirus
strain in France where the
number of infections has
surged in the last few days, the
country's public health agency
has said. "62.4 percent of tests
showed a profile compatible
with the Omicron variant" at
the start of this week, compared
to 15 percent the previous
week, the agency said in its lat-
est weekly survey published late
Thursday. The Omicron vari-
ant's advance was expected
because it is highly contagious
and has become dominant in
other European countries
including Britain and
Portugal.The strain has con-
tributed to the current flare-up
in cases, which topped 200,000
in the 24-hour period from
Wednesday to Thursday.

�����������A"#�
�����������%�

���="��	�7�����	

�7	������1��
���	��)��
4�	�5��6�����#���	���
������
��
�%�

��&����
	�&�,��B�C�&������D,�	
�0���
�E  !
9�	�����	� !F

���� 26�'(6

New coronavirus infections
soared again in Australia

on Friday to a record of more
than 32,000, just days after sur-
passing 10,000 for the first
time. 

Experts say the explosion
is being driven by the highly
contagious omicron variant
and a recent relaxation of
restrictions in Sydney and
other areas.

More than 15,000 of the
new cases were reported in
Sydney. Another 5,000 cases
came from elsewhere in New
South Wales state, while almost
6,000 were confirmed in
Victoria state, home to the sec-
ond largest city of Melbourne.

While hospitalizations and
deaths have been increasing
from the surge, so far they
haven’t reached comparative
levels seen in previous out-
breaks. 

And many cities were
planning to go ahead with
New Year’s Eve celebrations,
including the famous fire-
works display from the Sydney
Harbor Bridge and Sydney
Opera House.

Authorities were expecting
far smaller crowds than in
pre-pandemic years, when as
many as 1 million revelers
would crowd inner Sydney.

Prime Minister Scott
Morrison remained upbeat
despite the rising virus num-
bers and the many natural
challenges the nation has
recently faced.

“Despite the pandemic,
despite the floods, the fires,
continuing drought in some
areas, the cyclones, the lock-
downs, even mice plagues,
Australia is stronger today
than we were a year ago. And
we’re safer,” Morrison said in a
New Year’s Eve message.

“We have one of the low-
est death rates and the highest
vaccination rates from COVID
anywhere in the world,” he
said.

In New South Wales state,
officials reported six new
deaths while 763 patients were
hospitalized, including 69 in
intensive care. 

The state hasn’t been able
to keep up with demand for
tests, leaving people to wait for
hours. But state Premier
Dominic Perrottet said the
health system was coping over-
all. “While the case numbers
are substantially increasing,
compared to where we were
with the delta variant, our
position remains incredibly
strong,” he said. 

“Our number one priori-
ty here in New South Wales is
to keep our people safe and
that will continue to be our pri-
ority as we move through this
next phase.”
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In a sprawling settlement of
mud brick huts in western

Afghanistan housing people
displaced by drought and war,
a woman is fighting to save her
daughter.

Aziz Gul’s husband sold
their 10-year-old into mar-
riage without telling his wife,
taking a down-payment so he
could feed his family of five
children. Otherwise, he told
her, they would all starve. He
had to sacrifice one to save the
rest. Many of Afghanistan’s
growing number of destitute
people are making such des-
perate decisions as their nation
spirals into a vortex of pover-
ty.

Afghanistan’s aid-depen-
dent economy was already tee-
tering when the Taliban seized
power in mid-August amid a
chaotic withdrawal of U.S. and
NATO troops. The interna-
tional community froze
Afghanistan’s assets abroad and
halted funding, unwilling to
work with a Taliban govern-
ment given its reputation for
brutality during its previous
rule 20 years ago.

The consequences have
been devastating for a country
battered by war, drought and
the coronavirus pandemic.
State employees haven’t been
paid in months. Malnutrition
stalks the most vulnerable, and

aid groups say more than half
the population faces acute food
shortages. “Day by day, the sit-
uation is deteriorating in this
country, and especially children
are suffering,” said Asuntha
Charles, national director of the
World Vision aid organization
in Afghanistan, which runs a
health clinic for displaced peo-
ple near the western city of
Herat. “Today I have been
heartbroken to see that the
families are willing to sell their
children to feed other family
members.”

Arranging marriages for
very young girls is common in
the region. The groom’s fami-
ly pays money to seal the deal,
and the child usually stays
with her parents until she is at
least around 15. 

Yet with many unable to
afford even basic food, some
say they’d allow prospective
grooms to take very young girls
or are even trying to sell their
sons. Gul, unusually in this
deeply patriarchal, male-dom-
inated society, is resisting.
Married off herself at 15, she
says she would kill herself if her
daughter, Qandi Gul, is taken
away. When her husband told
her he sold Qandi, “my heart
stopped beating.

I wished I could have died
at that time, but maybe God
didn’t want me to die,” Gul said,
with Qandi by her side peering
shyly from beneath her sky-
blue headscarf.
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a China-centered Asian trade
bloc that takes effect Jan. 1 are
hoping the initiative, encom-
passing about a third of world
trade and business activity,
will help power their recover-
ies from the pandemic.

The 15-member Regional
and Comprehensive Economic
Partnership, or RCEP, includes
China, Japan, South Korea and
many other Asian countries. It
does not include the U.S. or
India.

The deal slashes tariffs on
thousands of products, stream-
lining trade procedures and
providing mutual advantages
for member nations. It also
takes into account issues such
as e-commerce, intellectual
property and government pro-
curement. But it has less strin-
gent labor and environmental
requirements than those
expected of countries in the
European Union or the small-
er Trans-Pacific Partnership,
which includes many of the
same countries but not China.

RCEP is expected to boost
trade within the region by 2%,
or $42 billion, both through
increased trade and also
through diversion of trade as
tariff rules change, experts
say.The accord is a coup for
China, by far the biggest mar-
ket in the region with more
than 1.3 billion people.

Extra help will be needed:
Two years of lockdowns, bor-
der closures, mandatory quar-
antines and other restrictions
have cost millions of people

their jobs while also con-
tributing to disruptions in
manufacturing and shipping
that are snarling supply chains
worldwide.Countries con-
fronted with outbreaks of the
fast-spreading omicron coron-
avirus variant have reined in
recent moves to reopen to
international travel.

Regional economies con-
tracted by 1.5% in 2020.
They’ve bounced back, with the
Asian Development Bank fore-
casting growth at 7.0% this year
— boosted by low year-before
figures. But next year growth is
expected to slow to 5.3%.

The pandemic slowed
progress in ratifying the trade
deal for some countries. China
was the first to ratify RCEP, in
April, after it was signed in
November 2020 at a virtual
meeting of leaders from its 15
member countries. Indonesia,
Malaysia and Phlippines have
yet to do so, though they are
expected to ratify it soon.
Myanmar, whose government
was ousted by military on Feb.
1, ratified it but that is pending
acceptance by other members.

Beijing is fully prepared for
the new trading bloc, having
already fulfilled 701 “binding
obligations” for RCEP, Chinese
vice minister for commerce
Ren Hongbin said Thursday.
“RCEP is of great significance
building new development pat-
terns and a milestone in open-
ing up our economy,” Ren said
according to a transcript of a
news conference on the min-
istry’s website. AP
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The Tibetan government-in-
exile on Friday asked China

to "stop growling" over the Tibet
issue and said if it is serious
about the wellbeing of Tibetan
people and then it should act
positively to resolve the conflict
through dialogue.

This comes as media reports
stated that Chinese Embassy in
Delhi expressed 'concern' over
the participation of Indian
Members of Parliament in an
event hosted by the Tibetan
Parliament-in-exile in national
capital. 

Reports said several MPs,
across party lines, had attended
the event last week in Delhi.
Taking to Twitter, Tenzin
Lekshay, the spokesperson of the
Tibetan government-in-exile,
slammed China, saying that
"India's constant solidarity for
Tibet makes China uneasy."

"As for All Party Indian
Parliamentary Forum for Tibet,
it was initiated by Shri MC
Chagla in 1970 and now chaired
by BJD MP Sujeet Kumar. Many
great Indian leaders supported
Tibet in the past, & many more
supports now," he said in a
tweet. 

While rebuking Beijing, the
spokesperson said "China must
stop growling here and there all
time." "If they are serious about
wellbeing of Tibet and Tibetan
people, time has come for them
to act positively to resolve Sino-
Tibetan conflict through dia-
logue," he added.Moreover, the
spokesperson added Tibet issue
is "certainly not an internal
issue" of China. 
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WILMINGTON, Del:
President Joe Biden has warned
Russia’s Vladimir Putiin that
U.S. could impose new sanc-
tions against Russia if it takes
further military action against
Ukraine, while Putin respond-
ed that such a U.S. move could
lead to a complete rupture of
ties between the nations.

The two leaders spoke
frankly for nearly an hour
Thursday amid growing alarm
over Russia’s troop buildup
near Ukraine, a crisis that has
deepened as the Kremlin has
stiffened its insistence on bor-
der security guarantees and
test-fired hypersonic missiles to
underscore its demands.

Further U.S. sanctions
“would be a colossal mistake
that would entail grave conse-
quences,” said Putin’s foreign
affairs adviser Yuri Ushakov,
who briefed reporters in
Moscow after the Biden-Putin
phone conversation. 

He added that Putin told
Biden that Russia would act as
the U.S. would if offensive
weapons were deployed near
American borders.White
House officials offered a far
more muted post-call readout,
suggesting the leaders agreed
there are areas where the two
sides can make meaningful
progress but also differences
that might be impossible to
resolve.

White House press secre-
tary Jen Psaki said Biden
“urged Russia to de-escalate
tensions with Ukraine” and
“made clear that the United
States and its allies and partners
will respond decisively if Russia
further invades Ukraine.”

Putin requested the call,
the second between the leaders
this month, ahead of scheduled
talks between senior U.S. and
Russian officials Jan. 9 and 10
in Geneva. The Geneva talks
will be followed by a meeting
of the Russia-NATO Council
on Jan. 12 and negotiations at
the Organization for Security
and Co-operation in Europe in
Vienna on Jan. 13.

White House officials said
Thursday’s call lasted 50 min-
utes, ending after midnight in
Moscow. Biden told Putin the
two powers now face “two
paths”: diplomacy or American
deterrence through sanctions,
according to a senior admin-
istration official.

Biden said the route taken,
according to the official who
briefed reporters on the con-
dition of anonymity, will
“depend on Russia’s actions in
the period ahead.”

Russia has made clear it
wants a written commitment
that Ukraine will never be
allowed to join NATO and that
the alliance’s military equip-
ment will not be positioned in
former Soviet states. AP
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Russia test-fired around 10
new Tsirkon (Zircon)

hypersonic cruise missiles
from a frigate and two more
from a submarine, Interfax
news agency said on Friday
citing northern fleet.

Russian President
Vladimir Putin has lauded the
weapon as part of a new gen-
eration of unrivalled arms
systems.

Putin has called a missile
test, conducted last week, "a
big event in the country's
life", adding that this was "a
substantial step" in increasing
Russia's defence capabilities.

Some Western experts
have questioned how
advanced Russia's new gen-
eration of weapons is, while
recognising that the combi-
nation of speed, manoeuvra-
bility and altitude of hyper-
sonic missiles makes them
difficult to track and inter-
cept.

Putin announced an array
of new hypersonic weapons in
2018 in one of his most bel-
licose speeches in years, say-
ing they could hit almost any
point in the world and evade
a U.S.-built missile shield.
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BERLIN: Germany on
Friday is shutting down half of
the six nuclear plants it still has
in operation, a year before the
country draws the final curtain
on its decades-long use of
atomic power. The decision to
phase out nuclear power and
shift from fossil fuels to renew-
able energy was first taken by
the center-left government of
Gerhard Schroeder in 2002.

His successor, Angela
Merkel, reversed her decision
to extend the lifetime of
Germany’s nuclear plants in the
wake of the 2011 Fukushima
disaster in Japan and set 2022
as the final deadline for shut-
ting them down.

The three reactors now
being shuttered were first pow-
ered up in the mid-1980s.
Together they provided elec-
tricity to millions of German
households for almost four
decades.

One of the plants —
Brokdorf, located about 40
kilometers (25 miles) north-
west of Hamburg on the Elbe
River—became a particular
focus of anti-nuclear protests
that were fueled by 1986
Chernobyl catastrophe in
Soviet Union. The other two
plants are Grohnde, about 40
kilometers south of Hannover,
and Grundremmingen, 80
kilometers west of Munich.
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New Delhi: Heeding to
demands made by several
states, the GST Council on
Friday put on hold a decision to
hike the tax rate on textiles to
12 per cent and referred to a
panel of state ministers to rec-
ommend rate by February,
Union Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman said.

The panel, the highest
decision-making body for indi-
rect taxes, met under emer-
gency provisions after states
made a request for deferring the
tax rate hike on textiles, from
the current 5 per cent, to be
effective from January 1, 2022.

Currently, the tax rate on
manmade fibre (MMF) is 18
per cent, MMF yarn 12 per
cent, while fabrics are taxed at
5 per cent. In the Council meet
in September, it was also decid-
ed that a 12 per cent uniform
GST rate would apply on tex-
tile products, except cotton,
including readymade garments.

Briefing reporters after
the Council meeting called
under 'emergency provisions",
Sitharaman said the Council
had in September decided to

correct the duty inversion in
textiles with effect from January
2022.

"From December
onwards... Representations
started coming and on
December 29, letter also came
from the Gujarat FM and there-
fore the emergency meeting
(was called). The decision of the
emergency Council meeting
today is that we retain the sta-
tus quo and not go to 12 per
cent, from 5 per cent, meaning
don't do the correction now in
case of textiles," she said.

Sitharaman said states also
raised the issue of long-term
ways by which the Council
could look at correcting duty
inversion and also have a plan
for revenue generation.

"The decision of the
Council was that the rate ratio-
nalisation committee would
also look at textiles in their
review, and submit the report
by February which I agree to
have it circulated to all minis-
ters and post that to hold either
at end February or sometime in
March a Council meeting in
which the committee's recom-

mendation or report will be dis-
cussed," she said.

The Group of Ministers on
rate rationalisation is headed by
Karnataka Chief Minister
Basavaraj Bommai, and also
include Finance Ministers of
West Bengal, Kerala and Bihar.

Stating that every state
agreed that there is a duty
inversion in textiles and there
is a need to correct it,
Sitharaman said "the overriding
push" was probably because a
certain segment of the textile
industry said it would imme-
diately cause an increase in the
price. "That is why it has
gone back to the committee to
actually do a more indepth
study and come and present it
to the Council," she said, adding
there are many complexities in
taxation of textiles. States like
Gujarat, West Bengal, Delhi,
Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu,
Chhattisgarh and Andhra
Pradesh have said they are not
in favour of a hike in Goods and
Services Tax (GST) rate on
textiles to 12 per cent, from 5
per cent, with effect from
January 1, 2022. PTI
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Mumbai: India's current account
slipped into a deficit of USD 9.6 bil-
lion or 1.3 per cent of GDP in the
September quarter, the Reserve Bank
said on Friday.

The current account, which
records the value of exports and
imports of both goods and services
along with international transfers of
capital, was in a surplus mode both in
the quarter-ago and year-ago periods.

India's current account surplus
had stood at USD 6.6 billion or 0.9 per
cent of GDP in the April-June 2021
quarter, while in the year-ago period
(Q2FY22), the surplus had stood at
USD 15.3 billion or 2.4 per cent of the
GDP, the data said.

For the first half of the fiscal year,
India recorded a current account
deficit of 0.2 per cent of GDP as against
a surplus of 3 per cent in the year-ago
period, on the back of a sharp increase
in the trade deficit, the RBI said in the
data on Balance of Payments. 

In the reporting quarter, the
deficit was mainly due to widening of
trade deficit to USD 44.4 billion from
USD 30.7 billion in the preceding
quarter, and an increase in net outgo
of investment income, the RBI said.

Net services receipts decreased
marginally over the preceding quarter
but increased on a year-on-year basis,
on the back of robust performance of
the exports of computer and business
services, it added. 

Private transfer receipts, which
mainly represent remittances by
Indians employed overseas, increased
3.7 per cent over the year-ago period
to USD 21.1 billion, it said.

The net foreign direct investment
(FDI) during the quarter recorded an
inflow of USD 9.5 billion, much lower
than the USD 24.4 billion a year ago,
it said, adding that for the first half of
the fiscal, the FDI inflows stood at
USD 21.2 billion as against USD 23.9
billion for the year-ago period.

Net foreign portfolio investment
during the September quarter was
USD 3.9 billion as compared to USD
7 billion in the year-ago period. For the
first half the fiscal, the portfolio
investment recorded a net inflow of
USD 4.3 billion which was lower
than the USD 7.6 billion a year ago.

External commercial borrowings
on a net basis recorded an inflow of
USD 4.1 billion in the quarter, as
against an outflow of USD 3.7 billion
a year ago, while non-resident deposits
recorded a net outflow of USD 0.8 bil-
lion as against an inflow of USD 1.9
billion in the year-ago period, the RBI
said.

There was an accretion of USD
31.2 billion in the forex reserves on a
BoP basis which included Special
Drawing Rights allocation of USD
17.86 billion by the International
Monetary Fund on August 23, it
said. PTI
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Output of eight core sectors
rose by 3.1 per cent in

November as against a con-
traction of 1.1 per cent in the
same month last year, accord-
ing to government data released
on Friday.

Barring crude oil and
cement, all other sectors record-
ed positive growth in
November. In
October, these core sectors'
output had grown by 8.4 per
cent.

The growth rate of the
eight infrastructure sectors --
coal, crude oil, natural gas,
refinery products, fertilisers,
steel, cement and electricity --
stood at 13.7 per cent during
April-November this fiscal as
against a negative growth of
11.1 per cent during the same
period last fiscal.

According to the data,
coal production rose by 8.2 per
cent, natural gas by 23.7 per
cent, refinery products 4.3 per
cent, fertilisers by 2.5 per cent,
steel by 0.8 per cent, and elec-
tricity by 1.5 per cent in
November.

New Delhi: The Government
on Friday kept interest rates on
small savings schemes, includ-
ing NSC and PPF, unchanged
for the fourth quarter of 2021-
22 amid rising cases of the more
contagious coronavirus variant
Omicron and elevated level of
inflation.

The decision also comes
ahead of Assembly elections in
five States -- Uttar Pradesh,
Uttarakhand, Punjab, Himachal
Pradesh and Goa. The schedule
of elections is expected to be
announced early next month.

Public Provident Fund
(PPF) and National Savings
Certificate (NSC) will contin-
ue to carry an annual interest
rate of 7.1 per cent and 6.8 per
cent, respectively, in the fourth
quarter as well. "The rates
of interest on various small sav-
ings schemes for the third quar-
ter of the financial year 2021-

22 starting from January 1,
2022, and ending on March 31,
2022, shall remain unchanged
from the current rates applica-
ble for the third quarter
(October  1, 2021 to December
31, 2021) for FY 2021-22," the
finance ministry said in a noti-
fication.

According to analysts, the
government has kept rates
intact in view of upcoming
assembly elections in five states.

Uttar Pradesh is the second
highest contributor to the small
savings scheme after West
Bengal.  

Earlier this year, during the
West Bengal assembly polls, the
Centre decided to reduce the
interest rate. But the finance
ministry swiftly revoked a steep
interest rate cut of up to 1.1 per
cent for the first quarter on
small savings schemes, citing
oversight. PTI

Mumbai: The rupee rose by 13
paise to close at 74.29 against
the US dollar on the last trad-
ing session of 2021, tracking
positive domestic equities amid
year-end dollar selling by banks
and exporters.

The rupee, however,
closed the 2021 year with over-
all losses of 122 paise or 1.67
per cent due to a rise in crude
oil prices and firming up US
bond yields amid expectations
of rate hike by the US Federal
Reserve to rein in inflation. The

rupee had closed at 73.07 on
December 31, 2020.

The local unit on the
last trading day of 2021 opened
at 74.35 against the greenback
at the interbank foreign
exchange market and witnessed
an intra-day high of 74.10 and
a low of 74.38. It finally settled
at 74.29, a rise of 13 paise.

In the previous session,
the rupee surged 29 paise to
close at a more than one-
month high of 74.42 against the
US dollar.    PTI

New Delhi: Gold price in the national capital on Friday gained
�144 to � 46,874 per 10 gram in line with strong international
precious metal prices, according to HDFC Securities.

In the previous trade, the yellow metal settled at � 46,730
per 10 gram.

Silver also jumped �664 to �61,015 per kg from � 60,351 per
kg in the previous trade. In the international market, gold
was trading with gains at USD 1,816 per ounce and silver was
flat at USD 23.15 per ounce.

"Gold prices traded firm with spot gold prices at COMEX
trading 0.11 per cent up at USD 1,816 per ounce on Friday,"
HDFC Securities, Senior Analyst (Commodities), Tapan Patel
said. PTI
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����Mumbai: Using ATMs beyond the permissible free

transactions for cash as well as non-cash purpos-
es will cost more from Saturday.

As per the Reserve Bank directive issued in
June, the banking customers would be required to
pay �21 per transaction with effect from January
1, 2022 for transactions beyond the free permis-
sible limit. Presently, banks are allowed to charge
Rs 20 for such transactions through ATMs.

Customers would, however, continue to be eli-
gible for five free transactions (inclusive of finan-
cial and non-financial transactions) every month
from their own bank ATMs. They would also be
eligible for three free transactions from other bank
ATMs in metro centres and five in non-metro cen-
tres.

The RBI had earlier allowed banks to increase
interchange fee per transaction from �15 to � 17
for financial transactions and from �5 to � 6 for
non-financial transactions in all centres with effect
from August 1, 2021.

The charges have been increased to meet the
increasing cost of ATM deployment and expens-
es towards ATM maintenance incurred by
banks/white label ATM operators, as also consid-
ering the need to balance expectations of stake-
holder entities and customer convenience.
It may be noted here that the central bank had set
up a committee in June 2019 under the
Chairmanship of the Chief Executive, Indian Banks'
Association to review the entire gamut of
Automated Teller Machine (ATM) charges and fees
with particular focus on interchange structure for
ATM transactions.  There were 1,15,605 onsite
ATMs and 97,970 off-site automated teller
machines as on March 31, 2021. PTI
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When Shreedhar BS (better
known as Shred) was
approached by the NGO

Vihaan to make a film on traffick-
ing, he took the animation route.
The outcome Reena Ki Kahani was
released on YouTube as, without a
paywall, it was bound to have a bet-
ter reach among the target audience.
Shred will also be organising a free
screening of the film in 1,000 Indian
schools from the first week of
January.

The nine-and-a-half-minute
film focusses on the horrors of
human trafficking and the way
agents, which lurk amongst us, trap
victims. The film also talks about
how to understand potential threats
of human trafficking and avoid
them

Based on the real-life story of
Reena, the film traces her path from
being a girl with dreams to her
entrapment into the flesh trade
and subsequent rescue. It also sheds
light on the different vulnerabilities
that facilitate such crimes, like false
promises and the lure of a better life
for girls from the weaker sections of
society. It showcases how traffick-
ers connive to prey on possible vic-

tims. At another level, this film is
also a story of survival, giving
insights into how such situations can
be detected and avoided as well as
the way to identify victims and
oppressors. 

It was not surprising that
Vihaan, which has rescued over
4,700 survivors of human traffick-
ing narrowed down on the director
of Shred Creative Lab Private
Limited to make this film to create
awareness. Shred has over 22 years
of experience in films, television,
digital content, branding, and mar-
keting. Known for innovative and
disruptive ideas, Shred has worked
closely with international brands
such as Turner Broadcast UK,
National Geographic - International,
Fox, Ford - APAC, BMW - India,
Sony Motion Pictures -
London/USA and many more.

The winner of 43 National and
International awards for creative
excellence, SCL embodies
Shreedhar’s vision to create innov-
ative and path-breaking visual com-
munication. Shred earlier was the
director of Salt Studios Private
Limited and creative director for the
National Geographic Channel as

well as Fox International Channels.
Earlier this year his documentary, In
Our World, which highlighted the
lives of three autistic children was
the official selection and premiered
at the 51st International Film
Festival of India (IFFI) Goa. It also
was screened in Bollywood Festival
Norway and NYC Virtual South
Asia Film Festival (SAFF) and is
scheduled to screen in many forth-
coming film festivals globally.

Excerpts from an interview: 

�Why did you decide to take the
animation route for this film?
Was it to ensure that it reached
more people?

It was animated because I want-
ed parents to see it and wanted them
to encourage children to see it.
When the NGO approached me for
this film, the first thought was to do
a real-life documentary on the res-

cue of these children. But later the
thought was that such a film would
never reach children and they would
not be aware of the dangers that lurk
or the kind of dangers that they are
exposed to. So, it was a better idea
to make it animated while making
it less morbid and more sensitive so
that it could be seen by children. So,
that was the entire thought behind
making it an animation film.

�So, is it primarily looking at chil-
dren?

It is looking at everyone.
Children, parents and adults. I did-
n’t want to isolate anyone when I
was making it. I chose folk art as an
art form for the animation so that
it could relate to the region where
the incident took place. Since it was
in Bengal, we chose folk art from the
State. We tried to connect with the
children from that region and made
it shorter because the virality is
more. It was released on YouTube so
that at least the link could be
shared. It can be screened on
mobiles and in schools. So, we had
a lot of thoughts about the kind of
art to use and the kind of animation
to use.  

�How long did it take, from the
storyboard to execution to make
the film?

It actually took us longer than
we thought. It took three-four
months. Each of these boards was
hand-drawn separately. Once the
board was drawn, it was animated.
We had to make it sensitive and talk
about each topic that involves
human trafficking. We had to do a
lot of research, hear a lot of stories
from them and find what kind of
things had to be highlighted. So, we
talked about all kinds of trafficking,
what all leads to it. We chose
Reena’s story because she was one
of the people who were rescued and
now she has moved on to a life of
her own. We wanted to talk about
something positive and bring the
girl at the end of the film where she
says that, ‘I am fine now. And peo-
ple need to fight against this kind
of crime,’ to give it some kind of
completion. 

�You have used folk art from
Bengal. Did you get actual prac-
titioners on board?

I have a team of artists but we
did refer to some artists in Mumbai
who could draw this and guide us.
We asked them for help. 

�The film had a very nostalgic
Doordarshan vibe where we were
reminded of films like Ek Chidiya,
Anek Chidiya and others. Was that
deliberate?

We miss those films, don’t we?
I wanted to go back to that. This
was a conscious effort where I
wanted to make a film of that
nature. It had to be linear story-
telling. I did not want to dramatise

anything. The primary audience
was children. We remember those
films because they were not too
non-linear or classy. It was a linear
narrative and all of them taught us
something. There was always a
moral at the end. These were in our
minds when we were making it. I
am not denying that.

�Several reports indicate that
trafficking has increased during
the lockdown as the financial sit-
uation became very desperate
during the lockdown. 

A lot of desperation set in for
too many people. Many did not
have work, others could not go out
and work. There were several
painful stories, that I heard from
the NGOs, that parents gave away
their children thinking that the girl
would earn some money to run the
house. The vulnerabilities were
high during this period. People
were available for exploitation
because of a lack of money, parents
losing their jobs. When emotion-
al stress was high as parents won-
dered how they would run the
house, children volunteered to go
and look for work in Mumbai or
Kolkata without realising the dan-
ger or what they are getting into.
Such situations put people in a
place where they are potential tar-
gets for these guys.

�Future projects?
I am writing a Malayalam fea-

ture film on caste atrocities that
happened in the early 20th centu-
ry. This is a horror thriller is based
on folklore. This is about the rise
of communism and a police inves-
tigation into serial killing. 

The 52nd edition of the International
Film Festival of India (IFFI) turned

out to be a mega spectacle as top
Bollywood stars celebrated 75 years of
Indian Independence, its diversity,
and the evolution of Indian Cinema.
The ‘India 75’ evening was hosted by
Karan Johar and Maniesh Paul. Popular
actors like Salman Khan, Ranveer
Singh, Shraddha Kapoor, Riteish and
Genelia Deshmukh, and Mouni Roy
dazzled at this prestigious star-studded
soirée. 

Kapoor’s act celebrated the strength
and achievement of Indian women
through songs like Aaj Main Upar, Kar
Har Maidaan Fateh, and Des Rangila.

Talking about her experience at
India 75 - 52nd IFFI, the actress
shares, “We have seen an absolute evo-
lution in the way we tell stories on the
screen, and it warms my heart that
women have been a constant part of
this process. I have grown up admir-

ing our cinema but one thing that I
have personally noticed is how women
have shaped the growth trajectory.
They have been an integral part of not
just cinema but the overall growth of
the nation. So, with my performance,
Shakti: The power of Indian women, we
are celebrating the strength and
achievements of Indian women, their
significance in the world of cinema,
and overall evolution.”

Adding on to the festivities, Mouni
Roy's graceful portrayal of India's
diverse sub-cultures, showcasing the
different shades and flavours of India

through her enchanting act to Vande
Mataram, Shubhaarambh, and Jiya
Jale won everyone’s heart. 

Talking about her performance, Roy
expresses, “With the inherent diversi-
ty of India, cinema here has grown to
be the closest window to our rich cul-
ture. Cinema, today, is surely the most
influential — a combination of a wide
spectrum of art forms including music,
dance, storytelling. Personally, I have
always preferred dance to narrate my
emotions, the grace, unspoken
thoughts, and the ease to emote really
add to the experience. My perfor-
mance will showcase different shades
and regional flavours of India. It’s all
about celebrating the unity in diversi-
ty, fiery spirit of Indian cinema, and its
timeless extravagant charm.” 

(The celebration, in collaboration
with Zee Live, a cine salaam, is sched-
uled to simulcast on Zee Cinema and
Zee TV on January 2, 2022 at 8 pm.)

With 83, actor Ranveer Singh
has achieved new heights.

His filmography exudes versatili-
ty, a risk-taking attitude and and
range that sets him apart from the
rest. From Band Baaja Baarat to
Ram Leela, from Bajirao Mastani
to portraying Alauddin Khilji in
Padmaavat, from Simmba to Gully
Boy and now 83, in which he dis-
solves on screen to become the
Indian cricketing legend Kapil
Dev, the actor has wowed every-
one with his shape-shifting artistry
film after film.

Ask him what drives him to
portray characters that have con-
stantly etched their place in the his-

tory of Indian cinema, Singh says,
“I have taken some really big
risks. It does nothing for me if
there is no high risk involved.
Higher the risk, higher the pay-off.
I am like a free flowing spirit. I
don’t wish to be defined because
I feel putting a person in a box is
limiting. I am consciously and sub-
consciously shaping my filmogra-
phy. And I am going to do more
of this because there is no other
way. I am really hoping that the
filmmakers continue to give me
such roles where I can really do
something.”

The superstar adds, “Today, its
been 20 years plus for a film like

Lagaan but I remember Lagaan. I
remember the film, the characters.
So, for me, it’s important to do
characters that have an ever-last-
ing memory and that continue to
give joy to people over generations
like my favourite film, Life is
Beautiful, that I can watch n num-
ber of times, it still touches my
heart. Films that can make you

laugh, cry and entertain you for-
ever and ever — those are the films
that I aspire to be a part of. I am
an actor first, before being a star.”

Singh will be next seen in
YRF’s Jayeshbhai Jordaar, Shankar’s
remake of his blockbuster Anniyan,
Rohit Shetty’s Cirkus and Karan
Johar’s Rocky Aur Rani Ki Prem
Kahani.

The film industry is finally
beginning to see hope and

revival on the horizon after two
long, challenging pandemic hit
years. As theatres slowly begin to
open, there is anticipation in the
air with audiences eagerly await-
ing the return of their favourite
stars to the silver screen. Here is
our pick of the films that we
most want to see in the months
to come.

Laal Singh Chaddha
Laal Singh Chaddha has been

in the news for its diverse loca-
tions, long and gruelling shoot-
ing schedule, delays due to the
pandemic and the perfectionist
Aamir Khan’s unbelievable trans-
formation into the titular charac-
ter. This long-awaited comedy-
drama is directed by Advait
Chandan from a screenplay writ-
ten by Eric Roth and Atul
Kulkarni. The film is produced by
Aamir Khan Productions,
Viacom18 Studios and
Paramount Pictures and is the
official adaptation of the 1994 film
Forrest Gump (based on Winston
Groom's 1986 novel of the same
name). The film also stars
Kareena Kapoor and Naga
Chaitanya in his Hindi film debut. 

Gangubai Kathiawadi
If the first trailer of this bio-

graphical crime drama is anything
to go by, Sanjay Leela Bhansali’s
Gangubai Kathiawadi will be a
spectacle unlike any other.
Powered by yet another unforget-
table performance by Alia Bhatt,
the film is produced by Bhansali
himself and Jayantilal Gada. It also
stars Vijay Raaz, Indira Tiwari and
Seema Pahwa with Ajay Devgn
and Emraan Hashmi featuring in
extended cameo appearances.
The story etches the journey of
young Ganga who battles circum-
stances to become Gangubai, the
madame who rules the red light
area of Kamathipura with an
iron fist. The film, loosely based
on S Hussain Zaidi's book Mafia
Queens of Mumbai is set to release
in Hindi and will be dubbed in
Telugu as well. The film is sched-
uled for worldwide release in
theatres on February 18, 2022. 

Looop Lapeta
Looop Lapeta is the official

Hindi remake of the 1998
German cult classic Run Lola
Run .  Directed by Aakash
Bhatia and jointly produced by
Sony Pictures Films India,
Ellipsis Entertainment and
Aayush Maheshwari, the film
features Taapsee Pannu and
Tahir Raj Bhasin in lead roles.
It will be interesting to see how
the f i lm re interprets  the
premise of the Tom Tykwer
original in the Indian context
and how Taapsee's ever reliable
histrionics channel the charac-
ter made famous by Franka
Potente. We can't wait to watch
how the film captures a frenet-
ic race against time and just
how one determined woman
defies the clock to save a loved
one's life.

Major
Major is a rousing tale of

courage and recounts the
events leading up to the ulti-
mate  sacr i f ice  of  Major
Sandeep Unnikrishnan during
the 26/11 attacks in 2008.
Painstakingly researched and
filmed with great attention to
Major Unnikrishnan's extraor-

dinary life, this biographical
action film is directed by Sashi
Kiran Tikka and produced by
Sony Pictures Films India, G
Mahesh Babu Entertainment
and A+S Movies. Shot simulta-
neously in Telugu and Hindi
and  later  dubb ed  into
Malayalam, the film stars
Adivi Sesh in the titular role.
Adivi is also making his Hindi
film debut with Major and has
even written the screenplay of
the film.   

RRR
RRR is an upcoming Indian

Telugu period action drama
directed by S S Rajamouli, and
produced by D V V Danayya of
DVV Entertainments. The film
stars N T Rama Rao Jr, Ram
Charan, Ajay Devgn, Alia Bhatt
and Oliv ia  Morr is  whi le
Samuthirakani, Alison Doody,
Ray Stevenson and Shriya
Saran play supporting roles.
This is a larger-than-life fic-
tional narration of two Indian
revolutionaries, Alluri Sitarama
Raju (Charan) and Komaram
Bheem (Rama Rao). Set in
1920, the film is expected to be
a visual treat and a rousing
entertainer.    

For Bollywood actress Parineeti
Chopra, 2021 was a memorable year

as she reminded people that when it
comes to risk-taking, cliche-shattering
projects, she will always them head on.
Parineeti, who had established herself
as a stereotype breaking leading lady
having started her career with films
like Ishaqzaade, Hasee Toh Phasee, and
so on, showed audiences her wide
range of acting skills through
acclaimed films like Sandeep Aur
Pinky Faraar, The Girl on the Train and
Saina this year.

Chopra shares, “It’s a year filled
with gratitude for me. 2021 was the year
I had been waiting for, having taken the
biggest plunge of my career in the
forms of Sandeep Aur Pinky Faraar, The

Girl on the Train and Saina and thank-
fully, each one of them paid off. 2021
made me realise that audiences expect
me to be clutter-breaking and I could-
n’t agree with them more; I am more
thankful to them for showering me
with all the love for my performances.”

She adds, “It’s been a year that has
bolstered my belief in picking subjects
that are remarkably ahead of the
curve and present me in the most
unique way on screen. I am blessed
that makers, producers and my fans
didn’t give up on me, and pushed me
to do my best work.”

The actress will be seen next in
films like Uunchai with Amitabh
Bachchan, and Animal opposite
Ranbir Kapoor. 

We all have plans for celebrating New Year’s
already, and our Bollywood stars too

have chalked out what they’re going to do to
bring in style. Most b’town celebs have moved
out of Mumbai to ring in the New Year eve with
their friends and family members, some celebri-
ties are heading to exotic locations to celebrate
the coming year, but from what we hear, Manoj
Bajpayee will be home with his family and close
friends to welcome 2022.

The actor has taken some time off from his
busy schedule to spend some quality time with
his family who matter the most. The Family Man
star decided to stay home and celebrate the New
Year’s eve with his family and some close
friends to give his final salute to 2021. 2021 was
a very hectic and busy year for Bajpayee and he
was hardly getting time to be home with his wife
and daughter. 

He also  went to meet his mother in Delhi,
whom he met after his fathers death. There are
some mixed feelings — when the year is end-
ing — some sadness of losing his father who was
his pillar of strength and support from his child-
hood, yet there are feelings of gratefulness for
his family and his global success. Tremendous
reviews were garnered by him for his perfor-
mance in Abhishek Choubey’s Hangama Kyo Hai
Barpa (RAY), Success Of Silence and Dial 100.
He had also received a national award for
Bhonsle.

Moreover, Bajpayee has a great line up wait-
ing for him this year and will be seen in differ-
ent characters to surprise the audience.
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EMI. Bills. Fees. Deadlines. Work.
Office. Home. The rat-a-tat of the
woodpecker in my head intruded my
consciousness even as the vista of lush
green in front of me vied for attention.

The road, lonely and meandering with mani-
cured tea gardens bordering it, stretched before
me.  

Lalith, the naturalist, assigned to show me
around, egged me on with the promises of a deli-
cious yet unique tea planter’s tiffin lunch 
at a scenic spot. But then, this incident is strict-
ly not in line with the way things unfolded
chronologically during my visit to Sri Lanka. 
And this can be a slight irritant for a student 
of history who believes that the past casts its
shadow (or in this case, lights up the road) on 
the present. 

The previous evening I had landed at the
Tea Trails, near Hatton, which comprises five
restored colonial tea planter bungalows perched
at an altitude of 1,250 metres. After being
restored by Resplendent Ceylon, these became
the first of the three resorts run by the
Fernando family known as the founders of
Dilmah Ceylon Tea. The three resorts under the
banner — Ceylon Tea Trails, Cape Weligama
and Wild Coast Tented Lodge, Yala — are the
only Sri Lankan members of the Relais &
Chateaux, the global fellowship of individual-
ly owned and operated luxury hotels 
and restaurants.
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The longish journey became even more cir-

cuitous as no direct flights were available. With
travelling opening up to the Emerald Isle, with
due precautions, everyone and their aunt were
making a beeline to Sri Lanka. Thanks to that
— and as just one flight from Delhi was oper-
ational by the island’s national carrier — I found
myself travelling via Mumbai to Colombo before
undertaking a road trip of almost five hours
across looping roads to reach Summerville, the
bungalow that was to be my abode for two
nights. It was way past dusk and the rain too
obscured the view a bit as I alighted. But the
warmth of the welcome, where umbrellas
snapped open to shield me from the moisture
even before I stepped out elicited a smile despite
the exhaustion.
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And we skipped to the good part... almost

immediately. The bungalow’s doors opened into
a long corridor, that was flanked by rooms on
either side. The carpeted floor — wherever
exposed — was tiled in rust, the walls had myr-
iad sketches of flora and fauna. But it was the
living room that practically transported me back
in time. It was reminiscent of the many bun-
galows in the Cantonment area of Kanpur (or
Cawnpore, if you please) where I spent a good
(and favourite) part of my childhood. A gramo-
phone perched on a wooden side table, a Phillips
radio with dials, a rotary phone were just some
of the specific elements that heightened the feel-
ing of reliving the days of the Raj. Classical
English music, though played from an i-Phone
subtly tucked away behind a corner, further
upped the ante which had been set by the well-
polished and comfortably upholstered furniture.
Despite my modern attire, I could almost imag-
ine myself as a pucca British parasol-carrying
memsahib visiting an outpost of the Empire. 

The bungalows — called Castlereagh,
Norwood, Tientsin and Dunkeld besides
Summerville — are between two and 15 km
apart, with 27 rooms and suites in all.
Overlooking the Castlereagh Reservoir, each has
a staff of about 12-14 people to maintain it. One
can take up the entire bungalow or just one
room, each of which is named after a planter
who lived and worked on one of the estates.
Mine, called Goddard, opened out into a spec-
tacular personal garden. The centrepiece,
though, was the rather dreamy canopy bed.

“Exquisite,” I muttered out a tad too loudly for
it was absolute love at first sight. The elegant
bathrooms with rust, black and white patterned
tiles had fittings that were in sync with the place.
Interestingly, unlike other hotels, there was no
phone to call room service. One had to ring the
bell to summon the butler to ask for practical-
ly anything under the sun... and it would mate-
rialise in a jiffy. Jagath, the bungalow executive,
was my very own genie to do my bidding. The
level of personalisation means that there isn’t a
set menu. The chef discusses and curates each
as per your preference and taste. Despite that,
nothing was over the top. It was subtle luxury
that whispered class in hushed tones rather than
proclaiming it from the top of gilded tables. 
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Since I was tired, I settled for a salad and

the chef made a spectacular one. Suffice it to say,
I could have munched on to it for every meal
during my time here. At dinner, Kosala, the bun-
galow chef, also enquired about both my lunch
and dinner preferences. I decided to go local to
dive deeply into the culture and opted for the
traditional hoppers (appam) paired with sam-
bol, a savoury dish of grated coconut. Though
delicious, it was the location that made it even
more scrumptious. The table, set up in the
verandah, overlooked the gardens and the vast
expanse of the reservoir. Jagath told me about
the place’s India connect as all the tea gardens
are owned by the Ambanis and are on a 99-year
lease. But my attention didn’t waver from the
panorama before me and the invigorating
whiff of greenery and flowers that were such a
refreshing change from my life where screen
time has primacy. 

Post breakfast, descending some steps led
me to a small jetty to board a powerboat which
raced across the Castlereagh Reservoir to
deposit me on the other side where I met Lalith,
the naturalist. The human version of sunny side
up, he pointed out plants and asked me to guess
their names. His broad smile didn’t waver when
I failed miserably at the task. 

The hike up went through manicured tea
gardens, often bordered by trumpet vines in
vibrant shades of pink, yellow, orange and white.
The view of the reservoir against a backdrop of
lush green mountains on the opposite side, made
me wonder if anyone could dispute Sri Lanka
being called the Emerald Isle. On our way up,
we also visited Dunkeld and Castlereagh bun-
galows. While there was a general air of simi-
larity to Summerville, each had a distinct per-
sonality that makes the place perfect for a revis-
it by just opting for a different bungalow each
time.

But I was trekking further for something
more substantial. No, not a pot of gold at the
end of the rainbow but lunch that had been spe-

cially prepared and packed in tiffins just
the way it was done in the days of yore
for the planters in the region. When we
reached the spot, a basic structure —
with a sitting area and a table covered
with a blue checks tablecloth and tiffin
carriers placed on top alongside cutlery
wrapped in napkins — greeted us.
Each of the containers had a separate
course — salad, mains and a dessert. As
soon as I segregated them, a distinct
aroma mingled in the moisture-laden air.
The mains consisted of a parcel of food,
cooked in a banana leaf which gave off
a mildly woody smell. This mingled with
the aroma of meat. The dish, called lam-
prais, is an addition to the Sri Lankan
lexicon by the Dutch Burghers, a small
group of European-origin settlers who
have called the island-nation their home
since the 16th century. I felt satiated as
each of the taste buds and the olfacto-
ry had been invigorated. On cue, the
mist rolled in lending the place a mys-
tical aura. I made my way back in an
almost drunken stupor as the food and
the heady smells wafting from the tea
shrubs and the plants were beginning to
cast their spell. I saw some workers at
the tea estate plucking tea. “Two leaves
and a bud, two leaves and a bud,” the
woodpecker in my head was at it again
as geography lessons from school made
a special appearance. 

Back at the resort, a seven-course

tea-infused meal awaited me. Yes, the
entire spread can be altered as per your
personal preference. Whether it was the
caffeine in the tea or the excitement of
the day, I had less than a restful night.
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Waking up the next morning, a visit

to the Dunkeld Tea Factory was in store.
Aboard the powerboat, to cross the
reservoir yet again, I felt a tinge of regret
knowing that this was my last day here.
At the factory, Bernard Holsinger, a tea
expert, not only showed me around but
also told me the finer nuances of grow-
ing tea, its origin in Sri Lanka and the
details of the ideal size and feel of the
leaves. Though retired, the affable man-
ner of Holsinger — who has Dutch
ancestors — ensures that the informa-
tion does not seem like an overload but
something that you just absorb natural-
ly. He told me about the most expensive
tea (Virgin White Tea, the flagship prod-
uct of Herman Teas), the appropriate
height of the shrub while debunking the
romanticising of the ‘two leaves and a
bud’ myth (sometimes just leaves are
picked). After a tea tasting session, I
boarded the powerboat to take me
back. 

A slight kerfuffle on the placid
waters announced the arrival of a sea-
plane bringing in guests at the bunga-
lows. I looked at them wistfully, know-
ing fully well the lovely time that they
were bound to have. 
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However, my mood lifted as we

drove towards Cape Weligama on the
palm-fringed southern cliffs close to the
popular retreat of Galle. Designed by one
of Asia’s most celebrated architects, Lek
Bunnag who, closer home, has been
associated with masterplan, architecture
and interior space planning of The
Trident Gurgaon and The Roseate,

New Delhi besides other properties.
The hotel is a combination of pri-

vate villas and suites with stunning
panoramas. My introduction to the
property was through the Ocean
Terrace, the restaurant which overlooks
the sea. Reaching at dusk, I was privy
to some spectacular drama unfolding in
the sky. But a server hinted that the sun-
rise could beat it hands down if I did
not laze around in my room and head-
ed to the 60-metre crescent-shaped
infinity pool. And boy, was he spot on!
The pool turned from blue to a bur-
nished orange as the sun gradually
climbed up in the sky. I could have just
sat there for some more time with the
water lapping up at my ankles but there
was work to be done. Well, sort of. The
life of a travel writer isn’t easy, you know! 
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I dipped my toes in the local cul-

ture which entailed a visit to the
Kushtaraja Rock, the origins of which
are shrouded in mystery. Myth has it
that a king was cured of leprosy which
prompted the sculpture’s carving.
Natasha Arumugam — assistant man-
ager, experiences — and I unpeeled the
layers of similarity in languages as we
discussed how kushta in Hindi means
leprosy. She also pointed out how this
was the only statue with three figures
of Buddha engraved on it making it
unusual. 

Natasha told me that this sculpture
was a part of the Agrabodhi Raja Maha
Viharaya, which we visited next, till it
was separated thanks to a railway line.
According to folklore, the first Bodhi
(the tree under which Buddha attained
enlightenment) saplings were being
carried by a group that rested here one
night. In the morning, they found that
the Bodhi saplings had taken root. It was
left undisturbed making the place
revered. 

We returned to the hotel to be
accompanied by the enthusiastic
Chamindra Goonerwardene, the
director of sales and marketing, who
gave us a low down on the history and
geography of the region while placing
it in the context of contemporary inci-
dents and time in both Sri Lanka and
India. We were headed to Galle known
for its fort that has structures, built
over several years, starting in 1588 by
the Portuguese. It was fortified by the
Dutch during the 17th century. The
cobbled streets, street-side cafes,
quaint shops lend the historical,
archaeological and architectural her-
itage monument a charm that is
unmatched. This was evident from the
number of pre-wedding shoots that
were taking place in the area. During
the course of the hour that we were
there, we counted nine couples in var-
ious stages of amorous encounters that
were being captured for eternity in
coordinated outfits! 

Climbing on top of the parapet of
the Fort, we had splendid views of the
Galle International Stadium. Of course,
during a match, spectators who don’t
wish to buy tickets can occupy vantage
points here to watch it live. 
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After grabbing a quick lunch, I

headed out on a sunset cruise along
with a few others. As the wind picked
up, the sail emanated a groan and
snapped. But we were without a care
and put our trust in the engine power.
As the sun started to dip, the constant
barrage of the outside world trying to
intrude into my very own private
haven had quietened down. Despite the
shrieks of delight of my fellow passen-
ger, the solitude was soul-calming. I
took in the rays skipping on the waves.
Finally, life seemed to be a lot more than
work and deadlines.
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Star India batter Smriti
Mandhana was on Friday

nominated for the ICC Women's
Cricketer of the Year award for
her spectacular performances
across all formats.

Mandhana was also nomi-
nated for Women's T20 Player
of the Year on Thursday. 

Mandhana was shortlisted
for the top award along with
Tammy Beaumont of England,
Lizelle Lee of South Africa and
Gaby Lewis of Ireland. 

The award is given to the
best overall performer in
women's international cricket
(Tests, ODIs and T20Is) during
2021. The winner will be
announced on January 23.

The 25-year-old right-hand-
ed opening batter scored 855
runs in 22 international match-
es across formats during the year
at an average of 38.86 with one
century and five half-centuries.

In the limited-overs series
against South Africa where India
won just two of the eight match-
es at home, Mandhana played a
major role in both of the wins.
She scored 80 not out as India
chased down 158 in the second
ODI that helped them level the
series and scored 48 not out in
the final T20I win.

Mandhana played a sublime
innings of 78 in the first innings
of the one-off Test against
England that ended in a draw.
She played an important knock
of 49 in India's only win in the
ODI series. 

Her 15-ball 29 and fifty in
the T20I series went in vain,
though, as India fell short in
both the matches and lost the

series 1-2. Mandhana was in
good touch in the series against
Australia, starting with the ODI
series where she scored 86 in the
second ODI.

She scored a brilliant centu-
ry in the only Test, the first of her
career, and was awarded the
Player of the Match. She scored
her second T20I fifty of the year
in the final match, though India
fell short and lost the series 2-0.

She made India's first-ever
pink-ball Test even more mem-
orable by smashing her maiden
century (127) in the longest for-
mat of the game. The match
ended in a draw and Mandhana
was declared the Player of the
Match.

With 872 runs in 21 inter-
nationals at an average of 48.44
with one century and eight half-
centuries, England's Beaumont
finished as the highest run-get-
ter in the calendar year.

In the multi-format series
against India, she started with

two consecutive half-centuries,
the first one coming in the only
Test and the second in a Player
of the Match-winning effort of
87 not out in the first ODI. She
scored her third half-century of
the tour in the second T20I,
though it came in a losing effort.

She bagged yet another
Player of the Match award in the
T20I series opener against New
Zealand at home, missing out on
a century by just three runs. She
capped the limited-overs tour
with a ton that helped England
clinch the ODI series 4-1.

South African Lee scored
864 runs in 19 internationals at
an average of 57.6 with one cen-
tury and seven half-centuries

She was in sensational
white-ball form throughout the
year, particularly in the ODIs
where she finished as the high-
est run-getter in 2021 with 632
runs in 11 matches as well as the
top-ranked Women's ODI bat-
ter in the ICC Rankings.
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India reaffirmed their
supremacy in the U-19 Asia
Cup with a record eighth
title as they hammered Sri

Lanka by nine wickets in a rain-
hit summit showdown here on
Friday.

The Indian bowlers were all
over Sri Lanka, who were gasp-
ing at 74 for seven in 33 overs,
when heavy rain lashed the
Dubai International Cricket
Stadium and stopped play for
more than two hours.

It became a 38-over-a-side
contest when play resumed with
Sri Lanka limping to 106 for nine. 

India were set a revised 102-
run target in 38 overs via DLS
method which they reached
rather comfortably in 21.3 overs
with opener Angkrish
Raghuvanshi scoring an unbeat-
en 56 off 67 balls.

India's only loss in the com-
petition came against arch-rivals
Pakistan who lost to Sri Lanka in
the semifinals.

The tournament provided
valuable game time for the Yash
Dhull-led side ahead of the U-19
World Cup, beginning in the
West Indies from January 14.

After tournament's leading
scorer Harnoor Singh departed
cheaply in the chase,
Raghuvanshi played sensibly
alongside Shaik Rasheed (31 not
out off 49) to get the job done.

The opener, who could not
make an impact in the earlier
games, grew in confidence after
playing a backfoot punch early
on in the innings. His backfoot
play was impressive against the
pacers and his feet movement
against the spinners was assured.
Raghuvanshi's innings comprised
six boundaries. Earlier, Sri Lanka

opted to bat though early morn-
ing showers made conditions
ideal for seam bowling first up.

The Indian pace duo of
Rajvardhan Hangargekar and
Ravi Kumar made the ball talk
though the former was a tad
unlucky to not get a wicket.

Left-arm pacer Ravi got the
first wicket of the match by

removing Chamindu
Wickramasinghe in the fourth
over. The left-hander opener
went for a big hoick over mid
wicket but ended up mistiming
it straight into the hands of Raj
Bawa at third man.

Wickramasinghe's opening
partner Shevon Daniel tried to
pull Bawa but the ball got big on

him, taking a faint edge to wick-
etkeeper Aaradhya Yadav to leave
Sri Lanka at 15 for two in the
11th over.

India looked a far superior
team. Hangargekar was the most
impressive pacer in the first 10
overs, generating good pace that
hurried the batters besides
extracting movement off the
pitch.

The Sri Lanka batters looked
completely at sea against the
Indian bowlers, be it fast bowlers
or the spin pairing of Kaushal
Tambe (2/23) and Vicky Ostwal
(3/11). Both off-spinner Tambe
and left-arm spinner Ostwal got
the odd ball to turn sharply.

Ostwal got two in one to
leave Sri Lanka in dire straits at
57 for seven. Southpaw Dunit
Wellagle attempted a slog sweep
to break the shackles but ended
up getting caught in the deep. 

Two balls later Ranuda
Somarathne missed Oswal's arm
ball on the back foot, trapping
him in front of the stumps.  

With India set to bowl out
Sri Lanka for a sub-100 total,
heavy rain stopped play.

In the five overs Sri Lanka
had, they managed 32 runs for
the loss of two wickets. 

Hangargekar got a much
deserved wicket on the last ball
of the innings with Raghuvasnshi
taking a diving catch at the
square leg boundary to dismiss
Matheesha Pathirana.
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England captain Joe Root, New
Zealand skipper Kane Williamson

and the Pakistan duo of Shaheen
Shah Afridi and Mohammad Rizwan
were on Friday short-listed for the
ICC Men's Cricketer of the Year
Award for their stellar performances
across formats.

The award will be given to the
best overall performer in men's
international cricket (Tests, ODIs and
T20Is) during 2021. The winner, who
will lift the Sir Garfield Sobers
Trophy, will be announced on
January 24. Root enjoyed a year that
will go down in the pages of the his-
tory books, scoring 1855 runs in 18
international matches at an average
of 58.37 with six centuries. He
though endured disappointment as
captain with England suffering Ashes
humiliation. His year began with a
marathon knock in 228 against Sri
Lanka in Galle and he has only gone
from strength to strength.

He would follow up his exploits
against Sri Lanka with a memorable
knock in Chennai, a brilliant 218
against India in the sweltering heat

against a spin attack of the highest cal-
ibre. Root continued his sublime
form against India in the return leg
of the Test series at home, aggregat-
ing 564 runs in four matches with
three centuries to his name.

His performance also helped
him reach the summit of the ICC Test
Player Rankings for batting, where he
would be eventually displaced by
Marnus Labuschagne.

Despite failing to convert his
starts into big scores, Root continued
being England's best batter against
Australia in the first three Ashes Tests.

As compared to Root,
Williamson's 693 runs in 16 interna-
tionals at an average of 43.31 with one
century was a modest total but the
admirable Kiwi cannot only be
judged on the basis of the runs he
scored.
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BCCI president and former India skipper Sourav
Ganguly was on Friday discharged from a hos-

pital here after being treated for COVID-19 but will
remain in home isolation for the next two weeks.

The former skipper will be in home isolation
under doctors' supervision and has not been infect-
ed with the Omicron variant, hospital authorities
said.

"We have discharged Ganguly this afternoon.
He will have to be in home isolation for the next
fortnight under doctors' observation. 

After that the next course of treatment will be
decided," a hospital official told PTI.

The 49-year-old was rushed to the Woodlands
Multispeciality hospital on Monday night as a pre-
cautionary measure after his RT-PCR test came
positive for COVID-19.

"He is clinically stable...Dr Saptarshi Basu and
Dr Soutik Panda will keep an watch on his health
status," hospital's MD and CEO Dr Rupali Basu said
in a statement.

Ganguly received the "Monoclonal Antibody
Cocktail therapy" after admission.

He was admitted to hospital twice earlier this
year and underwent emergency angioplasty after
having complained of cardiac issues.

His elder brother Snehasish Ganguly had also
tested positive for COVID-19 early this year.
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The opening Test win over South Africa here
is a testimony to the "all-round side" that

India has become in the longest format, said
skipper Virat Kohli, describing Centurion as the
"the most difficult" among all venues in South
Africa.

India wrapped up a memorable 2021 in style
by bringing down South Africa's citadel, the
Supersport Park, as they handed the Proteas a
113-run loss in the opening Test. It was a per-
fect end to the year in which the Indians out-
played Australia in their own backyard despite
being plagued by injuries.

"Test series in South Africa in any place is
not easy and Centurion is obviously the most
difficult of them all," Kohli told bcci.Tv.

While India's batters did well to ensure sub-
stantial leads in both innings, the pace unit ran
through the South African batting line up, pick-
ing 18 wickets. 

"We ended up getting a result in four days

is a testimony to the fact that we have become
the side we have become today and strength of
the squad was on full display," Kohli said.

"We were just looking for opportunities to
win the game and that's how we play cricket now
and given an opportunity at any stage we will
pounce on it," he added.

Having never won a series in South Africa,
Kohli feels the win is a "golden opportunity" for
the Indian team to put pressure on the home side
in the second Test and eke out a favourable result.

"It's a beautiful position to be in, to be 1-0
up away from home, put the opposition under
pressure again in the second Test is a golden
opportunity for us and something that every
player is looking forward to.

"This sets us up beautifully for Wanderers,
we can go out there and be more positive and
optimistic."

Reflecting on the year gone by where India
achieved historic success in Australia and are
leading a Test series in England, which would
be completed next year due to a COVID-19 out-
break, Kohli said the side is getting confident
with each passing game.

"The new year is a very good marker to
analyse how you played your cricket and I think
we've played some outstanding cricket over the
last 2-3 years, specially overseas.

"We are a side which is getting better and
more confident with how much cricket we play."

Stand-in Test vice-captain KL Rahul, who
was also adjudged the player of the match for
his fabulous 123-run knock in the first innings,
was also delighted by the win.

"Coming to a country like South Africa and
beating them in their own fortress feels very spe-
cial.  "This is the second such victory for us, one
was in Gabba and now one in Centurion.
Hopefully we can build on this and win the
series," Rahul said.
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Cristiano Ronaldo scored a
fourth goal in his last five

Premier League games to help
Manchester United beat
Burnley 3-1 for its biggest win
under recently hired manager
Ralf Rangnick.

Ronaldo grabbed the third
of United's first-half goals, tap-
ping into an empty net in the
35th minute after Scott
McTominay's long-range shot
was tipped onto the post by
Burnley goalkeeper Wayne
Hennessey.

With 14 goals in all com-
petitions this season, the
Portugal forward has made a

strong start to his second spell
at United and he was paired up
front against Burnley with
Edinson Cavani — a strike
partnership with a combined
age of 70.

United had far too much
going forward for the visitors,
who were playing their first
game since Dec. 12 after seeing
fixtures against Watford, Aston
Villa and Everton get post-
poned since then because of
COVID-19 outbreaks in oppo-
nents' squads.

McTominay, with a curling
shot from the edge of the area,
and an own-goal by Ben Mee
— off his outstretched foot as
he attempted to block Jadon

Sancho's shot — had set United
on course for victory as
Rangnick's team bounced back
from a disappointing display in

a 1-1 draw at Newcastle on
Monday.

In perhaps a signal of his
displeasure about the
Newcastle game, Rangnick
made six changes including
three in defense. One of them
was Eric Bailly, who went off
injured midway through the
second half in a potential blow
to Ivory Coast ahead of the
African Cup of Nations.

Aaron Lennon capped an
entertaining first half by find-
ing the net with a shot into the
far corner to reduce the deficit
in the 38th with his first goal
since September 2018.

By then, United had done
enough to secure a third win in

four league games under
Rangnick and climb above
Tottenham into sixth place.

McTominay said he felt
United's first-half performance
was the best the team had
played since Rangnick arrived.

“We are learning and
adapting,” the Scotland mid-
fielder said. 

"The game against
Newcastle was difficult and
we had to bounce back from
that. “The manager said we set
the record for the most amount
of turnovers in the league. We
had to keep the ball better.” 

United is 19 points behind
leader Manchester City, having
played two games fewer.
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India's top player Koneru Humpy fin-
ished fifth in the women's event of the

FIDE World Blitz championship while
her compatriot R Vaishali, who was in
second spot after nine rounds, slipped to
14th here.   Humpy scored 11.5 points
from 17 rounds to take the fifth place
after finishing equal on points with two
others.  A loss to Polina Shuvalova
(Russia) in the final round hurt Humpy's
chances of a better finish. Vaishali also
went down to Olga Girya (Russia) in the
last round to slip out of the top 10.

In the open section, Vidit Santhosh
Gujrathi was the best Indian performer,
taking 18th place with 13 points, while
Nihal Sarin, who also scored 13 points,
finished one spot lower.

Eighteen-year old GM Arjun
Erigaisi, who had held world No. 1
Magnus Carlsen to a draw, finished 24th
with 12.5 points.

Teenager GM D Gukesh, who had
finished 9th in the Rapid event, wound
up with 12.5 points and ?finished 32nd. 

All other Indians in the Open event
finished outside the top 50 with P
Harikrishna, the highest ranked from the
country in the tournament, taking the
84th place and Harsha Bharathakoti (11
points) securing the 68th spot.

Among the women, Vantika Agrawal
(9.5 points) finished 30th and Padmini
Rout with 8.5 points took the 55th place.

France's Maxime Vachier-Lagrave
edged out Poland's star player Jan-
Kryzstof Duda in the tie-break to emerge
champion while 17-year old Bibisara
Assaubayeva dominated the Women's
Championship and captured the title with
a round to spare.
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India's white-ball skipper Rohit Sharma and pre-
mier off-spinner R Aswhin were among four play-

ers from the country to have featured in the Cricket
Australia (CA) XI of the year.

Besides Rohit and Ashwin, the other two
Indians in the team were swashbuckling keeper-bat-
ter Rishabh Pant and left-arm spinner Axar Patel. 

Rohit has been picked as an opener alongside
Sri Lankan Dimuth Karunaratne, followed by
Australian batter Marnus Labuschagne at number
three. He is followed by England Test captain Joe
Root, Pakistan's Fawad Alam and Pant in the bat-
ting order.

Having dominated white-ball cricket and his
home conditions for years, Rohit conquered his final
frontier this year by showing he can score big Test
runs outside of Asia. 

And a strong 2021 that saw him finish behind
only Root for most runs could have been even bet-
ter if the classy right-hander had translated mul-
tiple strong starts into big hundreds.

Rohit reached 20 or more in 14 of his 19 com-
pleted innings but posted two centuries – 161 in a
total of 329 to set up a win in Chennai and a patient
127 at The Oval, his maiden Test hundred away
from home.
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2021 Tokyo Olympics was
by far the best Olympics

for India as India won one
gold medal, two silver
medals and four bronze
medals.

After a gap of four
decades India won a medal
in Olympics Hockey.

Prof Vasisht has
brought out a new year cal-
endar to greet the Indian
medal winners of 2021
Tokyo Olympics. 

The calendar presents
the photographs of Indian
medal winners of 2021
Tokyo Olympics.
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Captain Rohit Sharma was on Friday
ruled out of India's upcoming ODI

series in South Africa due to a hamstring
injury, forcing the selectors to appoint KL
Rahul as skipper of an 18-member team
for the white-ball leg of the tour.

All-rounder Axar Patel and Ravindra
Jadeja were also not selected as they were
not fit while senior pacer Mohammed
Shami, who is in the team for the ongo-
ing Test series,
was rested.

P a c e r
Jasprit Bumrah
was named as
vice-captain of
the team.

" R o h i t
Sharma is not
fit, he is in rehab
and he is not
going for the ODI
series in South Africa.
He is working on and
building on his fitness.
We never wanted to
take chance with him,"
chairman of selectors
Chetan Sharma said before
announcing the team.

"We are looking to groom KL
Rahul. He has proved his leader-
ship qualities. KL is the best one
who can handle the side.

"Yes, definitely, we are look-
ing at KL Rahul at present, he
is an all-format player and he has

got good experience of captaincy, and the
most important (thing) is we can see he
has proved his leadership qualities, this is
what all selectors think.

"Rohit is not fit, so we thought KL will
be the best one, who can handle the side
and that's why we have good confidence
in (Rahul) and we are grooming him."

The three-match ODI series will
begin at Paarl on January 19. The second
match will also be played at Paarl on
January 21 while the third one will be at
Cape Town on January 23.

Rohit and Jadeja were rehabilitating at
the National Cricket Academy in
Bengaluru after being ruled out of the
ongoing Test series in South Africa due to
injuries.

In fact, the selection meeting
was supposed to be held earli-

er -- just after the Vijay Hazare
Trophy — but it was pushed
back only to ensure that
Rohit gets a chance to pass
the fitness test.

"We thought if Rohit is
100 per cent fit, there is no

chance for injuries, then
he should not miss an
important series. If he
is not 100 per cent fit,
we thought we will
not take a chance
and all the five

selectors decided
not to take a
c h a n c e , "

Sharma said.
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