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The noisy row on the Adani
Group stock rout continued

in both the Houses of
Parliament which were
adjourned for the day on Friday
amid an unrelenting
Opposition demanding a probe
by the Joint Parliamentary
Committee (JPC). 

The Government held on
to its stand as articulated by
Parliamentary Affairs Minister
Pralhad Joshi that the
Opposition should allow
Motion of Thanks to the
President’s Address.

Congress MP Shashi
Tharoor accused the Modi dis-
pensation of “stalling” the
Opposition’s demand for dis-
cussions on every issue which
would embarrass it, while BJP
MP Mahesh Jethmalani dis-
missed the Opposition’s alle-
gation that investments by LIC
in the Adani Group were made
at the Government’s behest.
Jethmalani, instead, said the
SEBI and the RBI will look into
it. “Let their reports come in,”
he said.

Prior to the ruckus in
Parliament, leading to the
adjournment of both Houses
for the second day, Opposition

parties came together at a
meeting convened by Congress
president Mallikarjun Kharge
to coordinated their strategy in
Parliament and resolved to
insist on a JPC probe or a
Supreme Court-monitored
investigation into the issue.

The TMC, which wants
only a Supreme Court-moni-
tored investigation, was not
part of the Opposition meet-
ing.

A number of Opposition
members, including Rajya
Sabha Leader of Opposition
Mallikarjun Kharge, DMK

Rajya Sabha member Tiruchi
Siva, Congress MP Pramod
Tiwari, BRS MP K Keshava
Rao, Shiv Sena MP (Uddhav
Thackeray faction) Priyanka
Chaturvedi, Congress Rajya
Sabha MP Dr Syed Naseer
Hussain, and CPI(M) MP
Elamaram Kareem gave sus-
pension of Business notice to
their respective Houses to hold
a discussion on the allegations
levelled by US-based
Hindenburg Research against
Adani Group.

Soon after the Lok Sabha
met for the day, Opposition

members were on their feet
shouting slogans and demand-
ing a probe into the tanking of
the Adani Group scrips and
sought a probe into the busi-
ness practices of the corporate
giant.

Speaker Om Birla appealed
to members to participate in
the discussions during the
Question Hour, which he
termed as significant. He said
the House will take up the
Motion of Thanks to the pres-
ident for her address at the
beginning of the Budget
Session.
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Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman on Friday  said

the exposure of the State Bank
of India and Life Insurance
Corporation in the Adani
Group companies is within
permitted limits and asserted
that  India is a well-governed
and well-regulated financial
market wherein regulators are
“very stringent” about certain
governance practices.

When asked about the lat-
est row concerning the Adani
Group in an interview with
CNN-News-18, the FM said,
“India remains a well-gov-
erned, well-regulated financial
market. Our regulators are
very stringent about certain
governance practices. So many
lessons have been learnt over
the decades.”

Adani Group stocks have
taken a beating on the bours-
es after US-based Hindenburg
Research made a litany of alle-
gations in a report, including
fraudulent transactions and
share price manipulation at
the Gautam Adani-led group.

Citing the statement issued
by the heads of both the SBI
and the LIC  on the Adani cri-
sis, she said they are not over-
exposed.

“I want to recall the

words...coming from the horse’s
mouth has more credibility.
Both SBI and LIC have issued
detailed statements. And I
know the chairperson or the
CMD… he has himself come
out and explained how they are
not overexposed or whatever
they said. 

“And also said, look, we are
sitting over profits for the
exposure that we have which is
well within the limit. That’s
what I understood. I read it
through the media,”
Sitharaman said.

The FM asserted that the
Indian banking sector today is
at a very comfortable level and
their position is very sound,
adding that she made the state-
ment with a sense of responsi-
bility. 

“She pointed out that NPA
was  coming down  and recov-

ery was improving and that is
why banks got a good response
when they went  to raise money
in the market.

The FM praised  Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s lead-
ership for guiding  India tack-
le the crisis triggered by the
Covid-19 pandemic as well as
the Russia-Ukraine war, adding
that people of the country
must also be credited with
“absorbing” the Government’s

strategies.
Sitharaman said she had no

precedent before her to handle
the situation as she looked
back on the pandemic. 

“To capture the experi-
ences, the ‘anubhav’ and look
back at it now when you are
probably slightly out of it is very
difficult to describe in a short
answer,” the FM said. “There
were no templates. There were
no templates. There were no
examples to follow. There were
no theories that would have
worked in such a context.
Essentially, we were going by
continuous conversation with
all kinds of stakeholders. We
had to engage in conversation
with all people, take their view,
and see which one works out
and also have the courage to
say one way may not work out
for us,” she added.

Hailing  Modi for guiding
the country through such a
grim  phase, Sitharaman said,
“I would immensely recall the
ways in which PM Modi led the
conversation with us. He would
never tire of meeting us, would
never say not today. Following
all necessary precautions for
Covid-19, we would still meet
and talk about things.”
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The Supreme Court on
Friday directed the

Government to produce orig-
inal records relating to its deci-
sion to block a BBC docu-
mentary on the 2002 Gujarat
riots. A bench of justices Sanjiv
Khanna and MM Sundresh
issued notices to the
Government and others on
pleas filed by veteran journal-
ist N Ram, TMC MP Mahua
Moitra and activist lawyer
Prashant Bhushan.

The matter is listed for next
hearing in April. “We are issu-
ing notices. Counter affidavit
be filed within three weeks.
Rejoinder within two weeks
after that. The respondents
will also produce original
records before this court on the
next date of hearing,” the bench
said.

The bench asked the peti-
tioners why they did not

approach the High Court in the
matter. Senior advocate CU
Singh, appearing for Ram and
the others, submitted that the
Government has invoked the
emergency powers under the
Information Technology (IT)
Rules to block the documen-
tary. He said he was seeking a
direction to the Centre to
place all the original records.

The Supreme Court said it
is also a fact that people have
been accessing the documen-
tary. Ram and others, in their
pleas, have sought a direction
to restrain the Government

from curbing their right to
“receive and disseminate infor-
mation” on the documentary.

“All citizens, including the
press, have the fundamental
right to view, form an
informed opinion, critique,
report on, and lawfully circu-
late the contents of the docu-
mentary as the right to free-
dom of speech and expression
incorporates the right to
receive and disseminate infor-
mation...,” the plea said and
referred to several apex court
orders on freedom of speech
and expression. 
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Facing displeasure and some
tough questions from the

Supreme Court, the Centre on
Friday gave an assurance that
the Collegium’s pending rec-
ommendations for the eleva-
tion of five High Court judges
to the apex court will be cleared
soon and the warrant of their
appointments may be issued by
Sunday. 

A bench of Justices SK
Kaul and AS Oka also
expressed displeasure over the
delay in clearing recommen-
dations for transfer of High
Court judges, calling it a “very
serious issue”, and warned that
any delay in this matter may
result in both administrative
and judicial actions which
might not be palatable. 

“When, is the next ques-
tion? We are not saying about
date. Two days, three days or
four days, when will the war-
rants be issued?,” the bench
asked, responding to Attorney
General R Venkataramani, who
first said that expected issue

warrant soon.  “I was given to
understand that by Sunday, it
may be issued,” said the AG.  

The apex court while refer-
ring to the issue of delay in
clearing recommendations for
transfer of High Court judges
also observed, “Don’t make us
take a stand which will be very
uncomfortable.”   

“You will make us take
some very very difficult deci-
sions,” said the bench.   

“The top court, which has
a sanctioned strength of 34
judges, including the CJI, is
functioning with 27 judges
presently. 

The court, which was hear-
ing two petitions including
one related to the Centre’s
alleged delay in clearing
names recommended by the
Collegium for appointment
as judges to the Supreme
Court and High Courts,

observed that five names for
elevation to the apex court
were recommended in
December last year and now
it is February.  

When Venkataramani
said  warrants of appointment
of these five names is expect-
ed to be issued soon, the
bench said,  “Should we
record that for those five,
warrants are being issued?” 

The bench noted that the
AG has submitted that so far
five recommendations made
by the Collegium for appoint-
ment to the apex court is con-
cerned, the warrants will be
issued within five days.  

The Attorney General
requested that the number of
days may not be recorded.
“You are saying it is happen-
ing. When I ask, you say
Sunday. That is why I gave a
longer period of time,” Justice
Kaul observed. 

“When you are saying it
is happening, I gave the longer
leeway when I said five days...
We gave longer leeway because
sometimes, there are unex-
pected delays,” he said.  
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After its artificial tear lubricant eye drops
were linked for possible contamination

causing vision loss of five people and one
death in the US, the Chennai-based
Global Pharma Healthcare has voluntar-
ily recalled its product sold under the
brand name EzriCare.

This is the third Indian pharma com-
pany in the past few months whose phar-
maceutical products have been allegedly
found to be of substandard quality.

The move to recall came after the
Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) urged people to imme-
diately stop using the eye drops, which had
possibly been contaminated with
Pseudomonas aeruginosa, a type of bac-
terium resistant to most antibiotics.

The EzriCare artificial tears have
been linked to at least 55 cases of bacte-

rial infection in 12 States. Five of those
people so far have had vision loss. One
person died when the bacteria entered the

bloodstream.
“The product was distrib-

uted nationwide in the USA over
the internet,” Global Pharma
Healthcare wrote in its
announcement of the recall.

The drops are distributed by
EzriCare and Delsam Pharma.
EzriCare said in a statement on
Wednesday that it “had no role
in the formulation, packaging
delivery system or actual man-
ufacturing of this product.” The
company said it only designed
the label and marketed the prod-
uct.

On Wednesday, the CDC
said it is working with the Food
and Drug Administration (FDA)
and State and local health offi-

cials to investigate the outbreak. A major-
ity of the patients reported using the eye
drops before they became ill.
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A35-year-old man crossing
the Delhi-Jaipur National

Highway 48 was mowed down
by an unknown vehicle and
several other vehicles ran over
the body, mutilating it beyond
recognition on Thursday
around 4 am. Police identified
the victim as Ramesh Nayak, a
resident of Mohan Garden in
South-west Delhi, with the
help of his wallet. 

Ramesh, a school bus dri-
ver, leaves behind his wife and
three children, aged three, eight
and 10 years.

The accident happened
when Ramesh was going to
Jaipur to meet his sister. He had
changed his plans midway after
not feeling well, and decided to
return to Delhi. 
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The Opposition Maha Vikas
Aghadi (MVA) – compris-

ing the Congress, the NCP and
the Shiv Sena — has out-
smarted the ruling
Balasahebanchi Shiv Sena-BJP
alliance, by winning three out
of five seats in the biennial
MLC elections to the Teachers
and Graduates’ constituencies
in Maharashtra.

The BJP suffered a major
jolt in the RSS headquartered
city of Nagpur, as the Congress
candidate Sudhakar Adbale
trounced sitting two-time MLC
Nago Ganar, an Independent
nominee supported by the BJP
in the polls to the Maharashtra
Legislative Council from the
Nagpur Division Teachers’ con-
stituency.

Detailed report on P5

����� �������

The ruling Bharatiya Janata
Party bagged four of the

five seats in the Uttar Pradesh
Legislative Council polls on
Friday. The fifth seat went to
an independent candidate. In
all five seats, the Samajwadi
Party was the main Opposition
party.

Among the five seats three
are graduates’ seats and two
teachers’ seats and the BJP
managed to bag all the three
graduates’ seats — Gorakhpur-
Faizabad, Prayagraj-Jhansi and
Kanpur-Unnao. The party also
won from the Moradabad
teachers’ constituency.

Independent candidate Raj
Bahadur Singh Chandel won
from the Kanpur teachers’
constituency.
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After a tumultuous past few
days that almost halved

value of the Adani Group,
embattled tycoon Gautam
Adani-led conglomerate had
some pressure eased on Friday
as two global rating firms stuck
with their calls on its credit pro-
file and its French partner
backed its investments in the
group firms.

Also for the first time since
January 24, shares of the group’s
flagship firm Adani Enterprises
ended in positive territory after
erasing an intraday loss of 35
per cent. Adani Ports and SEZ
also ended 8 per cent higher.

This is after an over USD
100-billion rout in value of
group stock since the US short
seller Hindenburg Research
accused Adani Group of stock
manipulation and accounting
fraud. Adani Group has repeat-
edly denied any wrongdoing
and has threatened to sue
Hindenburg.

Six other group stocks
however finished lower.

Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) issued a statement that
did not name Adani but said as

a regulator and supervisor, the
central bank maintains a con-
stant vigil on the banking sec-
tor and on individual banks
with a view to maintain finan-
cial stability.

“The banking sector
remains resilient and stable.
Various parameters relating
to capital adequacy, asset qual-
ity, liquidity, provision cover-
age and profitability are
healthy,” it said.

In an interview to PTI,
Finance Secretary TV
Somanathan said the stock
market turmoil created by rout
in Adani group shares is a
“storm in a teacup” from a
macroeconomic point of view
and that India’s public financial
system is robust.

Separately, Fitch Ratings
said there’s no immediate
impact on the credit profile of
the Adani companies it rates
following the Hindenburg
report and that it doesn’t
expect material changes to the
forecast cash flow.

Its peer Moody’s Investors
Service warned that the rout in
Adani Group shares could hurt
the conglomerate’s ability to
raise capital to fund commit-
ted capex or refinance matur-
ing debt over the next 1-2
years.

S&P Global Ratings, how-
ever, revised outlook on Adani
Ports and Adani Electricity to
negative from stable while
affirming the rating.
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Vice-Prez inaugurates 36th Surajkund
International Handicrafts Mela
PNS n CHANDIGARH

Vice President of India
Jagdeep Dhankhar on

Friday inaugurated the 36th
International Surajkund Mela
at Faridabad. “India has
become the fastest-growing
country in the world in terms
of the global economy in which
art and craftsmen have made
significant contributions.
Earlier, our country was in
tenth place in the world in
terms of economic progress,
whereas under the leadership
of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, it has now jumped to
fifth and I am hopeful that
India will soon be at the first
position, he said.

Praising the Surajkund
Mela being organized by
Manohar Lal-led Haryana
Government, Dhankar said
that this fair has an important
contribution to make India
shine bright on the world map.

Surajkund Mela
Makes Concept of
' V a s u d h a i v a
Kutumbakam’ More
Meaningful: Khattar

Haryana Chief Minister
Manohar Lal Khattar said that
it is a matter of pride that the
Vice-President has inaugurat-
ed the Surajkund Mela; which
gives a golden opportunity to
artisans from India and as well
as participating countries to
present their rich legacy of arts
and crafts. 

“Along with strengthen-
ing the ties of unity in the

diversity of our country,
Surajkund International Crafts
Mela also takes forward the
concept of 'Vasudhaiva
Kutumbakam’,” he said.

SCO is Fair’s ‘Partner
Nation’, 8 Northeastern states
its theme

The Chief Minister said
that every year, there is a par-
ticipating nation and a theme
state. “For this year, the
Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation is the ‘partner
nation’, which comprises 25
countries, while eight north-
eastern states, namely
Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland,
Sikkim, Assam, Manipur,
Meghalaya, Mizoram, and
Tripura, have been made the
theme states,” he said.

“The artists of these states

will come together to showcase
their arts, handicrafts, and
cuisines on a single platform,”
he said, adding that starting
today, this fair will continue till
February 19, during which
three weekends will come so
that the maximum number of
people can get a chance to visit
this Mela.

The Chief Minister said
that the beauty of this handi-
crafts Mela is that it is equipped
with artifacts drenched with
the imagination of artists and
craftsmen from the country
and abroad. “Such fairs provide
an opportunity for the crafts-
men to exchange their rich cul-
ture, traditions, and arts,” he
said, adding that at Surajkund,
visitors get a glimpse of ‘Ek
Bharat Shrestha Bharat’.

The Chief Minister said
that it is because of the
International Surajkund Mela
and the International Gita
Mahotsav that Haryana’s cul-
tural heritage has made its
mark internationally. 

“For the last 35 years,
Surajkund Mela has been a
great platform for craftsmen
and handloom artisans to
showcase their skills. This Mela
allows every artist to get
acquainted with the folk arts,
folk cuisine, folk music, folk
dances, and costumes of dif-
ferent regions,” he added.

Surajkund Mela
Plays Key Role in
Boosting Economic Self-
Reliance

Khattar said that
Surajkund Mela and other sim-
ilar fairs also play an instru-
mental role in boosting the
country's economic self-
reliance target. “We all should
take pride in the arts-crafts
made by the craftsmen of the
country and give priority to the
products made by them.  By
doing this we can help the arti-
sans and small entrepreneurs in
our area to grow economical-
ly,” he said.

The Chief Minister said
that the State Government has
made dedicated efforts to pro-
mote tourism in the state. “We
are promoting farm tourism,
adventure tourism, cultural
tourism, and religious tourism.
A ‘Homestay Policy’ has also
been started in the state,” he
added.

PNS n CHANDIGARH

Haryana Chief Minister
Manohar Lal Khattar on

Friday announced that all SC
employees will get reservation
in promotion. For this, quota
will be fixed within three
months after identifying all the
cadres, he added.

The Chief Minister further

announced that the medical
college to be built in Rasulpur
village of Fatehabad district
would be named after Guru
Ravidas. Besides, a chair will be
established in Chaudhary Devi
Lal University, Sirsa, in the
name of Guru Ravidas for
conducting research on his
ideas, and teachings, he
announced.

Khattar said that the land

has been identified for build-
ing a memorial near Pipli,
Kurukshetra in the name of
Ravidas Ji, on which a big
memorial will be built in his
name. A hostel and school
will also be built.

The Chief Minister, while
participating as the Chief Guest
in the state-level function orga-
nized at Narwana in Jind dis-
trict on the occasion of the
646th birth anniversary of Sant
Ravidas, reiterated his com-
mitment to Haryana Ek-
Haryanvi Ek. Notably, for the
first time, three state-level
functions were organized to
mark the celebrations of Sant
Ravidas at Jind, Yamunanagar
and Gurugram.

SCs to get 20% dis-
count on land purchase
for setting up industry

Announcing huge assis-
tance to the families belonging
to Scheduled Castes who wish
to set up industries, Khattar
said that now, 20 percent dis-

count will be given on land
purchase for setting up small
and micro industries. Notably,
till now, a 10 percent discount
is given. 

Apart from this, the per-
sons belonging to the SC com-
munity will also get addition-
al interest subvention of 20 per-
cent on the loan taken for
doing business, said Khattar.

He said that the people of
the society should also coop-
erate in opening a unit of Dr
Ambedkar Chamber of
Commerce in 

Haryana as well. A Venture
Capital Fund would be creat-
ed to provide financial assis-
tance on behalf of the State
Government “to promote self-
employment and entrepre-
neurship opportunities to the
youth belonging to Scheduled
Castes”.

Khattar also announced
Rs 21 lakh for the renovation
of Sant Ravidas Dharamshala
in Narwana. All the demands
regarding repair of chaupals
and dharamshalas etc, that
would be received by March
31, would be completed. For
this, a provision of Rs one crore
has been made, he said.

HP Transport Dept first in
country to switch over to EVs

PNS n SHIMLA

Switching on its entire fleet of official vehicles, as electrical,
Himachal Pradesh State Transport Department has achieved

the distinction of becoming the first such department in the coun-
try to switch over to electrical vehicles (EVs). Adopting the ‘Go
Green’ approach, the Directorate of Transport has replaced the
official petrol and diesel vehicles with electric ones.

Chief Minister Sukhvinder Singh Sukhu, congratulating the
State Transport Department on Friday, said that Himachal has
taken a lead in switching over to electrical vehicles and notified
its policy, whereas some states of the country are in the final stage
for implementing the same.The motive to start these e-vehicles
was to curtail unnecessary expenditure on petroleum products
besides preserving the state's pristine environment. 

All the Government departments will be equipped with elec-
trical vehicles within a year, said the Chief Minister, adding that
EV Policy-2022 has also been notified. We will completely trans-
form the existing diesel buses with e-buses in a phased manner,
said the Chief Minister, adding that the local bus depot of Shimla
will soon have full fleet e-buses.An electric bus depot will also
be opened in Nadaun as well and the e-buses will soon run on
all the local routes in Shimla, he said, adding that 300 e-buses
will be added to the fleet of HRTC for which an outlay of Rs 400
crore has been sanctioned.In the coming two years, a target of
60 percent e-buses will be added to the fleet of HRTC. The Chief
Minister said that we are working towards making Himachal as
India's first 'Green Energy State' by 2025. 

At present, about 33 crore vehicles are registered in the coun-
try and about 21 lakh vehicles are registered in Himachal. The
Government is also mulling to make Parwanoo-Nalagarh-Una-
Hamirpur-Nadaun-Dehra highway as ‘Clean and Green’ corri-
dor. 

PNS n CHANDIGARH

To bring latest horticultural
techniques to the farmers’

fields and to make horticultural
crops competitive at the inter-
national level, Punjab
Horticulture and Food
Processing Minister Chetan
Singh Jauramajra on Friday
inaugurated the Biofertilizer
Laboratory under Horticulture
Department at Citrus Estate,
Hoshiarpur.

The laboratory has been
built at a cost of Rs 2.50 crore
under Rashtriya Krishi Vigyan
Yojana to reduce the cost of
chemical fertilizers of the land-
lords in the state and to protect
the soil from contamination
from chemical fertilizers, said

Jauramajra. 
The Minister said that in

this laboratory, 10 types of
organic fertilizers such as
Azotobacter Carrier based,
PSB Carrier Based,
Azotobacter liquid formula-
tion, PSB liquid formulation,
Potassium solubilizing bacte-
ria) have been produced in this
laboratory through an MoU
with ICAR-IARI.  KSB liquid
formulation, Zinc solubilizing
bacteria (ZSB) liquid formula-
tion, NPK providing liquid
formulation, AM fungi, IARI 

Compost inoculant,
Trichoderma virdi) will be pre-
pared, which will be made
available to the farming com-
munity at district level at rea-
sonable rates as per demand.

Apart from this, the
Horticulture Department will
also provide necessary techni-
cal information to the landlords
regarding the use of these
organic fertilizers by organiz-
ing awareness camps.

Jauramajra said that
according to the information
received from the Indian
Government agency ICAR-
IARI, the use of chemical fer-
tilizers can be reduced by 15-
20 percent with the use of
organic 

fertilizers prepared from
this state-of-the-art laboratory,
which directly increases the
income of the landlord.

The Minister made it clear
that the state of Punjab has
become the first such state in
India, which has established
this state-of-the-art 

biofertilizer laboratory to
protect the soil, water and air
of the state from contamination
and to increase the income of
the landlords.

Jaudamajra appealed to the
entire farming community to
use the organic fertilizers pre-
pared at this laboratory in
their fields so that the envi-
ronment can be protected from
contamination. 

Punjab becomes first state in
India to start a bio-fertilizer lab

PNS n CHANDIGARH

Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD)
on Friday asked Punjab

Chief Minister Bhagwant
Mann to give his explanation
on severe indictment of the
Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) led
State Government on the drugs
and law and order front by the
Governor Banwarilal Purohit
or submit his resignation and
let Punjabis decide their
future.SAD senior leader Daljit
Singh Cheema said that it was
shocking that instead of reply-
ing to the disclosures made by
the Governor during a field
visit along with the state Chief
Secretary and the DGP that
drugs were being openly sold
at grocery shops, the Chief
Minister was trying to brush
the issue under the carpet.
“The Governor is being
accused of interfering in state
affairs,” he added.

Explain indictment
of your Govt on
drugs, law and order
by Governor or
resign: SAD to CM

Patiala MP Preneet Kaur
suspended from Cong
for “helping BJP”
DAC asked her to reply within 3 days

Sand, gravel prices reduced, petrol-diesel gets dearer
PNS n CHANDIGARH

Just before the completion of
a year in power, Punjab

Cabinet on Friday gave its
approval to a series of people-
friendly measures, including
reduction in sand and gravel
prices, electric-vehicle policy,
and the much-awaited indus-
trial policy. The Cabinet, at the
same time, also imposed a cess
resulting in an increase in
petrol and diesel prices by 90
paise per litre. In a major citi-
zen-centric decision, the
Cabinet gave nod to lower pit
head price of sand and gravel
to Rs 5.50 per cubic feet, from
Rs nine per cubic feet, “as this
will translate into lower end
cost for the citizens”. “The
Government would not allow
tippers to go to the pithead.
The sand will be available for
Rs 5.50 per cubic feet at the pit-
head and buyers would have to
take a trolley to the pithead and
buy sand,” said Cabinet
Minister Aman Arora, address-
ing the media after the meet-
ing. A spokesperson of the
Chief Minister’s Office said
that in August 2022, the State
Government had fixed the pit
head selling price of sand and
gravel at the rate of Rs nine per
cubic feet, including loading
charges. In recent times, there
was a significant gap in
demand and supply of sand
and gravel which was also
hugely contributing to the rise
in prices. The Cabinet also
approved the Department’s
proposal to increase sum of
royalty and penalty charged
from transporters of sand and
gravel who are unable to pro-
duce any relevant documents at
the time of checking. At pre-
sent, these transporters were
being charged at the rate of Rs
3.50 per cubic feet.Now, the
Cabinet has approved that this
rate shall not be less than the

rate fixed for sale of sand and
gravel at the pit head. Since the
pit head rates of sand and
gravel have revised to Rs 5.50
per cubic feet, therefore the
amount to be charged from
such transporters shall now be
more than Rs 5.50 per cubic
feet.

Punjab Electric
Vehicle Policy

To check the environmen-
tal pollution in the state due to
omission from vehicles, the
Cabinet accorded its approval
to the Punjab Electric Vehicle
Policy (PEVP)-2022. The pol-
icy aimed at reducing vehicu-
lar emission, creating infra-
structure, manufacturing,
research and development, job
creation, ensuring sustainabil-
ity, besides establishing Punjab
as a favoured destination for
manufacturing of electric vehi-
cles, components, and batteries,

said the spokesperson.
Training of 66

Principals at Singapore
The Cabinet also gave con-

sent for implementation of the
State scheme for teachers’ for-

eign training, under which,
School Education Department
will send a batch of 36
Principals to Principals
Academy, Singapore; and 30
Principals to National Institute
of Education —an autonomous
institute of Nanyang
Technological University,
Singapore, in 2022-23.

117 Govt Schools as
‘Schools of Eminence’

Cabinet has given a green

signal to implement the state
scheme for upgrading
Government schools into
‘Schools of Eminence’ (SoE) —
which will serve as centers of
excellence, equipped with state-
of-the-art facilities. In the ini-
tial phase, 117 government
schools will be upgraded into
SoE.

Rs 74.75 cr for
Shahpur Kandi Dam
Project

To expedite remaining
construction work of Shahpur
Kandi Dam Project, Cabinet
has endorsed the proposal to
pay a total Rs 74.75 crore to the
concerned executing agency.
As per the decision, a payment
of Rs 74.75 crore will be paid
to the agency, following which
it will withdraw all three cases
filed in the Punjab and
Haryana High Court.

Special Remission
for Life Convicts

To commemorate 75th
Independence Day, being cel-
ebrated as ‘Azadi ka Amrit
Mahotsav’, the Cabinet gave
approval for sending the case of
special remission to convicts
confined in Jails of Punjab, in

the second phase. Similarly,
green signal was also given for
sending the cases for seeking
premature release of life con-
victs confined in the state’s jails.
After the nod of Cabinet under
Article 163 of the Constitution
of India, these special remission
or premature release cases will
be submitted to the Punjab
Governor under Article 161 of
the Indian Constitution.

CM Yogshala
Program

To create a mass movement
for yoga in Punjab and scale up
the state’s existing yoga ecosys-
tem, Cabinet approved to ini-
tiate ‘CM Di Yogshala’ program
under the aegis of Guru
Ravidas Ayurveda University
Punjab, Hoshiarpur. Program
will be implemented in
Amritsar, Ludhiana, Phagwara,
Patiala, and Ludhiana in Initial
phase, under which total 400
classes will be conducted in
these cities everyday which
may be further increased based
on demand. Project will have
two consultants, 10 supervisors,
besides 80 trainers will also be
hired in each of these five
cities.

Petrol, diesel get dearer by 90 paise/litre
With the Cabinet giving its nod to increase VAT rates levied
on the sale of petrol and diesel in the state, the fuel prices has
increased by 90 paise per litre. This is the first financial bur-
den given by the Aam Aadmi Party-led State Government, after
coming to power on March last year. With the decision to levy
cess, the cash-starved State Government will be able to mop
up some additional revenue.

Spokesperson said that the Cabinet has given its approval
for a “marginal increase” in the VAT rates levied on the sale
of petrol and diesel in the state. “The increase in the VAT rate
will lead to a marginal increase in the price of petrol and diesel
by approximately 90 paise per litre. This will bring more par-
ity in prices of petrol and diesel in comparison with neigh-
boring states,” added the spokesperson.

Notably, the pervious Congress led State Government, dur-
ing the tenure of Chief Minister Charanjit Singh Channi in
2021, had revoked VAT (value added tax) on petrol and diesel,
making it cheaper by Rs 10 and Rs five per litre, respectively.
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About 20 days ahead of the
Punjab Investors’ Summit

on February 23-24, the
Punjab Cabinet on Friday
approved the New Industrial
and Business Development
Policy-2022 aimed at creating
an enabling environment for
the industries and business for
balanced economic growth,
job creation, and overall
development.

Spokesperson for the
Chief Minister's Office said
that the new policy would be
applicable for five years from
October 17, 2022; and will
spur industrial development
and generate more employ-
ment opportunities. 

The policy is structured
with key strategic focus on
infrastructure, power,
MSMEs, large enterprises,
innovation, startup and entre-
preneurship, skill develop-
ment, ease-of-doing business,
fiscal and non-fiscal incentive,
export promotion logistics,
stakeholder engagement and
grievance redressal.

As per the policy, the
state will develop 15 industrial
parks covering general and
sector specific requirements
of the industrial sector and 20
rural clusters.

The State will also allow
the setting up of dedicated
Country-Specific Integrated
Industrial Township to attract
investment by allowing the
infrastructure and other
norms of the country.

The policy also envisages
that Punjab Small Industries
and Export Corporation

(PSIEC) will be strengthened
and an online system for all
estate management services in
a time-bound be developed.

The issuance of notifica-
tion by the Department of
Power for the incentive of
electricity duty exemption
will be made online and time-
bound through Invest Punjab
Business First Portal (IPBFP).

To give a boost to the
MSME sector, the state under
the new policy will set up a
MSME Punjab, as a dedicat-
ed wing of the Department of
Industries and Commerce
with a focus on setting up a
common facility and tech-
nology centre.

For MSMEs, the state will
also implement the World
Bank assisted scheme name-
ly Raising and Accelerating
MSME Performance
(RAMP). Likewise, the state
will also strengthen start-up
Punjab to promote innovation
and startups in the state
through Punjab Innovation
Mission with a special focus
on women, scheduled castes
and other entrepreneurship.

Under the policy, gender,
differently-abled entrepre-
neurship, Rural Impact
Startup, Women-led startup,
and startups shall be given
relaxation in public procure-
ment with respect to experi-
ence and turn over.

Punjab Skill Development
Mission will work out specif-
ic skill development centres
for various activities and will
work with large employers in
various industry sectors to
create skill training facilities in
partnership with such

employers.
As per the new policy, the

Invest Punjab Business First
Portal shall be integrated with
National Single Window
Portal and services of NHAI,
PWD, RDA, Irrigation
Department and Forest will
also be included in it.

The policy also stipulates
fiscal incentives for new units
and also to existing units for
expansion with or without
modernization or diversifica-
tion. Policy envisages that
variable power tariff shall be
freezed for five years at the
rate of Rs 5.50 per KVAH and
shall be applicable for manu-
facturing units, IT, ITeS unit
in the approved Industrial
Park, Amusement park or
Adventure Parks developed
on minimum area of 50 acres.

As per the policy, the
manufacturing of Auto/Auto
components including
Electric Vehicle, Sports Goods
including fitness equipment,
Hand tools including Power
Tools and Machine Tools,
Agricultural Machinery and
Equipment, Paper Based
Packaging Units, circular
Economy activity including
shredding units, based man-
agement units and one district
one product have been
included in the category of
thrust sector for the purpose
of higher fiscal incentives.
The fiscal incentives include
100 percent exemption from
stamp duty, 100 percent
exemption from CLU/EDC to
the units in thrust sector and
anchor units and 100 percent
exemption from electricity
duty from seven to 15 years.

Investors’ Summit on Feb 23-24,
Cabinet Approves New Industrial Policy

n Nod to appoint “an eligible officer” as Punjab State
Election Commissioner to ensure conduct of Urban Local
Bodies and Panchayati Raj Elections or By-Elections in fair,
clean, and peaceful manner in the state
n Approval to ‘The Forensic Science Laboratory, Punjab
Group-C Rules-2023’ to govern recruitment or appointment
and conditions of service of the staff of Forensic Science
Laboratory, Punjab
n Post-facto approval to amendment in Punjab Public
Service Commission (Limitation of Functions) Regulations,
1955, to speed up recruitment process

Other Decisions…

Haryana’s SC employees to get
reservation in promotion: CM

PNS n CHANDIGARH

More than a year after she
was issued a show cause

notice for “anti-party” activities
and an explanation was sought,

Congress MP
from Patiala
Preneet Kaur
was on Friday
s u s p e n d e d
from the party
“for helping
BJP”.

T h e
Congress high
c om m an d’s

action came more than one
year after the All India
Congress Committee (AICC)
had issued her a show cause
notice in November 2021
warning of “strict action” in
case she fail to respond, after
Preneet had indicated that she
may join the new political
party, floated by her husband
and Punjab’s former Chief
Minister Capt Amarinder
Singh. As per information
available, neither Preneet
responded to the notice, nor
did the high command take
any action against her despite
the fact that she openly cam-
paigned for the candidates of
BJP and its allies during the
2022 state assembly polls in
February last.

Preneet Kaur, commonly
known as Maharani in her
constituency, has been a four-

time Congress MP. In the run-
up to 2022 polls, she partici-
pated in a roadshow of Union
Minister Rajnath Singh when
he campaigned in Patiala for
Capt Amarinder. Notably, Capt
Amarinder, after being made to
step down by the Congress
high command as the Chief
Minister in September 2021,
had floated his own party —
the Punjab Lok Congress
(PLC), and teamed up with the
BJP to contest 2022 state
assembly elections.

Capt Amarinder, who lost
the elections, subsequently
joined the BJP in September
2022, merging his PLC with the
saffron party. Along with Capt
Amarinder, his daughter Jai
Inder Kaur, son Raninder
Singh also joined the BJP.
Currently, Capt Amarinder is
the member of BJP’s national
executive.

On August 30 last year,
Punjab Congress leaders led by
Warring passed a resolution to
seek Preneet’s “formal expul-
sion”. The resolution was
passed at a meeting of
Congress leaders, including
sitting MLAs, MPs, and the
nominees who contested the
February 20, 2022, elections.

Now, the Congress high
command has suspended the
former Union Minister from
the party for “indulging in
anti-party activities to help
BJP”.

Horticulture Department will
also provide necessary
technical information to the
landlords regarding the use
of these organic fertilizers by
organizing awareness camps

PUNJAB
CABINET
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Around 20 families were
relocated to safer areas by

the district administration in
Doda after their houses, con-
structed on a steep mountain
slope, developed cracks in the
Nayi basti area of Thathri on
Friday.

The cracks were developed
following fresh landslides in the
area on Thursday.

Panic stricken residents,
mostly families of  retired sol-
diers, policemen shifted their
household items before vacat-
ing the structures.

According to local reports,
the first cracks emerged in a
few houses in the month of
December. With the passage of
time some more houses devel-
oped minor cracks but the sit-
uation aggravated on Thursday
as around 20 houses were
declared unsafe by the local dis-
trict authorities.

According to Sahil
Randhawa, Tehsildar Thathri,
“19 families comprising 102
souls were relocated from Nayi

Basti area and accommodated
in prefabricated structures in
view of adverse weather con-
ditions on Friday”.  According
to him 15 houses were com-
pletely damaged and four oth-
ers had developed major cracks
and were declared unsafe for
living purposes.

Additional Deputy
Commissioner, Doda Dr RK
Bharti also visited the area to
supervise their shifting to safer
locations. The district admin-
istration had also summoned
experts and Geologists to ascer-

tain the cause behind the sink-
ing of earth in the area. 

“Geologists from Chenab
Valley power projects and
National Highways Authority
of India have already inspect-
ed the site and briefed the dis-
trict authorities”, official
sources said.

Meanwhile, several other
families, living in the same
stretch, continue to stay put
inside their houses despite
warnings by the local authori-
ties to relocate to safer areas for
the time being.
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In a clear reflection of the
changing political mood in

Maharashtra, the Opposition
Maha Vikas Aghadi (MVA) –
comprising the Congress, NCP
and Shiv Sena — has out-
smarted the ruling
Balasahebanchi Shiv Sena-BJP
alliance, by winning three out
of five seats in the biennial
MLC elections to the Teachers
and Graduates’ constituencies.

The BJP suffered a major
jolt in the RSS headquartered
city of Nagpur, as the Congress
candidate Sudhakar Adbale
trounced sitting two-time MLC
Nago Ganar, an Independent
nominee supported by the BJP
in the elections to the
Maharashtra Legislative
Council from the Nagpur
Division Teachers’ constituen-
cy.

The electoral defeat in the
MLC poll from Nagpur
Division Teachers’ constituen-
cy is being seen as a personal
setback for Maharashtra’s
deputy chief minister Devendra
Fadnavis and Union Minister
Nitin Gadkari, both of whom

hail from the orange city of
Nagpur.

The Congress’ victory in
the Nagpur Division Teachers’
constituency is of considerable
political significance, as it
comes two years after its can-
didate Abhijit Wanjari romped
home in the Nagpur Division
Graduates’ constituency, by
defeating the BJP’’s Sandeep
Joshi by a comfortable margin
of 18,910 votes.

The BJP’s debacle in the
December 2020 election to the

Nagpur Division Graduates’
constituency had come in the
backdrop of the fact that this
seat was represented in the past
by senior party minister and
Union Minister Nitin Gadkari
and former Chief Minister
Devendra Fadnavis’s father
Gangadharrao Fadnavis in the
past.  Gadkari, it may be
recalled, had won this seat for
four terms since 1989 before he
contested successfully the 2014
Lok Sabha election from
Nagpur.

Apart from the Nagpur
Division Teachers’ seat, the
Opposition MVA scored com-
fortable victories over the BJP
in the Amravati Division
Graduates’ and  Aurangabad
Teachers’ constituencies.

Dhiraj Lingade of the

Congress snatched away the
Amravati seat from the BJP by
defeating its candidate Dr
Ranjit Patil, a two-time sitting
MLC and a former minister in
the erstwhile BJP-Shiv Sena
government. Dr Patil is a lead-
ing orthopaedic surgeon. 
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Within hours after Congress
rebel Satyajeet Tambe

won the MLC poll from the
Nashik Graduates Constituency
as an independent candidate,
leader of the Opposition  Ajit
Pawar on Friday advised
Satyajeet to sort out his differ-
ences with his parent party and
return to the Mallikarjun
Kharge-headed party.

Satjheert was placed under
suspension for six years by the
Maharashtra Congress for anti-
party activities and contested
the MLC poll from the Nashik

Graduates Constituency as an
Independent candidate.

Pawar said that Satyajeet,
who hails from a family of
Congress loyalists, could sort
out issues with his father and
senior Congress leader Sudhir
Tambe, who was also sus-
pended from the party a fort-
night ago, and also his father-
in-law, Balasaheb Thorat, who
is the current Congress
Legislature Party (CLP) leader
and return to the Congress.

State BJP president
Chandrashekhar Bawankule
chose to remain non-commit-
tal on whether Satyajeet would
join the BJP.
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The Assam Police arrested
over 2044 people on Friday

in a crackdown on child mar-
riage, Chief Minister Himanta
Biswa Sarma said. The crack-
down began early in the morn-
ing and it will continue over the
next three to four days, Sarma
told reporters on the sidelines
of a programme here.  The
police had registered 4,004
cases of child marriage in less
than a fortnight since the State
Cabinet decided on January 23
to take action, with the arrest
of offenders and a simultane-
ous launch of an extensive
awareness campaign. The Chief
Minister said the crackdown
was continuing and a clear pic-
ture will emerge by evening on
the number of arrests and the
districts from where those were
made.  The highest number of

136 arrests so far has been
made in Dhubri where 370
cases have been registered, fol-
lowed by 110 in Barpeta and
100 in Nagaon. Those having
married girls below 14 years of
age will be booked under the
Protection of Children from
Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act,
and cases under the Prohibition
of Child Marriage Act, 2006
will be registered against those
who have married girls in the
14-18 years age group.

They will be arrested and
the marriages will be declared

illegal.  If the boy is also below
14 years of age, he will be sent
to a reform house as minors
cannot be tried in the court. The
priests, kazis and family mem-
bers involved in the conduct of
such marriages will also be
booked, Sarma had said earlier.

“Assam Govt is firm in its
resolve to end the menace of
child marriage in the state. So
far @assampolice has regis-
tered 4,004 cases (of child mar-
riage) across the state and
more police action is likely in
days ahead. 
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In a move indicative of BJP’s
changing tack vis-a-vis the

minorities, particularly
Muslims, senior Bengal saffron
leaders including Mithun
Chakraborty, Dilip Ghosh and
Opposition Leader Suvendu
Adhikari have appealed to the
Muslims to help them throw
out the Mamata Banerjee
Government from power.

While Adhikari had on
Thursday appealed to the
Muslims to remove a corrupt
BJP regime, Bollywood star-
turned-saffron leader Mithun
Chakraborty on Friday said his
party had never been against
the Muslims. 

BJP national vice presi-
dent Dilip Ghosh too asked the
Muslims to consider whether
they wanted to continue with

Mamata Banerjee or be a part
of the massive developmental
projects initiated by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi.

“About 95 percent of
Muslims vote for Mamata
Banerjee which means she is in
power because of you... Now it
is upto you to decide whether
you want to be a part of her
corrupt regime or otherwise...
I am not asking for votes but
requesting you to think over
what I said,” Adhikari had told
on Thursday in a meeting at
Kultali in South 24 Parganas.

His views were echoed by
Chakraborty who on Friday
said BJP had never been against
Muslims. “A narrative is being
created that BJP is against
Muslims... BJP has never been
against Muslims. Rather we
have always endorsed the cause
of Hindustani Muslims,” he said.

BJP national vice presi-
dent Dilip Ghosh too said how
the Muslims in Bengal were
being deprived of the various
schemes launched by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi. 

“The Prime Minister has
introduced a number of
schemes for the poorer sections
but those schemes are not
reaching the Muslims because
of a corrupt TMC govern-
ment. Time has come when the

Muslims should take a stand
and be a part of the ongoing
developments,” Ghosh said.

The Bengal BJP’s changed
stance comes in the wake of the
Prime Minister’s direction to
the saffron leadership to reach
out to the minorities.

Reacting to the BJP’s “rea-
chout efforts,” senior TMC
minister Firhad Hakim said no
secular people worth their salt
would go with BJP. “It is the
same party that killed 2,000
people in Gujarat and Delhi...
Now the cat is going to Haj
after eating 100 rats.”

TMC spokesperson Kunal
Ghosh said how the BJP was
hailing Lord Rama and “doing
the politics of Ravana ... First
they should answer why there
is no Muslim MP or Minister
from BJP before asking for their
votes.”
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Samajwadi Party chief
Akhilesh Yadav had a nar-

row escape when the cars of his
cavalcade collided with each
other in Hardoi.

As per reports, four to five
cars belonging to SP workers
that were following Akhilesh
Yadav’s cavalcade collided with
each other in Hardoi. The acci-
dent took place when the car
ahead suddenly applied brakes.
Around three to four occupants
of the vehicle sustained injuries
in the accident. However, none
of them was seriously hurt.

The SP president was trav-
elling to Harpalpur in Hardoi
on Friday to attend a wedding
function. The accident took
place on Mallawan Bilgram
road in Khemipur village area.
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Amid rising incidents of ter-
rorist violence across

Jammu region in the recent
months, Chief of Defence Staff
General Anil Chauhan chaired
a high level security meeting at
Nagrota based headquarters
of White Knight Corps  along
with Northern Command,
Army Commander Lt-Gen
Upendra Dwivedi on Friday.

During the security meet-
ing CDS General Anil
Chauhan was briefed by GoC
White Knight Corps Lt-Gen
Sandeep Jain about the pre-
vailing security situation under
the jurisdiction of 16 corps. 

Detailed presentation was
made before the CDS about the
measures taken to plug the pos-
sible infiltration routes, main-
tain 24x7 vigil along the Anti

Infiltration  Obstacle   system
(AIOS) and operational readi-
ness of troops in the hinterland. 

During the meeting
General Anil Chauhan appre-
ciated the professional compe-
tence of all personnel in suc-
cessfully overcoming chal-
lenges.

On his arrival in Jammu
via Srinagar CDS General Anil
Chauhan was received  by Air
Officer Commanding, Air
Force Station Jammu, Air
Commodore G S Bhullar. CDS
chaired a separate meeting
with DGP, Dilbagh Singh,
ADGP Mukesh Singh and oth-
ers at the Air Force Station.

Principal Spokesperson of
the Defence Ministry A Bharat
Bhushan Babu tweeted, “Gen
Anil Chauhan accompanied
by Army Commander
Northern Command, Lt Gen
Upendra Dwivedi arrived at

Jammu. The CDS chaired a
high level security meeting
attended by ArmyCdrNC,
DGP Dilbag Singh, ADGP
JKP, Lt Gen Sandeep Jain GOC
16 Corps & GOC 26 Infantry
Div”.

The Chief of Defence Staff
had earlier visited forward
areas and hinterland forma-
tions in Kashmir on the first
day of his visit and was briefed
about the security situation by
field officers.General Chauhan
later returned to Delhi after vis-
iting Nagrota cantonment.

���� +�	�
��

Security forces on Friday
busted a module of the

Jaish-e-Mohammad in Jammu
and Kashmir’s Kulgam district
by arresting six overground
workers and recovering a huge
cache of arms and ammunition,
officials said. Acting on specific
information on subversive
activities in the Mirhama and
Damhal Hanji Pora areas, a
joint team of police and the
army arrested six terror asso-
ciates, they said.
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Though the Kerala budget
2023-24 presented on

Friday by Finance Minister K
N Balagopal portrays the State
as a role model for the rest of
the country in economic
growth, social and cultural
reforms, the public will face
tough days ahead as the
Minister has steeply hiked taxes
on all spheres of life to mobilise
�3,000 crore. This is the high-
est ever additional tax slapped
on the people of Kerala during
the last ten years,

While presenting the
Budget which shows a revenue
deficit of �24,000 crore,
Balagopal blamed the Centre
for all ills faced by the State. He
said that the BJP-ruled Union
Government’s measure to
restrict the borrowings by the
State has upset Kerala’s dreams
of emerging as the numero uno
in the country.

The additional taxes
fetched by the Kerala
Government in previous years
reads like this. In 2016-17, the
finance minister slapped an
additional tax of �805 crore
and this has touched the � 2955
crore in the 2023-24 
Budget. 

The fair price of land was
hiked by 20 per cent while price

of new apartments would go up
by 2 per cent.

Though the CPI(M) -led
Left Democratic Front had
promised in its election man-
ifesto that prices of all com-
modities would be brought
down, Friday’s budget saw the
prices of petrol and diesel
going up by �2 per litre with
immediate effect.
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The opposition Congress-
led UDF on Friday

slammed the Kerala state bud-
get for the fiscal 2023-24 in
which it has proposed a cess on
petrol, diesel and liquor and
said the Left government was
looting people.

Kerala Finance Minister K
N Balagopal on Friday pre-
sented the Left government’s
budget for the fiscal 2023-24.

Leader of Opposition V D
Satheesan said the Left gov-
ernment was hiding the criti-
cal financial situation of the
state and has increased the tax
burden on the people. “The
budget is hiding the critical
financial situation faced by the
State Government and the pro-
posals amount to looting the
people. The decision to impose
cess on liquor will lead to more
people shifting towards drugs.”
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Alarge number of students
took out a march in the

campus on Friday evening in
AMU. They reached the main
gate of the university and raised
slogans of Allah Hu Akbar. 

The students warned that
if the suspension of the student
who raised the slogans of Allah
Hu Akbar is not revoked with-
in 24 hours, then they will
protest the same way daily in
front of the main gate. 

The students said that the
examination of the suspended
student is to start from the
February 7.
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Two stone idols believed to
be about 1,200 years old

was found from a waterbody
close to the ancient Nalanda
University during desilting of
a pond, an ASI official said.

The idols were found ear-
lier this week from Tarsinh
pond at Sarlichak village near
the ancient Nalanda
Mahavihara, a world heritage
site about 88 km from here,
during desilting under Bihar
government’s ‘Jal-Jeevan-
Hariyali’ project launched to
protect and conserve water
and the environment. 

Details of the two idols
were, however, not divulged
either by Archeological Survey
of India or the administration.

Goutami Bhattacharya,
Superintending Archaeologist
(ASI, Patna circle) said there
are reports that when villagers
living in the area came to
know about the discovery of
the idols, they started making
plans to build a temple to
house these.

“Our officials posted there
came to know about it and
immediately informed the local
police. According to feedback
that we have received, both the
idols, which are probably 1200
year old, are now in the custody
of the local police,” she told
PTI.

“We want to display them
at the Nalanda Museum. I
have requested the state gov-
ernment to immediately hand
over these idols as per the pro-
visions of the Indian Treasure
Trove Act, 1878,” Bhattacharya
said.

The official said it is seen
that any antiquities or treasure
when found beneath the sur-
face are usually brought to a
nearby temple or other reli-
gious places by locals. But
whenever any antiquities or
artefacts exceeding the value of
Rs 10 are found they should be
deposited at the nearest gov-
ernment treasury by the find-
er, according to the Indian
Treasure Trove Act, 1878. The
collector of the concerned dis-
trict has the power to acquire
the treasure on behalf of the
government.
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Disgruntled JD(U) leader
Upendra Kushwaha

demanded that party supremo
Nitish Kumar reveal the truth
behind rumours of an alleged
“deal” struck with the RJD
over the Chief Minister’s post,
when the two decided to forge
an alliance last year.

The JD(U) leader, who has
been sulking ever since the
Bihar CM ruled him out as his
second deputy, besides RJD’s
Tejashwi Yadav, made a state-
ment to the effect at a function
here on Thursday.

Kushwaha, who had
merged his Rashtriya Lok
Samata Party with the JD(U)
less than two years ago, accused
the RJD of having strayed from
the socialist ideal of decentral-
isation of power and “concen-
trating all authority within a
family”.

“They (RJD) speak as if
socialism was all about revers-
ing the power structure, mak-
ing some OBC groups the new
elite. It was not. And it was in
revolt against this tendency of

theirs that Samata Party came
into being which later came to
be known as JD(U),” said
Kushwaha.

The former Union minis-
ter, however, added that “our
party, too, has fallen short of
devolving power to the lowest
strata of the society. And the
rumours of a deal with the RJD
is leading to tremendous dis-
appointment among JD(U)
rank and file.”

He alleged that RJD lead-
ers had been openly stating that
it was high time that the CM
stepped down for Tejashwi
Yadav to take over, “as per the
deal”. Silence on part of our
party is only making matters
worse, Kushwaha said.
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ing at Amrit all the way and poking their
nose in an indifferent way.

After all, Budget means a balancing
act and that is done most meticulously.
When everything went normal and to the
liking of many it was a fake call to find
fault. Balancing growth and fiscal con-
straints will be a knack and the taskmas-
ter had a task cut out and succeeded in a
very successful way.

Chitra Krishnan | Mumbai
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Sir — The Padma Awards have frequent-
ly generated controversy, especially in
recent years. The main complaint has
been that undeserving individuals have
received them or that deserving individ-
uals have been excluded, that the govern-
ments have weighed choices based on
political, personal, and other factors. For
instance, SM Krishna received the Padma
Vibhushan. No doubt, he is a great man,
but why not for HD Deve Gowda, the for-
mer prime minister? 
In the election-bound state of Karnataka,
Krishna is a leader of the powerful
Vokkaliga community, and Mulayam
continues to be one of the most well-
known figures among the OBCs, whom
the BJP has been trying to woo with a

brazen political message.
Similar to how former Prime Minister

A.B. Vajpayee's surgeon was honoured in
2001, the surgeon who operated on
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh has
earned a spot on the list. Even though
treating a prime minister's health is cru-
cial for the nation, it cannot be justified
as a public service worthy of recognition.
The majority of doctor awards have gone
to people who work in the corporate sec-
tor, with doctors from Delhi receiving an
outsized amount of these honours.

Former President Abdul Kalam has
counseled then-Prime Minister Vajpayee
to exercise caution in the selection of
awardees. When KR Narayanan was vice
president, and a committee produced
some excellent proposals. 

The Supreme Court once addressed
the matter and established a process. Even
after all of this, several undeserving indi-
viduals have succeeded in leaving with the
honours, while deserving individuals
have fallen short. The prestige associat-
ed with the awards has suffered, and they
have been devalued in the process.

KV Chandra Mouli | Mysuru

������	����������������
Sir — Apropos union budget 2023-24 is
called the ‘Atma Nirbhar Bharat ka bud-
get’ but it is very unplanned and unrelat-
able with the ongoing socio-economic sit-
uation of the country. The trade deficit
with China is soaring while there are hard-
ly any steps to reduce imports of petro-
leum products from the gulf and miner-
al-rich countries. 
The defense sector primarily depends on
France and Russia for the import of mod-
ern aircraft and equipment.
Modernization of agriculture has been
overlooked. Budget allocation for the
Education and Health Sector is decreased.
There is hardly any serious mention or
proposed roadmap about the mass
employability and skill development of
youths in the budget. Tax rebate is of no
use for a large section of underprivileged
or poor people in society. 

However, macroeconomic indices
like the economy's predicted growth rate
of 7% and the reduction of the fiscal deficit
to 5.9% of GDP are positive signs. The
increased funding for the railroads and the
encouragement of tourism expansion is
both much-needed and always appreci-
ated but time-bound completion of pro-
jects is still a major and critical challenge
that often results in cost overruns and
budget constraints. Overall, this budget is
not much promising as several key com-
ponents and areas of development are
missing out with a big question mark.

Bishal Kumar Saha | Murshidabad

�	�������������
Sir — Nirmala Sitharaman needs to be
complimented for a perfect budget. Even
political leaders do not have words to crit-
icize and waited for a day to provide false
allegations after paying money to experts.
Anyway, it was not a budget that stole Paul
to pay Peter. Moreover, this government
is functioning without corruption and that
itself is a boon to the people. People around
the world are admiring the state of affairs
in India and admire the administration of
130 crore people in the most admirable
way. In between such print media is look-
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censorship when things were
not going in his favour. He was
assassinated in a military coup.
Bangladeshi Military soon
rewrote the constitution oblit-
erating the word ‘secularism’
and the same was reinstated
only in 2010, when the
Bangladesh Supreme Court
ruled that the removal was ille-
gal, leaving Bangladesh with a
coexistent State religion and the
principle of ‘secularism’, to
imply neutrality of religion.
Again, the phenomenon of
Pan-Islamism and political
Islam has not spared
Bangladesh either, yet in rela-
tive terms, Bangladesh under
the current Awami League
government  has not gone the
Pakistani route of religious
puritanism. 

Importantly, Sheikh
Hasina has insisted, “You live
in equal rights. You will
observe your religion and cel-
ebrate festivals with equal
rights. This is the real policy of
Bangladesh and our ideal. I
urge you never to think of
yourself as a minority”. While
there have been multiple com-
munal issues and provoca-
tions in Bangladesh, at least the
leadership has spoken in favour
of religious pluralism. Contrast
this with Pakistan even in
recent times, with the former
Imran Khan (popularly known
as Taliban Khan) promising a
‘Riyasat-e-Madina’ and even
the current coalition govern-
ment has Maulana Fazlur

Rehman, the emir of Jamiat
Ulema-i-Islam, as its
Presidents! These political-
societal wirings have inevitable
socio-economic consequences
owing to governance structures
and choices and therefore the
contrasting fate of current
Pakistan and Bangladesh is
only natural. This week the
headlines from Bangladeshi
newspapers were ‘Metro Rail
transported 3.35 lakh com-
muters since opening’, ‘Two
committees formed over mis-
takes and errors in textbooks’,
‘cancellation of Jamaat’s regis-
tration’, ‘Bangladesh to get $4.7
bn IMF package’ etc., Whereas
the headlines from across the
Line-of-Control (LOC) were
‘Death toll from an attack on
mosque rises to 92’, ’35-rupee
hike in petrol prices, ‘failed pol-
icy of suing for peace with ter-
ror group’ and ‘No IMF loan,
a mission to visit Pakistan for
talks on 9th review’! A com-
busting Pakistan grapples with
abject political, financial, diplo-
matic, security, and social fail-
ure. On easily securing the IMF
loan as opposed to a Pakistan,
Bangladeshi Finance Minister
said, “This loan approval
proves that our economy is
standing on a solid foundation
and our fundamentals are bet-
ter than many other countries”.
However, the Pakistani Finance
Minister in 2023 was still bank-
ing on divine intervention as he
stated incredulously, “If Allah
can create Pakistan, then he can

also protect, develop, and make
it prosper”. Pakistan’s fixation
with its foundational ‘two-
nation theory’ and its
inevitabilities have led to
imploding relations with
neighboring Afghanistan to a
perennially tense equation with
Iran. Pakistan simply refuses to
come to terms with its
genealogical flaw, which was
wisely skipped by the founding
fathers of Indian indepen-
dence and constitutionality
who opted for an inclusive, lib-
eral, and progressive agenda.   

Bangladesh went ahead of
even India in 2021-22 in terms
of per capita income, and this
is especially impressive as in
2007 (15 years back), India’s per
capita income at $1028 was
almost double of Bangladesh at
$558. It is the same story with
various UN Sustainable
Development Goals. The
invaluable lesson to India,
given that Pakistan suffers
from ostrich syndrome and
simply refuses to learn, is to put
economic and progressive
agendas over petty religious
‘divides’ and the supposed
rewriting of history. Our pol-
itics could look westwards or
eastwards for learning different
lessons and implications of
choices made.

(The writer, a military
veteran, is a former Lt

Governor of Andaman &
Nicobar Islands and

Puducherry. The views
expressed are personal.)
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Two nations emerged
from non-contiguous
territories in 1971, one
willingly and the other
unwillingly, after vio-

lently disproving a religion-based
assumption i.e., the ‘two-nation
theory’ that beset the ‘Idea of
Pakistan’. Over fifty years since,
both these countries have invest-
ed and institutionalized a starkly
different path, trajectory, and
consequently an inevitable socio-
economic narrative. Bangladesh
under Bangabandhu Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman had inherited a
land subjected to genocide and
plunder that had ensured ship-
ment of anything of value to West
Pakistan (soon, just Pakistan) –
even in defeat, Pakistani leader-
ship had displayed unbelievable
avarice and wantonness.  While
newly independent Bangladesh
had gone about putting its ravaged
house in order, Pakistan had sim-
ply refused to learn any lessons.
The Pakistani leadership baton
passed from its defeated dictator,
General Yahya Khan, to an equal-
ly unhinged, imperious, and
morally compromised, Zulfiqar
Ali Bhutto. Instead of reflecting on
its regressive underpinnings of the
‘two-nation theory’, Pakistan
under the civilian leadership of
Zulfiqar Bhutto further strength-
ened its religio-populism with
puritanical moves – he appeased
the pernicious clergy, declared
Ahmadis as heretics, recklessly
funded the ‘Islamic Bomb’, banned
alcohol (even though he drank
himself), etc. Whereas Mujibur
Rahman decided to walk a 
contrarian path in terms of land
reforms, nationalization, and per-
haps the most revolutionary of all,
adopted the word ‘secularism’ in
its newly adopted constitution. It
had inadvertently modeled itself
like another Muslim-majority
Turkey (of Kemal Ataturk’s 
sensibilities, not Erdogan’s) –
whereas Pakistan after tenures of
Zulfiqar Bhutto and General Zia-
ul-Haq went on a sliding slope of
a total abyss. 

Indeed, Bangladesh’s story
was not linear or smooth and it
had to deal with its subliminal
regressions, natural disasters, and
frequent disruption to democra-
cy. Mujibur Rahman himself
toyed with a one-party state and
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POINTCOUNTERPOINT

In recent years, the business
world has seen its share of
dramatic changes, ranging

from inflationary pressures to
disruptions in supply chains
and talent shortages. These
factors have pushed business-
es to become more agile and
find new ways of improving
efficiency. One such method is
intelligent automation (IA)—
a concept that combines arti-
ficial intelligence (AI) and
machine learning with
human-centered design prin-
ciples to streamline processes
and make them more efficient.

IA can help businesses
stay ahead of the competition
by automating mundane tasks,
freeing up valuable resources
for higher-level jobs, increas-
ing profitability, and enabling
faster decision-making.

With the help of IA solu-

tions, organisations can
increase their operational effi-
ciency and cost effectiveness
while making better decisions
in a more structured and data-
driven way. For example, IA
can be used to detect patterns
in customer data or feedback
to uncover hidden insights into
how customer needs are evolv-
ing. Additionally, AI algo-
rithms can automate tedious
tasks such as invoice process-
ing or workflow management.
In addition, it will also enable
businesses to optimise their
processes and operations
through automation to gain a
competitive advantage while
reducing human errors and
inconsistencies. By 2023, IA
solutions are expected to
become an integral part of
business operations, enabling
companies to optimise opera-

tions and increase efficiency
without sacrificing quality or
customer satisfaction. IA is a
set of advanced technologies
that allow computers to per-
form tasks that require human
intervention. This includes
machine learning algorithms
that can automate decision-
making processes, intelligent
capture solutions, workflow
automation, low-code/no-
code solutions, and robotic
process automation (RPA),
which automates repetitive
and rule-driven tasks such as
data entry or invoice process-
ing. The main benefit of using
IA is that it can speed up
processes while maintaining
accuracy and reliability.
Furthermore, IA solutions can
help reduce costs associated
with manual labor, thus
improving overall profitabili-

ty. IA solutions can help auto-
mate many activities, includ-
ing customer service, financial
management, marketing cam-
paigns, and product delivery.
AI-enabled robots can process
large amounts of data quickly
and accurately. Additionally,
AI-powered solutions can be
used for predictive analytics,
which helps organisations
make informed decisions
about future trends based on
past performance data.
Another significant advantage
of IA solutions is improved
governance. Automation helps
ensure compliance with regu-
lations by providing accurate
records and documentation
which can easily be audited if
required. This ensures that
the organisation’s activities are
conducted within acceptable
legal parameters.

Finally, IA solutions are
also beneficial for companies
looking to adopt sustainable
practices as they can minimise
their carbon footprint while
still achieving their goals effec-
tively. IA can be used to mon-
itor energy consumption pat-
terns more closely so that
unnecessary usage can be
avoided or minimised; this
reduces both wastage and costs
over time. The introduction of
RPA within the organisation’s
supply chain could reduce
waste generated due to ineffi-
cient manual processes while
helping them comply with
strict regulations set forth by
various government agencies
such as GDPR or other ethi-
cal rules related to consumer
protection. Moreover, auto-
mated systems can optimise
resource utilization more effi-

ciently than humans can do
manually, thus reducing waste
production while maintaining
quality standards. The rise in
IA presents a massive oppor-
tunity for businesses looking to
improve their operations in the
coming years; however, some
challenges must be considered
when introducing this technol-
ogy into existing systems.
Firstly, there is always the
question of security when
dealing with automated sys-
tems; ensuring that sensitive
data remains protected and
inaccessible by unauthorised
parties is paramount when
implementing any automated
system. Secondly, organisa-
tions need to consider how
they will manage any potential
disruption caused by introduc-
ing new technologies into
existing operations—ensuring

employees are aligned with
how the process would run
post-automation is essential for
successfully adopting these
solutions in the long term.

In conclusion, IA presents
an exciting opportunity for
business transformation in
2023 and beyond; by leverag-
ing these solutions correctly,
enterprises will be able to run
more profitably while still
adhering to sound governance
principles and best-in-class
sustainable practices that
respect both the environment
and society around them.

IA will enable organisa-
tions to streamline processes,
reduce costs, improve compli-
ance, measure performance,
and optimise resource utilisa-
tion—helping them maintain
a competitive edge regardless
of industry or sector. 
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(The author is Director and
Founder, Avaali Solutions)
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The Constitution asks citizens to
develop a scientific temper and
this could well be their greatest
contribution to health. The
Covid-19 has been an eye-open-

er to the importance of modern science.
Many understand diseases better and that
knowledge helps to combat it through vac-
cines, prophylactics and medical treatment.

That same scientific temper is lacking
when it comes to tobacco use. More than
a third of the Indian male population uses
tobacco. The situation is particularly
grim in rural India, where 42 per cent of
men use tobacco products. It is time to
employ science to combat death and dis-
ease by tobacco.

The data is culled from the National
Family Health Survey, which is an impor-
tant vehicle to understand the status of
India’s health. The most recent one,
NFHS-5, was carried out in 2019-21.

The data from the NFHS on the con-
sumption of tobacco in India has thrown
up shocking data. There has been a little
change in patterns of tobacco use amongst
the Indian population despite advertising
ill-effects.

There are graphic images on tobacco
pouches and cigarette packets yet these
seem to have little effect. The data on
tobacco use also throws up several scary
observations on the smoking population,
which is quite high. But the message is not
percolating down to the smokers, partic-
ularly in rural areas.

The study of tobacco consumption
also shows that the prevalence of smok-
ing decreases with increased exposure to
schooling. The NFHS-5 reports that 39
per cent of men and nine per cent of
women age 15 and over currently use any
tobacco products. This percentage is less
than reported in the NFHS-4 (conduct-
ed in 2015-16) which had shown that
tobacco use amongst 45 per cent of men
and seven per cent of women in the 15-
49 age group.

However, it is far from ideal in the
modern world. Those who smoke in a
family are not smoking alone. The NFHS-
5 survey revealed that, in 25 per cent of
Indian households, at least one person
smokes tobacco on a daily basis, expos-
ing others to passive smoking and its ill-
effects. This is down a few notches from
29 per cent in NFHS-4.

The percentage of men aged 15 years
and above who use any kind of tobacco
exceeds 40 per cent in most parts of
Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Odisha,
Jharkhand, West Bengal, Bihar,
Chhattisgarh, Northeastern states, north-
ern part of Maharashtra, western Gujarat,
and southern Rajasthan.

Use of tobacco is also high (30–40 
per cent) in Ladakh, Uttarakhand, most
parts of Maharashtra, Karnataka, 
northern parts of Rajasthan, and north-
western Gujarat.

The lowest kind of tobacco use (below
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(The author is a data
journalist with

experience in reporting
health and science)

30 per cent) is mostly observed in
Punjab and southern states. The
five states with the highest tobac-
co use in rural population are
Mizoram (73.1), Andaman &
Nicobar Islands (58.7),  Manipur
(58), Meghalaya (57.8), Tripura
(57.2). For women, it’s Mizoram
(61.7), Tripura (50.5), Manipur
(43.3), Andaman & Nicobar Islands
(31.2), and Meghalaya (28.3).

The data shows that these five
states have the highest percentage
of tobacco users for both men and
women. These five states are also
the top five states of India with the
highest tobacco consumption in
rural areas.

The NFHS-5 shows that tobac-
co consumption is much higher in
rural India than urban. Among
women, there are 5.5 per cent
tobacco users in urban areas and
10.5 per cent (or nearly double) in
rural areas. For the men, there are
28.8 per cent tobacco users in
urban areas and 38 per cent in
rural areas.

Indians both smoke and chew
tobacco. The smokers consume
bidis and cigarettes and account for
around 20 per cent of tobacco
users in the country. The rest 
use different forms of chewing
tobacco.

The chewing or buccal 
consumption of tobacco is a 
traditional practice that was once
rooted in consumption of paan.
Traditionally, tobacco (zarda,
kimam, patti) was added to betel
leaves along with betel nuts,
ground limestone and other 
natural substances. That has
undergone a sea change in recent
years. Most chewing tobacco 
consumers prefer gutka, or 
packets of readymade paan-like
products. Previously, these came in
two varieties: a benign one 

without tobacco and one with
tobacco pre-mixed into it.
Following changes in regulations,
all manufacturers were asked to sell
packets of tobacco separately with
the risks of cancer advertised
through graphic images on tobac-
co pouches, same as on cigarette
packets.

The paan is a perishable item
but the gutka packets are convenient
to buy and store for long periods.
The result is that there are different
grades available and their quality is
subject to manufacturing standards
and preservatives may be added to
make them last longer. This means
that inorganic substances are added
to preserve the tobacco or betel nuts
in the packets.

Another popular form of
chewing tobacco is khaini—raw
tobacco mixed with limestone and
stored in the cavity between the
gums and the cheeks for the buc-
cal absorption of nicotine.

Indian law prohibits the sale of
tobacco to minors. But, when was
the last time you saw a tobacco
seller asking for proof of age? The
NFHS-5 survey was conducted
amongst those who are aged 15
and above. This itself is an indica-
tor that minors in India are using
tobacco products. Most minors use
tobacco secretly and away from the
gaze of their parents and
guardians. There is no evidence
that minor tobacco users have sci-
entifically explained the conse-
quences of using tobacco, that it
leads to an addiction and attracts
a range of diseases.

The NFHS report says:
“Tobacco use is associated with a
wide range of diseases, including
several types of cancers and heart
and lung diseases, diabetes, eye dis-
ease, and rheumatoid arthritis.
Studies have shown that in addi-

tion to sharing the same health
risks as men, women who use
tobacco experience difficulty in
becoming pregnant and are at an
increased risk of infertility, preg-
nancy complications, premature
births, low birth-weight infants,
stillbirths, miscarriages, and infant
deaths.”

Earlier, some doctors would
ask smokers to cut down during
the course of ailments or treat-
ments and would tell them to quit
in case of some conditions. Now,
doctors advise all smoking patients
to quit smoking.

This is regardless of whether
the patient has a lifestyle disease,
a life-threatening one or one that
directly affects the lungs. Even for
bone or muscle injuries, physio-
therapists and orthopaedic doctors
advise quitting smoking because
tobacco use can delay/stunt the
healing time and process.

The NFHS-4 survey had found
that around 50 per cent of all
tobacco users were asked by a doc-
tor to quit smoking tobacco in the
12 months before the survey.
Where does science come in?

Creating regulations and fol-
lowing the bare minimum will also
reap the bare minimum results. A
sea change in attitudes is required
and this is only possible with sus-
tained, aggressive drives to create
awareness amongst the Indian
population.

In several other countries, the
government has provided tobacco
alternatives to deal with nicotine
use and addictions. These alterna-
tives have to be pushed especially
amongst the rural population
amongst India, where the numbers
of tobacco users is increasing.

The celebration by a healthy,
tobacco-free nation will be the
biggest tribute to the republic.
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After months of agonizing,
the U.S has agreed to
send longer-range bombs

to Ukraine as it prepares to
launch a spring offensive to
retake territory Russia captured
last year, U.S. Officials said
Thursday, confirming that the
new weapons will have rough-
ly double the range of any other
offensive weapon provided by
America.

The U.S. Will provide
ground-launched small diame-
ter bombs as part of a $2.17 bil-
lion aid package it is expected to
announce Friday, several U.S.
Officials said. The package also
for the first time includes equip-
ment to connect all the different
air defense systems Western
allies have rushed to the battle-
field and integrate them into
Kviv's own air defenses, to help
them better defend against
Russia's continued missile
attacks.

For months, U.S. Officials
have hesitated to send longer-
range systems to Ukraine out of
concern that they would be
used to target inside Russia,
escalating the conflict and draw-
ing the U.S. Deeper in. The
longer-range bombs are the lat-
est advanced system, such as
Abrams tanks and the Patriot
missile defense system, that the

U.S. Has eventually agreed to
provide Ukraine after initially
saying no. U.S. Officials, though,
have continued to reject
Ukraine's requests for fighter
jets.

Ukrainian leaders have
urgently pressed for longer-
range munitions and on
Thursday, officials said the U.S.
Will send an undisclosed num-
ber of the ground-launched,
small diameter bombs, which
have a range of about 95 miles
(150 kilometers). The officials
spoke on condition of anonymi-
ty to discuss details of the aid
package not yet made public.

To date, the longest-range
missile provided by the U.S. Is
about 50 miles (80 kilometers).
The funding in the aid package
is for longer-term purchases, so
it wasn't clear Thursday how
long it will take to get the bomb
to the battlefield in Ukraine.

Ukraine's defense minister
Oleskii Reznikov said Thursday
the country is prepared to offer
guarantees to its Western part-
ners that their weapons won't be
used to strike inside Russian ter-
ritory, adding that Kyiv needs
weapons with the range of up to
300 kilometers (186 miles) to
expel the Russian forces.

“If we could strike at a dis-
tance of up to 300 kilometers,
the Russian army wouldn't be
able to mount a defense and
will have to withdraw,”
Reznikov said at a meeting with
EU officials. “Ukraine is ready
to provide any guarantees that
your weapons will not be
involved in attacks on the
Russian territory. We have
enough targets in the occupied
areas of Ukraine, and we're pre-
pared to coordinate on (these)
targets with our partners,” the
minister said.

The U.S. Aid package
includes $425 million in ammu-

nition and support equipment
that will be pulled from existing
Pentagon stockpiles and $1.75
billion in new funding through
the Ukraine Security Assistance
Initiative, which is used to pur-
chase new weapons from indus-
try.

The USAI, which will pay
for the longer-range bombs and
the air defense system integra-
tion, also funds two HAWK air
defense systems, anti-aircraft
guns and ammunition, and
counter-drone systems.

Since Russia's invasion last
February, Western allies have
pledged a myriad of air defense
systems to Ukraine to bolster
Kyiv's own Soviet-made S-300
surface-to-air missile defense
systems, and the latest aid pack-
age aims to provide the capa-
bility to integrate them all,
which could improve Ukraine's
ability to protect itself against
incoming Russian attacks.

The U.S. Has pledged medi-
um- to long-range National
Advanced Surface-to-Air Missile
Systems, or NASAMS, and
truck-launched short-range
Avenger air defense systems; the
Netherlands, Germany and the
U.S. Are sending Patriot missile
defense systems; Germany is
sending medium-range IRIS-T
air defense systems; and Spain is
sending Aspide anti-aircraft air
defense systems.
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Ukraine could add old
Leopard 1 battle tanks from

German defense industry stocks
to deliveries of modern tanks
that Berlin and other govern-
ments pledged last week to
counter Russian forces in the
war.

German government spo-
kesman Steffen Hebestreit con-
firmed Friday that “export
authorization has been granted”
but declined to give numbers or
other details, saying that they
may become more concrete “in
the coming days and weeks.” 

He told reporters in Berlin
that the application from indus-
try to permit delivery of Leopard
1 tanks had been made “some
time” ago.

Hebestreit's comments
came after the daily Sueddeut-
sche Zeitung reported that the
government had cleared the
export of the tanks and that they
could be sent as soon as the
defense industry gets them in
working order. 

It said that two companies,
Rheinmetall and FFG, want to
prepare dozens of Leopard 1
tanks that could be delivered to
Ukraine if it is interested. But it
also said that there are issues so
far with securing sufficient

ammunition for the vehicles. It
wasn't immediately clear when
any deliveries might be possible,
but it appeared unlikely to be a
quick process.

The Leopard 1, manufac-
tured between the mid-1960s
and the mid-1980s, was the
first battle tank built for West
Germany's Bundeswehr. The
German military hasn't had any
of the tanks since 2003, Defense
Ministry spokesman Arne
Collatz said.

Germany last week agreed
to send 14 modern Leopard 2
A6 tanks from its military's
current stocks. Several other
European countries have equip-
ped their armies with Leopard
2 tanks, and Germany's move —
which followed weeks of mount-
ing pressure to supply battle
tanks — meant that they also
can give some of their stocks to
Ukraine.

���� 7<	=

Top European Union officials
were due to meet Friday in

Kyiv with Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy in a show
of support for the country as it
battles to counter Russia's inva-
sion and strives to join the EU
as well as NATO.

European Commission Pre-
sident Ursula von der Leyen and
European Council President
Charles Michel, as well as 15
European commissioners, trav-
elled to the Ukrainian capital for
what they described as a sum-
mit meeting.

The last such summit was
held in Kyiv in October 2021 —
a few months before the war
started. The highly symbolic visit
is also the first EU political mis-
sion of its kind to a country at
war.

“There will be no let-up in

our resolve,” Michel said in a
tweet on his apparent arrival in
Kyiv. “We will also support
(Ukraine) every step of the way
on your journey to the EU.”

EU assistance for Ukraine
has reached almost 50 billion
euros (USD 55 billion) since the
fighting started, according to EU
officials.

The EU is providing
Ukraine with financial and
humanitarian aid, among other
things. It also plans to adopt a
10th package of sanctions again
Russia in the coming weeks.

The EU has also announced
it's ramping up its military train-
ing mission for Ukraine, from an
initial target of pushing 15,000
troops through the schooling to
up to 30,000 troops. One focus
is to train the crews of tanks that
Western countries have offered
Ukraine. Ukraine wants to join
the 27-nation bloc, and formal-

ly submitted its application last
June, though that could take
years and require the adoption
of far-reaching reforms. 

In the meantime, von der
Leyen said Thursday that the
European Commission is will-
ing to let Kyiv join what she
called some “key European pro-
grammes” that will bring bene-
fits similar to membership.

Those programmes were
due to be discussed in Friday's
meeting, which will also address
one of the main obstacles to
Ukraine's EU membership:
endemic corruption.

Von der Leyen, on her
fourth visit to Kyiv since Russia's
invasion, said Thursday she was
“comforted” by Ukraine's anti-
corruption drive.

The previous day, Zelenskyy
had taken aim at corrupt officials
for the second time in the space
of a week. Several high-ranking
officials were dismissed.

Zelenskyy was elected in
2019 on an anti-establishment
and anti-corruption platform in
a country long gripped by graft.

The latest corruption alle-
gations came as Western allies
channel billions of dollars to help
Kyiv fight Moscow's forces.

Ukraine's government is
keen to get more Western mil-
itary aid, on top of the tanks
pledged last week, as the warring
sides are expected to launch new
offensives once winter ends.
Kyiv is now asking for fighter
jets.
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The reconnaissance drones fly
several times a day from

Ukrainian positions deep inside
the thick forest that marches
across the border into Belarus,
a close Russian ally, scouring sky
and land for signs of trouble on
the other side.

Ukrainian units are moni-
toring the 1,000-kilometre (650-
mile) frontier of marsh and
woodland for a possible surprise
offensive from the north, a
repeat of the unsuccessful
Russian thrust toward Kyiv at the
start of the war nearly a year ago.

This time the Ukrainians are
taking no chances. Since the
summer they have been rein-
forcing defences, building and
expanding trenches and laying
mines in the forest ahead of the
springtime offensive military
officials expect. 

Residents of villages in the
region that were temporarily
occupied last year are horrified
by the prospect of it all starting
again.

“We're listening out for
every small sound and noise.
This isn't a way to live,” said Val-
entina Matveva, 64, from the vil-
lage of Ripke. “When you're in
constant fear, that's not life.”

Concerns of a renewed mil-
itary push were stirred in
January after Russia and Belarus
held joint air force drills, one
month after a rare visit by Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin to
Minsk.

Military experts and
Western intelligence have played
down the possibility of a
renewed northern offensive.
The British Defence Ministry
tweeted on January 11 that
Russian aircraft and existing
Russian troops in Belarus,
though numerous, are “unlike-
ly to constitute a credible offen-
sive force.”

Belarusian officials attribute
the troop deployment along the
border to “strategic deterrence”
according to local reports. The
country's authoritarian presi-
dent, Alexander Lukashenko,
has insisted he will not send
troops to Ukraine.

But Ukrainian comman-
ders are wary, remembering
how Russia used Belarus as a
launching pad in early 2022.

“We continuously monitor
the enemy from the ground and
observe the movement of troops,
if they are moving, how many
troops, and where they are mov-
ing,” the area's army intelli-
gence unit head said during a
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NATO called Friday on
Russia to respect the only

treaty it has with the United
States aimed at keeping a lid on
nuclear weapons expansion and
urged Moscow to allow on-
the-ground inspections of mil-
itary sites to resume.

The so-called New START
Treaty was signed by Russia and
the US in 2010. It caps at 1,550
the number of long-range
nuclear warheads they can
deploy and limits the use of mis-
siles that can carry atomic
weapons. It allows short-notice
inspections of each other's
nuclear bases and support facil-
ities. “We note with concern that
Russia has failed to comply with
legally-binding obligations
under the New START Treaty,”
NATO ambassadors said in a
statement. 

The 30-nation US-led mil-
itary alliance supports the treaty
and believes that it helps to limit
the expansion of nuclear forces.

The envoys said that Russia's
refusal to hold consultations or
to allow US inspections since last
August “prevents the United
States from exercising important
rights under the Treaty, and
undermines the United States'
ability to adequately verify
Russian compliance with the
Treaty's central limits.”

“We call on Russia to fulfil

its obligations under the Treaty
by facilitating New START
inspections on Russian territo-
ry, and by returning to partici-
pation in the Treaty's imple-
mentation body,” the forum in
which the two sides could con-
sult, NATO said.

President Vladimir Putin
has repeatedly ramped up his
nuclear rhetoric since he
ordered Russian troops into
Ukraine almost a year ago,
raising concern among Western
allies and the public over
whether he might actually use
such weapons.

The US-Russia committee
formed under the treaty last
met in October 2021, but Russia

unilaterally suspended its coop-
eration with the pact's inspec-
tion provisions in August 2022
to protest US support for
Ukraine.

Inspections of US and
Russian military sites under the
New START treaty were paused
by both sides because of the
spread of the coronavirus in
March 2020.

The US State Department
warned on Tuesday that
“Russia's refusal to facilitate
inspection activities prevents
the United States from exercis-
ing important rights under the
treaty and threatens the viabil-
ity of US-Russian nuclear arms
control.
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press tour this week a few kilo-
metres from the border. The
officer only identified himself by
his first name, Oleksandr, citing
security reasons.

Unlike the east with its dev-
astating artillery duels, here in
the north it's largely a war of
quadcopters. Oleksandr said the
Belarusians and Russians are
“constantly monitoring our
guard changes, trying to find our
military's positions.”

At times, Oleksandr's unit
detects enemy reconnaissance
drones and shoots them down
using anti-drone rifles. Or an

enemy drone detects a
Ukrainian one and tails it, at
which point the Ukrainians try
to capture and add it to their
stock.

“We got four of their drones
this way recently, and they took
two of ours,” Oleksandr said.

He says the reconnaissance
missions have revealed no sign
of worrying activity — yet.
“They have a reinforcement
section, and the patrol has been
strengthened, but we do not
observe a significant accumula-
tion of troops from our section,”
he said.

Ukraine's Lt. Gen. Oleksii
Pavlyuk, who is responsible for
Kyiv province, was quoted in
local reports as saying his coun-
try was preparing for a possible
fresh attack through Belarus. 

“We've created a group on
the border with Belarus, which
is ready to meet the enemy with
dignity,” he was quoted as say-
ing.

Ukrainian officials argue
that no one can know how
Moscow will move in the com-
ing months, and that a state of
alert is necessary along the bor-
der.

“The (fortifications) were
made to prevent re-infiltration,”
said Oleksandr, “Whether it
will happen or not, we must
always be ready.”

Ukrainian soldiers armed
with machine guns stand in five-
foot-deep trenches dug into the
forest floor and reinforced with
planks.

A local villager briskly cycles
past. Memories here are still
fresh from the temporary occu-
pation when Russian troops
attempted to lay siege to the
main city of Chernihiv. They
withdrew on April 3 as Moscow
switched its focus to Ukraine's
eastern provinces.

But despite the Russian-
Belarusian drills, there's also
hope.

“The first time they invad-
ed, we didn't have the weapons
and the army (at the border),”
said Hanna Pokheelko, 66, from
the village of Koluchivka. “But
this time we do.”

Attack or no attack, Olena,
from the village of Novi
Yarylovychi, fears the border sit-
uation means she may never see
her mother, brother and two sis-
ters living just 3 kilometres (1.8
miles) away in a village inside
Belarus.

“I can't believe they are so
close and I can't see them,” said
the 63-year old, who is a
Belarusian by birth but married
into a Ukrainian family and who
didn't give her full name out of
concerns for her family.
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Asuspected Chinese spy balloon,
said to be the size of three buses,

was spotted over the United States'
airspace, the Pentagon has said, a
development that is likely to further
strain the already tense bilateral ties
ahead of Secretary of State Antony
Blinken's key visit to Beijing.

Pentagon spokesman Brig. Gen.
Patrick Ryder said the US govern-
ment has been tracking the balloon
for several days as it made its way over
the northern United States and fly-
ing over sensitive installations.

He told reporters on Thursday
that the balloon was "travelling at an
altitude well above commercial air
traffic and does not present a military

or physical threat to people on the
ground."

"NORAD (North American
Aerospace Defense Command) con-
tinues to track and monitor it close-
ly," he said, adding the balloon was
spotted over Montana on Thursday
and is "said to be the size of three
buses".

Montana, a sparsely populated
state, is home to one of only three
nuclear missile silo fields in the US,
at Malmstrom Air Force Base.

"Once the balloon was detected,
the US government acted immedi-
ately to protect against the collection
of sensitive information," Ryder said.

Reacting to the Pentagon's report,
a Chinese Foreign Ministry spokes-
person confirmed that the balloon
was a Chinese "civilian airship" which
had deviated from its planned route.

"The airship is from China. It is
a civilian airship used for research,
mainly meteorological, purposes,"
the spokesperson said in a statement
posted on the Chinese foreign min-
istry's website.

"Affected by the Westerlies and
with limited self-steering capability,
the airship deviated far from its
planned course. The Chinese side

regrets the unintended entry of the
airship into US airspace due to force
majeure," the statement said.

Earlier, Chinese foreign ministry
spokesperson Mao Ning told
reporters in Beijing on Friday that

China was verifying the Pentagon's
report on the balloon.

She urged calm "until the facts are
clear."

"China is a responsible country
and always abides strictly by inter-

national law. We have no intention of
violating the territory or airspace of
any sovereign country," she said.

In Washington, Pentagon
spokesman Ryder said the balloon is
travelling at an altitude well above

commercial air traffic and does not
present a military or physical threat
to people on the ground.

US President Joe Biden was
briefed about the incident, a senior
defence official said, adding the
Pentagon is exploring various options.

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff Gen Mark Milley and US
Northern Command Gen Glen
VanHerck have recommended not to
"take kinetic action" because of the
potential risk to the safety and secu-
rity of people on the ground from the
possible debris field, officials said.

"Currently, we assess that this bal-
loon has limited additive value from
an intelligence collection perspective.
But we are taking steps nevertheless
to protect against foreign intelli-
gence collection of sensitive infor-
mation," said a defence official.

The US government has engaged
with the Chinese government both
through the Chinese embassy in
Washington and the US diplomatic
mission in China.

US national security officials
have constantly warned about grow-
ing Chinese espionage efforts and the
balloon's presence in the US comes
at a sensitive moment with Secretary

of State Blinken expected to travel to
Beijing next week, a significant trip
meant to follow up on President Joe
Biden's meeting with Chinese
President Xi Jinping in November last
year in Bali, Indonesia.

Biden has declared China "Ame-
rica's most consequential geopoliti-
cal challenge" and competition bet-
ween the two major powers is grow-
ing. Bilateral tensions have flared over
the self-governing island of Taiwan,
China's human rights record and its
military activities in the South China
Sea, among a host of other issues.

Meanwhile, Canada said on
Thursday that it is also tracking the
Chinese balloon's movements and
working with their American part-
ners.

Balloons are one of oldest forms
of surveillance technology. Compared
to other air types of surveillance
devices, the unmanned balloons can
be operated cheaply.

The US believes Chinese spy
satellites in low Earth orbit are capa-
ble of offering similar or better intel-
ligence, limiting the value of whatever
Beijing can glean from the high-alti-
tude balloon, CNN quoted a defence
official as saying. 

����	�	�����*������������	
���	��'#��������	
���-���	����	��	��

�����	����	��
:
���������"��
�������?	

���� >7��

Southeast Asian foreign min-
isters met in Indonesia's cap-

ital on Friday for talks over-
shadowed by the deteriorating
situation in military-ruled
Myanmar despite an agenda
focused on food and energy
security and cooperation in
finance and health.

Myanmar belongs to the 10-
member Association of South-
east Asian Nations, but the ann-
ual ministers' retreat is being
held in Jakarta without its for-
eign minister, Wunna Maung
Lwin. 

His forced absence is a
result of Myanmar's lack of
cooperation in implementing a
five-step agreement made in
2021 between ASEAN leaders
and Myanmar's military leader,
Senior Gen. Min Aung Hlaing. 

In the agreement, Myan-

mar's military leaders promised
to allow a special ASEAN envoy
to meet with jailed ousted leader
Aung San Suu Kyi and others to
foster dialogue aimed at easing
the crisis, set off by the military's
seizure of power two years ago.

Last year, when ASEAN
was chaired by Cambodia, Min
Aung Hlaing was not invited to
the November meeting of
ASEAN leaders after Myanmar
declined to let an ASEAN envoy
meet with Suu Kyi.

Analysts said the military
takeover in Myanmar loomed
large over the foreign ministers'
meeting, even as Indonesia, the
chair of ASEAN this year, seeks
to dampen concerns that the
issue will hold the bloc “hostage.” 

Kicking off the country's

turn as chair of the regional bloc,
Indonesian President Joko
Widodo said late last month that
ASEAN will continue con-
tributing to making Indo-Pacific
a peaceful and stable region and
maintaining regional economic
growth. 

In her opening remarks on
Friday, Indonesian Foreign
Minister Retno Marsudi said the
ministers were meeting in the
midst of immense global chal-
lenges in which the Indo-Pacific
region is not immune, including
geopolitical, food, energy, finan-
cial and ecological crises, as well
as major power rivalries that
could spill over and potentially
destabilise the region.
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China's Government on
Friday confirmed it is offer-

ing Sri Lanka a two-year mora-
torium on loan repayments as
the Indian Ocean island nation
struggles to restructure USD 51
billion in foreign debt that
pushed it into a financial crisis.

China lent to Sri Lanka as
part of Beijing's multibillion-dol-
lar Belt and Road Initiative to
increase trade by building ports
and other infrastructure across
Asia and Africa. 

The International Monetary
Fund offered a USD 2.9 billion
emergency loan but wants other
creditors to cut debts, which
Beijing had resisted, possibly for
fear other borrowers would
want the same relief.

China presented a plan to
“provide an extension on debt
service due in 2022 and 2023,”

said a foreign ministry spokes-
woman, Mao Ning. 

“During that period, Sri
Lanka would not have to pay the
principal and interest due on
bank loans.”

China is Sri Lanka's third-
biggest creditor after Japan and
the Asian Development Bank,
accounting for about 10 per cent
of its debt. 

But its lack of agreement
blocked a final settlement.

Sri Lanka used Chinese
loans to build an airport and
other projects that failed to pay
for themselves.

India, which China sees as
a strategic rival, announced last
month it gave the IMF assur-
ances to facilitate a bailout plan.
India has given Sri Lanka USD
4.4 billion in emergency credit.

Sri Lanka ran out of foreign
currency last April, leading to
food shortages, power cuts and
protests that forced a prime
minister to resign and a presi-
dent to flee the country. Debt
repayment to China, Japan and
other foreign lenders was sus-
pended.

The island's government is
cutting spending and says it will
cut the size of its 200,000-mem-
ber military by almost half by
2030.
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Appearing before a federal judge after
pleading guilty to a felony charge in the

deadly Capitol riot, former West Virginia
lawmaker Derrick Evans expressed remorse
for letting down his family and his com-
munity, saying he made a “crucial mistake." 

Less than a year later, Evans is portray-
ing himself as a victim of a politically moti-
vated prosecution as he runs to serve in the
same building he stormed on January 6,
2021. 

Evans is now calling the Justice
Department's Jan. 6 prosecutions a “mis-
carriage of justice" and describes himself on
twitter as a “J6 Patriot." 

"Some ppl have said I need to apologize
and condemn #J6 if I want to win my elec-
tion as the media will attack me," he tweet-
ed recently after announcing his bid for a
US House seat in 2024. “I will not com-
promise my values or beliefs. That's what
politicians do. We need Patriots not politi-
cians.” 

Evans joins a series of January 6 defen-
dants who — when up against possible
prison time in court — have expressed regret
for joining the pro-Trump mob that rattled
the foundations of American democracy
only to strike a different tone or downplay
the riot after receiving their punishment. 

The very first January 6 defendant to be
sentenced apologized in court and then went
on Fox News Channel shortly after and
seemed to minimize the riot. 

Another defendant who called January
6 “horrifying and disgusting” later donned
an orange jumpsuit to play the part of a dis-
traught prisoner in a bizarre tribute to

imprisoned Capitol rioters during a con-
servative conference.

Some defendants have drawn ire from
judges or the Justice Department for their
inconsistent comments. But there's not
much the legal system can do for an adju-
dicated defendant. And because some con-
servatives hold up January 6 defendants as
martyrs, there's a political and possibly
financial incentive for them to change
their tune.

It could push judges to impose stronger
punishments for rioters who haven't yet
made it to the end of their criminal cases.
Even before Evans' sentencing, the judge
who heard his case began questioning the
sincerity of rioters' apologies after he felt
duped by another defendant, saying he was
“all too familiar with crocodile tears." 

Before being sentenced last June to three
months behind bars for a civil disorder
charge, Evans said he regrets his actions
every day and told Senior Judge Royce
Lamberth he is a “good person who unfor-
tunately was caught up in a moment.” 
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Pope Francis opened the sec-
ond and final leg of his

African pilgrimage by heading
to South Sudan on Friday, hop-
ing to encourage the young
country's stalled peace process
and draw international attention
to continued fighting and a
worsening humanitarian crisis.

Francis had one final app-
ointment Friday in Kinshasa wi-
th Congo's bishops before flying
to the South Sudanese capital,
Juba. There, he joins the Arch-
bishop of Canterbury, Justin
Welby, and the moderator of the
Church of Scotland, the Rt. Rev.
Iain Greenshields, in a novel
ecumenical push for peace.

Together, the three represent
the religious leadership of the
overwhelmingly Christian coun-
try, the world's youngest, which
gained independence from the
majority Muslim Sudan in 2011
but has been beset by civil war
and conflict.

���� ���	���� 

Satellite photos analysed by The Associated Press
on Friday showed damage done to what Iran

describes as a military workshop attacked by Israeli
drones, the latest such assault amid a shadow war
between the two countries.

While Iran has offered no explanation yet of
what the workshop manufactured, the drone
attack threatened to again raise tensions in the
region. 

Already, worries have grown over Tehran
enriching uranium closer than ever to weapons-
grade levels, with a top United Nations nuclear
official warning the Islamic Republic had enough
fuel to build “several” atomic bombs if it choos-
es. 

Meanwhile, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu, whose earlier tenure as premier saw
escalating attacks targeting Iran, has returned to
office and reiterated that he views Tehran as his
country's top security threat. 

With State Department spokesperson Ned
Price now declaring Iran has “killed” the oppor-
tunity to return to its nuclear deal with world pow-
ers, it remains unclear what diplomacy immedi-
ately could ease tensions between Tehran and the
West.

Cloudy weather had prevented satellite pic-
tures of the site of the workshop since it came
under attack by what Iran described as bomb-car-
rying quadcopters on the night of January 28. 

Quadcopters, which get their name from hav-
ing four rotors, typically operate from short ranges
by remote control.

Images taken Thursday by Planet Labs PBC
showed the workshop in Isfahan, a central Iranian
city some 350 km (215 miles) south of Tehran. 

An AP analysis of the image, compared to ear-
lier images of the workshop, showed damage to
the structure's roof. That damage corresponded
to footage aired by Iranian state television imme-
diately after the attack that showed at least two
holes in the building's roof. 

The Iranian state TV footage, as well as satel-
lite photos, suggest the building's roof also may
have been built with so-called “slat armour.” The
structure resembles a cage built around roofs or
armoured vehicles to stop direct detonation from
rockets, missiles or bomb-carrying drones against
a target. 

Installation of such protection at the work-
shop suggests Iran believed it could be a drone
target. 
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ASouth Korean court on
Friday sentenced a former

justice minister, Cho Kuk, to
two years in prison, after he
was found guilty of creating
fake credentials to help his
children get into prestigious
schools, a scandal that rocked
the country's previous gov-
ernment and sparked huge
protests.

Cho was also found guilty
of abusing his powers while
serving as a senior aide to for-
mer President Moon Jae-in, by
blocking an investigation into
a former Financial Services
Commission official seen as
close to Moon who was even-
tually arrested for taking
bribes from businesspeople.

But the Seoul Central
District Court decided not to
place Cho under immediate
arrest.
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Household savings through
tax saving instruments is

just Rs 4 lakh crore, which is 16
per cent of total savings, and
shifting to new tax regime won't
endanger the country's savings
rate, Revenue Secretary Sanjay
Malhotra said on Friday.

He said the total household
savings today are 27-30 per
cent of India's GDP and the
schemes announced in budget,
especially for senior citizens
and women, will help the coun-
try in improving the savings rate.

"I would also like to point
out that the savings through tax
exemptions is actually a very
small portion of the total savings
of our country, which are about
Rs 25 lakh crore for households.
Savings through tax (saving)
instruments are only Rs 4 lakh
crore. You know people are
now investing otherwise,"
Malhotra said at a CII post-bud-
get event.

To encourage taxpayers to
shift to exemption-less tax
regime, the Budget 2023-24 has
proposed changes to the new

optional tax regime which pro-
vides that no tax would be
levied on annual income of up
to Rs 7 lakh. It also allowed tax-
payers to claim standard deduc-
tion of Rs 50,000 — a move seen
as a push for the salaried class to
switch to the new tax regime
where no exemptions on invest-
ments are provided.

Under the old regime, peo-
ple with income of up to Rs 5
lakh do not pay any income tax.
Besides, various deductions and
exemptions can be claimed on
savings and expenditures, mak-
ing it lucrative for people to stay
in old regime.

There were concerns that if
people shift to exemption-less
new tax regime, savings through
insurance and other tax savings
instruments will go down.

Malhotra also said the gov-
ernment is looking into ratio-
nalisation of tax deducted at
source (TDS) provision.

"TDS is something that we
need to look at it. Whatever
scope there is to simplify it, to
reduce the number of TDS rates
or eliminate, we will certainly
look at that," he said. 
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Equity benchmarks Sensex
and Nifty rallied over 1 per
cent on Friday due to

heavy buying in banking and
financial counters amid mixed
trend in the global markets.

The 30-share BSE bench-
mark Sensex zoomed 909.64
points or 1.52 per cent to settle
at 60,841.88. During the day, it
jumped 973.1 points or 1.62 per
cent to 60,905.34.

The broader NSE Nifty
advanced 243.65 points or 1.38
per cent to end at 17,854.05.

"Markets are rising, assum-
ing that we are in the last phase
of the rate hike cycle as indicat-
ed by the Fed statement," said
Vinod Nair, Head of Research at
Geojit Financial Services.

Some Adani Group stocks
revived post the confident state-
ment by TotalEnergies, a French
energy company, raising the
sentiment of the market, Nair
added.

From the Sensex pack,
Titan, Bajaj Finserv, Bajaj
Finance, HDFC Bank, HDFC,
State Bank of India, Mahindra &
Mahindra and IndusInd Bank

were among the major winners.
HCL Technologies, Wipro

and Tech Mahindra were among
the laggards.

In the broader market, the
BSE smallcap gauge declined
0.47 per cent and midcap index
dipped 0.04 per cent.

Among sectoral indices,
consumer durables climbed 2.61
per cent, financial services ral-
lied 2.15 per cent, bankex
jumped 2.02 per cent, services
advanced 1.64 per cent and
consumer discretionary gained
0.85 per cent.

Utilities fell 2.79 per cent,
power declined 2.24 per cent, oil
& gas (0.88 per cent) and real-
ty (0.53 per cent).

Elsewhere in Asia, equity
markets in Seoul and Tokyo en-
ded in the green, while Shanghai
and Hong Kong settled lower.

Equities in Europe were
trading mostly lower during
mid-session deals. Markets in
the US ended mostly in the pos-
itive territory on Thursday.

International oil benchmark
Brent crude climbed 0.44 per
cent to USD 82.52 per barrel.

Foreign Institutional Inves-
tors (FIIs) again offloaded shares
on Thursday after a day's brea-
ther. They sold shares worth Rs
3,065.35 crore, according to
exchange data. 
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Sebi on Friday tweaked its
operational circular on cred-

it rating agencies (CRAs), ask-
ing them to have a detailed pol-
icy by March-end in respect of
non-submission of crucial infor-
mation, including quarterly
financial numbers, by the
issuers.

Also, the detailed policy
should contain methodology in
respect of assessing the risk of
non-availability of information
from the issuers, including non-
cooperative issuers and the steps
to be taken under various sce-
narios in order to ascertain the
status of non-cooperation by the
issuer company.

Further, CRAs will have to
follow a uniform practice of

three consecutive months of
non-submission of no-default
statement (NDS) as a ground for
considering migrating the rat-
ings to INC (issuers not coop-
erating) and need to tag such rat-
ings within 7 days of three con-
secutive months of non-sub-

mission of NDS.
The CRA in its judgement

may migrate a rating to the INC
category before the expiry of
three consecutive months of
non-receipt of NDS.

In its fresh circular for
CRAs, the regulator said that

these requirements would be
applicable by March 31, 2023.

Prior to that, the Securities
and Exchange Board of India
(Sebi) came out with an opera-
tional circular on CRAs in
January, which was to come into
effect from February 1.

In its fresh circular, Sebi said
that the MD or CEO of a CRA
and any person within CRA
who has business responsibility
would not be a member of rat-
ing committees of the agency.

At the time of withdrawal
of any credit rating of securities
that are listed on a stock
exchange, the CRA would have
to assign a rating to such secu-
rity and issue a press release in
a prescribed format, except in
cases where there are no out-
standing obligations under the

security rated by the CRA or
the company whose security is
rated is wound up or merged or
amalgamated with another
firm.

Further, the press release
should also mention the reason
for withdrawal.

With regard to guidelines on
the listed securities or instru-
ments falling under the purview
of other financial sector regula-
tors, Sebi said that issuers of such
instruments and any person
connected therewith would
abide by the rules as prescribed
by such financial sector regula-
tor.

Further, if such instruments
are listed on a stock exchange,
the rules specified by Sebi from
time to time would continue to
be applicable. 
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India's forex reserves increased
by USD 3.034 billion to USD

576.76 billion as of January 27,
making it the third consecutive
week of a jump in the kitty.

The overall reserves had
risen by USD 1.727 billion to
USD 573.727 billion in the pre-
vious reporting week. 

It can be noted that in
October 2021, the country's
forex kitty had reached an all-
time high of USD 645 billion.
The reserves have been declin-
ing as the central bank deploys
the kitty to defend the rupee
amid pressures caused majorly
by global developments. 

For the week ended January
27, the foreign currency assets,
a major component of the
reserves, increased by USD 2.66
billion to USD 509.018 billion,
according to the Weekly
Statistical Supplement released
by the RBI on Friday.

Expressed in dollar terms,
the foreign currency assets
include the effect of appreciation
or depreciation of non-US units
like the euro, pound and yen
held in the foreign exchange
reserves.

The gold reserves continued
to rise, increasing by USD 316
million to USD 44.027 billion,
the RBI said.

The Special Drawing Rights
(SDRs) were up by USD 46 mil-
lion to USD 18.478 billion, the
apex bank said.
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Public sector lender Bank of
Baroda on Friday said it has

reduced exposure to the embat-
tled Adani Group entities over
the last two years, and has no
concerns on asset quality issues
with the conglomerate.

The bank's managing direc-
tor and chief executive Sanjiv
Chadha told reporters that the
bank's overall exposure to the
ports-to-media conglomerate's
entities is one fourth of the sin-
gle group exposures allowed
under the Large Exposures
Framework (LEF) but refused to

share a number.
In the LEF, RBI says all the

exposure values of a bank to a
group of connected counter-
parties must not be higher than
25 per cent of the bank's avail-
able eligible capital base at all
times.

Without revealing the quan-
tum of investments, Chadha
said that 30 per cent of the bank's

total exposure to Adani group
companies is towards entities
that are in joint venture with
state-run entities or the exposure
is backed by a guarantee from
government-owned entities.

He said the overall exposure
has reduced as a percentage of
the balance sheet over the last
two years.

Answering a specific ques-
tion on Adani Group expo-
sures, the MD and CEO of the
bank said there is "absolutely no
concern" from an asset quality
perspective and there is no
request from the group for refi-
nance as well.
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State-owned telco
BSNL is expected

to turn around, gen-
erating net profit in
fiscal year 2026-27,
with the implementa-
tion of the approved
revival measures,
Parliament was informed on
Friday.

Losses of Bharat Sanchar
Nigam Ltd (BSNL) were pegged
at Rs 3,589 crore in April-
September 2022-23 as it clocked
an income of Rs 9,366 crore and
incurred total expenditure of Rs
12,956 crore, Minister of State
for Communications Devusinh
Chauhan said in a written reply
in Rajya Sabha.

In 2021-22, losses stood at
Rs 6,982 crore, against income
of Rs 19,052 crore and expens-
es of Rs 26,034 crore.

"BSNL is expected to gen-
erate net profit in financial year

2026-27 with the
implementation of the
revival package,"
Chauhan said in reply
to another question.

The Cabinet had
approved a revival
package for both
BSNL and MTNL in
2019.

Further, the Union Cabinet
on July 2022 cleared a Rs 1.64
lakh crore revival package for
BSNL. The revival measures
focus on infusing fresh capital
for upgrading BSNL services,
allocating spectrum, de-stress-
ing its balance sheet, augment-
ing its fibre network by merging
Bharat Broadband Nigam
Limited (BBNL) with BSNL.

As part of the Cabinet
approval, a capex of Rs 22,471
crore has been approved for
BSNL as equity infusion over a
period of four years from 2022-
23 to 2025-26 through bud-
getary allocation.

���� ��������	

InterGlobe Aviation, the parent
of the country's largest airline

IndiGo, on Friday reported a
steep rise in profit at Rs 1,422.6
crore in the three months ended
December 2022, primarily
fuelled by robust demand for air
travel.

The company had a Profit
After Tax (PAT) of Rs 129.8
crore in the same period a year
ago. IndiGo's total income
jumped to Rs 15,410.2 crore in
the third quarter of the current
fiscal, from Rs 9,480.1 crore in
the year-ago period, according
to a release.

"Third quarter performance
was strong both operationally
and financially in the backdrop
of robust demand for air travel.
The wide range of initiatives that
were set in motion across the
organisation have started to
yield results," IndiGo CEO Pieter
Elbers said.
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The government on Friday said
wheat prices have fallen more

than 10 per cent in the past one week
following its decision to sell the
grain in open market to check rising
prices.

State-run Food Corporation of
India has so far sold 9.2 lakh tonnes
of wheat to bulk users at an average
rate of Rs 2,474 per quintal on the first
two-days of e-auction held this week.

Recently, the Centre decided to
offload 30 lakh tonnes of wheat
from the buffer stock in the open
market under the open market sale

scheme (OMSS).
Out of which 25 lakh tonnes will

be sold to bulk consumers, flour
millers, 3 lakh tonnes to institutions
like Nafed and remaining 2 lakh
tonnes to state governments.

"The e-auction has already left an
impact of a fall in market prices of
wheat by more than 10 per cent in the
past one week," the Food Ministry
said in a statement.

The "prices are set to fall further"
after wheat sold in the e-auction is lift-
ed and wheat flour (atta) is made
available in the market, it said.

As per the data maintained by the
consumer affairs ministry, the aver-

age all India retail price of wheat was
ruling at Rs 33.47 per kg and price of
wheat flour was at Rs 38.1 per kg on
February 2. On the same date in 2022,
average retail price of wheat and
wheat flour stood at Rs 28.11 per kg
and Rs 31.14 per kg, respectively, the
data showed.

FCI has already commenced the
sale of 25 lakh tonnes of wheat to bulk
users across the country. It has sold
9.2 lakh tonnes of wheat at an aver-
age rate of Rs 2,474 per quintal
through e-auction on February 1-2,
generating Rs 2,290 crore, the state-
ment said.

More than 1,150 bidders partic-

ipated in the e-auction held in 23
states. Due to technical glitches, the
e-auction in Rajasthan was held on
February 2.

Otherwise, the FCI plans to hold
a weekly e-auction every Wednesday
for the sale of wheat till March 15.

The government said small and
medium flour millers and traders
actively participated in the auction
because there was more demand for
quantities in the range of 100 to 499
tonnes, followed by for 500-1000
tonnes and 50-100 tonnes.

Only 27 bids were received for a
higher quantity of 3,000 tonnes at one
go, it said. Meanwhile, the FCI has
allocated 2.5 lakh tonnes of wheat to
institutions like Kendriya Bhandar,
Nafed and NCCF for converting the
grain into atta and sell at a maximum
retail price of Rs 29.50 per kg.

Already, Kendriya Bhandar has
started selling wheat flour at a lower

rate and cooperative Nafed will start
selling at the same rate soon in eight
states. Wheat and wheat flour prices
in the country have firmed up due to
tight domestic supplies in the wake
of a fall in domestic output.

Under the OMSS policy, the
government allows FCI to sell food-
grains, especially wheat and rice, at
predetermined prices in the open
market from time to time to bulk con-
sumers and private traders. The pur-
pose is to boost the supply during the
lean season and moderate the general
open market prices.

The Centre had banned wheat
exports in May last year to control ris-

ing prices, after a slight fall in domes-
tic production and a sharp decline in
the FCI's procurement for the central
pool. India's wheat production fell to
106.84 million tonnes in the 2021-22
crop year (July-June) from 109.59
million tonnes in the previous year
due to heat waves in a few growing
states.

The procurement fell sharply to
19 million tonnes this year from
around 43 million tonnes last year.

The area under wheat crop in the
current rabi (winter-sown) season is
slightly higher. The procurement of
new wheat crops would commence
on March 15. 
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Gold price tumbled Rs 681 to
Rs 57,929 per 10 grams in

the national capital on Friday
amid a decline in rates of pre-
cious metal globally, according
to the HDFC Securities.

The yellow metal had ended
Rs 58,610 per 10 grams in the
previous trade.

Silver also plummeted Rs
2,045 to Rs 70,335 per kilogram.

"Spot gold prices in the
Delhi markets traded at Rs
57,929 per 10 grams, down Rs
681 per 10 grams," Saumil Gan-
dhi, Senior Analyst — Commo-
dities at HDFC Securities, said.

In the overseas market, both
gold and silver were traded in
red at USD 1,913 per ounce and
USD 23.38 per ounce, respec-
tively.
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The Association of Industries
and Institutions (AII) has

hailed the Government for
releasing the first Union Budget
of Amrit Kaal calling it "a ray of
hope at a critical juncture of
human history, with wars and
pandemics leering over India". 

It appreciated the efforts of
the Government for providing
mechanism in the Budget to
tackle "joblessness and skill defi-
ciency" via Pradhan Mantri
Kaushal Vikas Yojana 4.0.
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The rupee appreciated by 34
paise to close at 81.86 (pro-

visional) against the US currency
on Friday, supported by a
rebound in domestic equities
and easing crude oil prices.

At the interbank foreign
exchange market, the local unit
opened at 82.15 against the
American currency and finally
settled at 81.86 against the
greenback, registering a gain of
34 paise over its previous close
of 82.20. During the trading ses-
sion, the rupee also touched a
low of 82.31 against the dollar.

The dollar index, which
gauges the greenback's strength
against a basket of six currencies,
declined 0.12 per cent to 101.63.

Global oil benchmark Brent

crude futures advanced 0.39
per cent to USD 82.49 per bar-
rel. "Indian Rupee appreciated
on a rebound in domestic equi-
ties and weakness in crude oil
prices. However, positive US
Dollar capped sharp gains," said
Anuj Choudhary — Research
Analyst at Sharekhan by BNP
Paribas.

Choudhary further noted
that the rupee depreciated ear-
lier today as PMI data was dis-
appointing. India's services PMI
fell to 57.2 in January from 58.5
in December while the com-
posite PMI fell to 57.5 from 59.4
during the same period.

"We expect the Rupee to
trade with a slight positive bias
as a rebound in domestic equi-
ties may lead to fresh foreign
inflows. Decline in crude oil
prices and weak Dollar amid
dovish Fed may support Rupee
at lower levels," Choudhary said.

Market participants may
remain cautious ahead of non-
farm payrolls and ISM services
PMI data from the US. While
the payroll data is expected to
show a slowdown in the pace of
job additions, services PMI is
expected to show the sector
move to expansion territory,
Choudhary added.
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BSES Rajdhani Power Limi-
ted (BRPL), in collabora-

tion with the MCD & Verde
Mobility Pvt Ltd has trans-
formed a waste dumping site
into a Public EV Charging
Station at R.K Puram, promo-
ting the adoption of clean
mobility & impede open waste
dumping.   It was inaugurated
by the Addl Deputy MCD
Commissioner Amit Bhardwaj
in presence of senior BRPL
officials. 

Comprising of four-charg-

ing points, consumers can book
an appointment through their
smartphones & charge their 2,
3 & 4 wheelers at this EV Char-
ging station.  More such 30 EV
Charging Stations will be set-
up under the collaboration. 
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Power Grid Corporation of
India Limited (POWER-

GRID), a Maharatna firm under
Ministry of Power, has
announced the Unaudited
Financial Results of the compa-
ny for the quarter and nine
months ending December 31,
2022. During Q3FY23, the com-
pany has reported PAT of �3,645
crore and total income of Rs
11,530 crore on consolidated
basis registering a YoY growth
of 11% and 8% respectively. 

The company has posted
PAT and total income of �3,702
crore and �11,472 crore re-
spectively registering a YoY
growth of 11% and 8%. 
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Real Madrid reduced Barcelona’s
La Liga lead to five points with a
2-0 win over Valencia on

Thursday, thanks to spectacular goals
from Marco Asensio and Vinicius
Junior.

The duo struck in a three-minute
second half salvo which stunned the vis-
itors at the Santiago Bernabeu, and
Valencia were later reduced to 10 men
when Gabriel Paulista took a wild hack
at Vinicius.

Madrid dominated throughout
but an otherwise good night was taint-
ed when captain Karim Benzema went
off injured in the second half with an

apparent thigh problem, and Eder
Militao was also replaced for a similar
reason.

Real Madrid coach Carlo Ancelotti
confirmed Benzema’s injury was “very
light” but that Militao would miss
Sunday’s trip to face Real Mallorca.

The game will likely be remem-
bered for Gabriel’s red card tackle on
Vinicius, who netted his 50th goal for
Madrid on his 200th appearance at 22
years old.

“We have to protect Vinicius a bit,
he’s a very expressive kid, he dribbles
a lot and defences don’t like that,” Real
Madrid goalkeeper Thibaut Courtois
told DAZN.

“We need that Vini. In a lot of

games he’s been kicked a lot. I am happy
that the referee had the bravery to send
off Paulista.

“Not just because it’s Vini -- if we
did that then we would have to be sent
off too.”

Valencia’s interim coach Voro, tak-
ing over for the eighth time on a tem-
porary basis after Gennaro Gattuso
departed by mutual consent on
Monday, had a tough night visiting the
reigning champions.

Los Che sit 14th, just one point
clear of the relegation zone, and will
now be without experienced defender
Gabriel.

“We had a good first half, that was
our plan, leaving them little space, but

in the second it was harder for us,”
Valencia’s Hugo Guillamon told DAZN.

Ancelotti started with Eduardo
Camavinga at left-back again and
made two changes from Sunday’s draw
with Real Sociedad, bringing in Luka
Modric and Asensio.

The duo combined after three
minutes with the Croatian playmaker
feeding the forward, who should have
scored, but Valencia goalkeeper Giorgi
Mamardashvili made a fine save down
to his right.

Asensio was denied again after a
brilliant Benzema backheel set him up,
with Gabriel throwing himself in the
way of the Spaniard’s shot and deflect-
ing it over.

Vinicius sent a tame effort at
Mamardashvili, while Camavinga
rifled into the side netting as Madrid
monopolised the chances but failed
to break through.

Antonio Rudiger headed home
from a corner in stoppage time but
the goal was ruled out by VAR after
a push from Benzema in the face of
Yunus Musah was spotted.

������������	�
Madrid stepped up several gears

after the break and quickly moved in
front.

Asensio broke the deadlock
with a rocket from the edge of 
the box which ripped past the help-
less Mamardashvili in the 52nd
minute.

Two minutes later Vinicius dou-
bled their lead, with Benzema send-
ing him sprinting through on the
halfway line, outpacing the defence
and tucking home.

Benzema had a chance to score
the third but his effort was blocked
by Mouctar Diakhaby, before the
Frenchman limped off holding the
back of his thigh.

Gabriel was dismissed for his
hack at Vinicius as the former
Arsenal defender lost his head when
his Brazilian compatriot flew past
him.

Madrid kept theirs to secure the
three points and stay five points
behind Barcelona at the halfway
point of the season.

Ancelotti played down the clash
between Gabriel and Vinicius.

“(They) had clashed very few
times in the game, I think it was just
the frustration, they were losing,”
Ancelotti told reporters.

“I can understand it. It’s a bit of
an ugly tackle, but Gabriel Paulista
has always behaved well.

“Sometimes the frustration does-
n’t let you think in the right way.”
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Three players scored a hat-
trick each after coming in

as substitutes as India mauled
Bhutan 12-0 in their opening
match of the SAFF U-20
Women’s Championship here
on Friday.

Neha (45+2, 55th and
90th), Anita Kumari (50th,
69th and 78th) and Lynda
Kom (61st, 63rd and 75th)
netted three goals each after
coming off the bench, as
India completed the demoli-
tion job.

The other goals were
scored by Apurna Narzary
(29th and 36th) and Nitu
Linda (43rd).

It, however, took them
around 30 minutes to break
the deadlock, but once that
was done, the floodgates
opened.

Kajol D’souza drove her
way into the Bhutan box and
squared it for Apurna, who
poked it past a hapless Bhutan
keeper for India’s first goal in
the 29th minute.

Head coach Maymol

Rocky made an early change,
bringing on Neha in place of
Sumati Kumari, and India
soon doubled their lead.

Apurna was again in the
thick of things as she beat
Bhutan keeper Norbu
Zangmo, and calmly put it
into the back of the net.

Substitute Neha soon
made her mark as sent in a
low cross for Nitu Linda to
tap it in. Neha turned scorer
two minutes into the first half
added time, as India took a
four-goal lead at the breather.

The Indians pumped in
eight more goals in the sec-
ond half to run over the
Bhutanese whose defence
crumbled while facing waves
of Indian attack.

“We are absolutely elated
over the performance of the
girls today. They were all
over the place, and played
very well. But now, it’s time to
get ready for the next game,”
coach Maymol said after the
game. India next play hosts
Bangladesh on Sunday in
their second round-robin
league match.
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Astar-struck Lakshya Sen
couldn’t believe his eyes

when the legendary Sunil
Gavaskar dropped in at the
Prakash Padukone Badminton
Academy (PPBA) in Bengaluru
to meet him and the youngsters.

The 73-year-old Gavaskar,
a member of the 1983 World
Cup-winning cricket team, paid
a visit to the academy during a
regular trip to the city on
Thursday.

“He had a meeting in
Bengaluru and decided to meet
the young aspiring kids of the
academy. Badminton and crick-
et are two of his favourite
sports. He was here with us for
about an hour,” Vimal Kumar,
co-founder, director and chief
coach of the PPBA, said.

Gavaskar later posted a
picture with Lakshya Sen on
Instagram and captioned it:
“My new badminton hero
Lakshya Sen, after the one and
only Prakash Padukone.”

The legendary cricketer
had hailed Padukone several
times while doing cricket com-
mentary over the years, saying
he is one of India’s greatest
sportspersons.

Sen, who has been one of
India’s most prolific sportsper-
sons in 2022, said he was too
star stuck to react.

“It feels good to hear such
things from such big person-
alities. Honestly, I was too star
stuck to react,” Sen said.

The 21-year-old from
Almora won gold at the 2022
Commonwealth Games and
the India Open Super 500. He

was also a member of the his-
toric Thomas Cup win. He
also won silver at the All
England Championships and

is also the winner of the 2021
World Championships bronze
medal.

“Gavaskar sir spoke about
the Thomas Cup win. I have
heard so much about him
from my parents and all the
seniors. Also when I watched
the movie ‘83’, I got to know
what went behind that epic
win,” he said.

“I can relate to it now,
essentially after the Thomas
Cup win because back then
they were the underdogs and
in Thomas Cup, it was us.”

India had claimed their
first-ever Thomas Cup, beat-
ing Indonesia 3-0 in the final
at Bangkok in May last year.

Asked what did Gavaskar
discuss with the budding shut-
tlers, Vimal said, “He also
gave some tips to the young-
sters, asking them to analyse
what went right in a day to get
the best out of training.

“Gavaskar and Prakash
are two self-taught heroes of
Indian sport, so coming from
him means a lot.”
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India have jumped to third
spot in the International

Boxing Association’s (IBA) lat-
est world rankings.

The Indian boxers have
accumulated 36,300 ranking
points, having surpassed top
boxing powerhouses including
USA and Cuba, which are
ranked fourth and ninth
respectively in the current
standings.

Kazakhstan (48,100) is the
top-ranked nation followed by
Uzbekistan (37,600).

Indian boxing has wit-
nessed an unprecedented rise
in recent years with the teams
consistently finishing amongst
the top five countries at glob-
al multi-nation tournaments
such as World Championships,
Asian Games and
Commonwealth Games.

In the last two CWG, the
Indian boxers have won an
unprecedented 16 medals and
they have 140 medals to their
names since 2008 in top inter-
national events.

Since 2016, the Indian
boxers have won 16 Elite
World Championships medals
across men and women cate-
gories.

Boxing Federation of India
(BFI) have also hosted several
big-ticket international events
in the country and from March
15 to 26, they will organise the
prestigious Women’s World
Boxing Championships for the
third time in the country.

India’s excellent show have
also extended to the junior and
youth level with 22 medals
from the last two Youth World
Championships indicating the
sport’s bright future in the
country.
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Indian shuttler B Sai
Praneeth’s impressive run

came to an end after he
went down fighting to
China’s world number 23
Li Shi Feng in the men’s
singles quarterfinals of the
Thailand Open Super 300
badminton here on Friday.

Praneeth, who had
competed at the Tokyo
Olympics, blew a substan-
tial lead of 15-10 in the
opening game to lose 17-
21, 23-21, 18-21 to bring
down curtains on India’s
campaign here.
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Australian tennis star Nick
Kyrgios on Friday pleaded

guilty to assaulting a former
girlfriend, but avoided a con-
viction for what the magistrate
called a “single act of stupidi-
ty”.

Appearing in a Canberra
court, the Wimbledon finalist
admitted assaulting then-girl-
friend Chiara Passari on
January 10, 2021, by pushing
her to the ground after a heat-
ed argument.

Kyrgios said he was “not in
a good place” at the time, and
that he “reacted to a difficult
situation in a way I deeply
regret”.

“I know it wasn’t OK and
I’m sincerely sorry for the hurt
I caused,” he said in a state-
ment.

Passari lodged a complaint
with police 10 months after the
incident, after the pair had bro-
ken up, lawyers told the court.

In a statement read to the
court, Passari said she had
been severely traumatised by

the incident, experiencing
severe weight loss, staying in
bed day and night -- unable to
sleep or form new romantic
relationships.

Lawyers for Kyrgios
appealed to have the charge of
one count of common assault
dismissed on mental health
grounds, arguing it was an

isolated incident and out of
character.

Psychologist Sam
Borenstein told the court
Kyrgios suffered from recurring
major depression, which includ-
ed black periods, thoughts of
self harm, insomnia, agitation
and feelings of guilt.

Magistrate Beth Campbell
heard that appeal but ultimate-
ly dismissed the case without
conviction.

Campbell said Kyrgios
acted poorly but the offence was
not planned or premeditated
and was a “single act of stupid-
ity” by a young man attempting
to remove himself from a tense
situation.

The court was told Kyrgios
shoved Passari, who was pre-
venting him from leaving her
Canberra apartment.

“I do not record a convic-
tion against your name, I do not
find any necessity to place you
on a good behaviour bond,”
Campbell said.

Kyrgios had hobbled into
court in Canberra with a pair of
crutches and a brace on his
knee, after suffering a “grue-
some” injury that sidelined him
at last month’s Australian Open.

He was flanked by his cur-
rent girlfriend Costeen Hatzi, an
interior designer, and his moth-
er Norlaila.

Canberra-born Kyrgios,
known for his mercurial talent
and on-court outbursts, later
said “mental health is tough”.

“Life can seem overwhelm-
ing. But I’ve found that getting
help and working on myself has
helped me to feel better and to
be better,” his statement read.
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Indian football team goalkeep-
er Gurpreet Singh Sandhu on

Friday committed his associa-
tion with Bengaluru FC for
another five years as he signed
a contract extension with the
club till 2028.

Interestingly, Sandhu, the
national team’s number one
goalkeeper, signed the contract
on a day when he turned 31.

Sandhu, who joined the
club in 2017 after becoming the
first Indian player to play in the
UEFA Europa League at
Norway’s Stabaek FC, has been
a mainstay in Bengaluru FC’s
starting XI for the last five years.

“I’m pleased to have extend-
ed my stay at Bengaluru FC, a
club that has always shown faith
in my abilities,” Sandhu said.

,����		�������
 ��	��	�����������
	6�	����������
$.�������919?

���■ ������

Mikel Arteta says Arsenal
can have no excuses if

they do not win the Premier
League title for the first time in
two decades after strengthen-
ing their squad during the
January transfer window.

Arteta splashed out more
than £50 million ($61 million)
on three new signings as the
club look to hold onto their
lead at the top of the table,
bringing in Italy midfielder
Jorginho, Belgium forward
Leandro Trossard and Poland
defender Jakub Kiwior.

The Gunners are five
points clear of second-placed
Manchester City with a game
in hand on the champions
and Arteta knows his side are
perfectly placed to win the
club’s first English title since
2004.

Arteta was asked on Friday
about whether there would
now be no excuses if Arsenal
failed to get over the line.

“If you want to put it that
way, that’s fine,” he said. “What
we have to do is train really
well and win, and play well to
win. That’s the only thing we
can do.”

Arsenal would have spent
even more on new signings last
month but they missed out on
Ukraine winger Mykhailo
Mudryk, who instead joined
Chelsea, and Brighton’s high-
ly rated midfielder Moises
Caicedo.

Despite those frustrations,
Arteta is pleased with the

backing he received from the
Arsenal hierarchy.

“I’m really happy with
what we’ve done,” Arteta said
ahead of Saturday’s trip to
struggling Everton. “We knew
that in this market you have to
adapt and be flexible and ready
for inconvenience.

“We’ve done that and the
most important thing is the
profile of the person, and the
quality that we bring in makes
us better.

“We had three main key
areas of positions that we
wanted to improve and fulfil.
It was tricky but positive in the
end.”

Arteta received more good
news on Friday, with the con-
firmation that Brazilian for-
ward Gabriel Martinelli has
signed a new long-term con-
tract.

Martinelli has scored seven
league goals this season and
the 21-year-old has given
Arteta a genuine threat down
the left flank.

“It is great news,” Arteta
said. “He is a player with enor-
mous potential that still has so
many things to improve but is
already performing at a really
high level.”

He revealed England for-
ward Bukayo Saka and French
defender William Saliba could
also be in line for new con-
tracts soon. Arsenal have yet to
win at Goodison Park under
Arteta and the Spaniard knows
Everton could get a boost from
the appointment of new boss
Sean Dyche.
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Eddie Howe admits
Newcastle’s new-found sta-

tus as a threat to the Premier
League’s big guns will make it
harder to sign players from
their rivals in future.

The League Cup finalists
added Everton forward
Anthony Gordon and West
Ham full-back Harrison
Ashby during the January
transfer window.

But their long-standing
interest in England midfield-
er Conor Gallagher came to
nothing as Chelsea refused to
allow him to join a top-six
rival.

Howe, whose team host
West Ham on Saturday, are
third in the Premier League

table, with just one defeat all
season.

Asked at his pre-match
press conference on Friday
whether other clubs now see
the Magpies as genuine com-
petition, Howe said: “I think
it is potentially difficult for us.

“It depends on the player
and it depends on the club, but
I think we’re probably aware
we are seen differently this sea-
son to how we were last sea-
son.

“We are viewed different-
ly probably by some clubs
now and that is something we
will have to adjust to.”

Newcastle beat
Southampton in Tuesday’s
second leg of their League
Cup semi-final to reach their
first final since 1999 and keep

alive their hopes of ending a
trophy drought that dates
back to 1969.

When Howe was hired in
November 2021, just a few
weeks after the Saudi-funded
takeover of the club the pre-
vious month, he arrived to
find Newcastle languishing in
19th place in the Premier
League.

Having revitalised
Newcastle with remarkable
speed, Howe said the Magpies
must now adopt a big-club
mentality towards fighting
on two fronts at the same
time.

They are hoping to qual-
ify for the Champions League
via a top-four finish, as well as
eyeing long-awaited silver-
ware in the League Cup.
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Australia have roped in
Maheesh Pithiya, a 21-
year-old spinner with

uncanny resemblance to
Ravichandran Ashwin, to train
on spin-friendly tracks as part of
their preparation for the upcom-
ing Test series against India.

Off-spinner Ashwin may
prove to be a major threat for
Australia, who haven't won a
Test series in India since 2004.

Expecting spin to play a
major role in the four-Test
series, the visitors have opted for
tailor-made pitches and have
availed the services of Pithiya to
get accustomed to the action of
Ashwin.

The four-Test series begins
in Nagpur on February 9.

"Of all the stops Australia
have pulled out to prepare for
their trip to India, the most
noticeable at their Test tour's first
training session was the presence
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Former India medium pacer
Joginder Sharma, who

bowled the iconic match-win-
ning final over in the 2007
World T20 summit clash
against Pakistan, on Friday
announced retirement form
all forms of cricket.

The 39-year-old represent-
ed India in four ODIs and as
many T20s between 2004 and
2007, picking five wickets. He
played domestic cricket for
Haryana.

"My journey from 2002-
2017 has been the most won-

derful years of my life for it was
an honour representing India
at the highest level of sport," he
said in a message posted on
Twitter.

"To all my team-mates,
coaches, mentors and support
staff: It has been an absolute
privilege to have played with
you all, and, I thank you all for
helping turn my dream into
reality."

Handed the ball by skipper
MS Dhoni in the final over of
the inaugural T20 World Cup
final, the inexperienced
Sharma bowled India to victo-
ry, scripting one of the most

iconic moments in the history
of cricket.

Pakistan were well on
course for a famous win with
Misbah-ul-Haq reducing the
equation to six runs off four
balls. But the Pakistan batter
mis-timed a scoop shot with
Sreesanth completing a simple
catch at short fine-leg to help
India lift the trophy.

However, the final was
Sharma's last game for India.

He turned out for Chennai
Super Kings in the IPL before
joining the police service where
he served as the deputy super-
intendent of police and was on
the frontline during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Sharma added that he will
be exploring new opportunities
in the game.

"I am excited to announce
that I will be exploring new
opportunities in the world of
cricket & the business side of it,
where I will also continue to
participate in the sport that I
love and challenge myself in
new and different environ-
ment.

We will look to take positives
from Tri-series into WC: Deepti 

of a Ravichandran Ashwin
duplicate," a report in cric-
ket.Com.Au said.

"With facing spin the major
focus on Thursday, Pithiya was
the standout among the local
'netties', bowling tirelessly and
virtually without break through
the day as he troubled the likes
of Smith, Marnus Labuschagne
and Travis Head, who all had
long batting sessions."

Pithiya, interestingly, didn't
see Ashwin bowl until the age of
11. Growing up in Junagadh,
Gujarat he didn't have access to
TV and when he finally watched
the India ace in action against
the West Indies in 2013, he start-
ed idolising him.

The youngster, who made
his first-class debut in December
for Baroda, was flown in for the
four-day training camp at the
KSCA Ground in nearby Alur
by Australia after seeing his
footages in social media.

It was Pritesh Joshi — one

of the bowlers giving throw
downs to the Australian batters
with the 'side-arm' aid — who
first brought Pithiya to the
attention of assistant coach
Andre Borovec.

He also arranged for
Mehrotra Shashank, a left-arm
spinner who played first-class
cricket for Hyderabad, to attend
the camp.

"While no spinner in the
world can perfectly mimic the
challenge Ashwin will pose in
this series, facing Pithiya over the
coming days will at least help the
Australians come to terms with
the visual cues of the world's top-
ranked Test spin bowler," the
report said.

"The Aussie batters were
also tested out by a self-
described throwdown specialist
Khaleel Shariff, who has worked
with numerous Indian Premier
League teams and was known to
coach Andrew McDonald and
Vettori from their time at RCB.
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India all-rounder Deepti
Sharma is pleased with their

overall effort and said they will
look to take positives from the
Tri-series into the ICC Women's
T20 World Cup beginning on
February 10.

The Indian women's team,
which had secured a maiden
final finish in the 2020 ICC T20
World Cup, suffered a five-
wicket loss to hosts South Africa
in the Tri-series final on
Thursday.

"There are lots of positives
from the series, we did well as a
bowling and batting unit. We
have to just carry on these
things in the World Cup as well,"
Sharma said in the post-match
press-conference.

"Whether we play England
or any other team, we have to
just focus on the things we did
well here and continue doing
that over there as well.

"Obviously South Africa
have home conditions. But as a
team, we have to carry forward
what we have done right in the
Tri-series and not think about
the opposition but our own
team, what we can do better."

Adjudged player-of the-
series for taking nine wickets in
five matches, Sharma said she
got a lot of help from the wick-
ets in South Africa.

"We have played in South
African wickets, spinners get
turn here. All these matches that

we played in the Tri-series, we
got a lot of help from the wick-
et," she said.

"Harry di (Harmanpreet
Kaur) also told me that I should
just pick my spot and keep
bowling according to the situa-
tion and I think we produced a
good bowling effort and bowled
according to the plan."

The 25-year-old has taken
96 wickets from 87 T20Is so far
in her career.

"I had worked with single
wicket with different balls like
heavy ball, light ball. It was a
turning wicket, so I got a lot of
help. I bowled to my strength,"
Sharma said.

"In the powerplay, I go for
breakthroughs and it helped
the team. Whatever sessions
that I did before the World Cup
has helped me in my bowling."

India will open their World
Cup campaign against Pakistan
on February 12 at Newlands,
Cape Town.


