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For the sixth day in a row,
Parliament was again

adjourned for the day on
Tuesday amid bedlam with the
Opposition demanding a Joint
Parliamentary Committee
(JPC) probe into the alleged
Adani share manipulation issue
and the ruling party members
seeking Congress leader Rahul
Gandhi’s apology over his
alleged critical remarks abroad
against democracy in India.

Queering the pitch of its
“Mafi mago” campaign against
Rahul on his alleged “insult” to
Indian democracy  in London,
the BJP on Tuesday compared
the latter with Mir Jafar and
pledged that “come what may”
he will have to offer apology to
the “people of India”. Jafar was
the commander of the Bengal
Army under Nawab Siraj ud-
Daulah but betrayed him dur-
ing the battle of Plassey.

The Lok Sabha, however,
managed to pass a �1.185-lakh

crore Budget for 2023-24 for
the Union Territory of Jammu
& Kashmir through the ruckus.

Parliament will meet again
on Thursday. Wednesday is a
holiday on account of the
Hindu new year.

As soon as the proceed-
ings started in the Lower
House after the first adjourn-
ment in the morning, mem-

bers of the Opposition bench-
es raised the JPC issue and
shouted slogans like “we want
JPC”. 

Speaker Om Birla made
repeated appeals to the
protesting MPs to allow the
Question Hour to function,
giving the assurance that
everyone will be given a
chance to speak.
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The Indian Army has put in
motion the process for

installation of a green hydrogen
based micro grid power plant
project in the forward areas
along the Northern borders
facing China not connected by
the national or State grid. 

Giving details here on
Tuesday, officials said a mem-
orandum of understanding
(MOU) was signed here
between the Indian Army and
National Thermal Power
Corporation Renewable
Energy Limited (NTPC REL).

The Army is providing
requisite land on lease for 25
years with a commitment to
purchase generated power
through a Power Purchase
Agreement (PPA). The pro-
posed projects — part of the
National Green Hydrogen mis-
sion — will be installed by
NTPC on Build, Own and
Operate (BOO) Models at a
jointly identified location in
Eastern Ladakh.

The project entails setting
up a Solar Power Plant for

hydrolysis of water to produce
Hydrogen, which, during non-
solar hours will provide power
through fuel cells. This will set
the stage for similar projects in
the future and contribute
towards reducing dependence
on fossil fuel-based generator
sets with concomitant abate-
ment of green-house gas emis-
sions.

With this MoU, the Indian
Army has become the first
Government organisation to
enter into an agreement with
the National Thermal Power
Corporation Renewable
Energy Limited with firm plans
to roll out similar projects in
the future.
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Pakistan on Tuesday report-
edly skipped a meeting

under the aegis of the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation
(SCO) here after India raised
objection to Pakistan map
incorrectly depicting borders of
Jammu & Kashmir.

The meeting pertained to
military medicine specialists
under the SCO and when India
asked Pakistan to refrain from
showing its map, its delegation
decided not to attend it.

India had reportedly urged
Pakistan not to show the map
or not attend the seminar here,
it was learnt. India has in the
past also raised objections to
Pakistan’s inaccurate maps in
the SCO meetings.

In September, 2020, India
walked out of a virtual meeting

of national security advisers
(NSA) of member-states of the
SCO after the Pakistani repre-
sentative projected a map that
inaccurately depicted the bor-
ders of the two countries.

“At the meeting of the
national security advisers
(NSAs) of member-states of the
Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation (SCO), hosted
by the chair of the SCO
(Russia), the Pakistani NSA
deliberately projected a ficti-
tious map that Pakistan has
recently been propagating,”
said External Affairs Ministry
had then said.

“This was in blatant disre-
gard to the advisory by the host
against it and in violation of the
norms of the meeting. After
consultation with the host, the
Indian side left the meeting in
protest at that juncture,” it
said.
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The Supreme Court on
Tuesday suggested the for-

mation of an expert committee
to examine whether death by
hanging is the most suitable
and painless method to imple-
ment the death penalty. 

The bench comprising
Chief Justice DY Chandrachud
and Justice PS Narasimha also
asked Attorney General R
Venkataramani to furnish
details on whether there is any
data or study undertaken
regarding the impact and pain
caused during death by hang-
ing and whether it is the most
suitable method available today.

The judges also said the
Supreme Court can form a
committee to conduct a study
on the matter if the
Government has not under-
taken any study on this.

“Mr AG, come back to us
and we should have better
data before us on the impact of
death by hanging, pain caused
and the period taken for such
death to take place, availabili-
ty of resources to effectuate

such hanging by death. And
whether today’s science sug-
gesting that this is the best
method today or there is
another method which is more
suitable to uphold human dig-
nity,” said the Bench. 

“If Central Government
has not done this study, then
we can form a committee
which can have experts from
national law universities like
NLU Delhi, Bangalore or
Hyderabad, some doctors from
AIIMS, distinguished people
across the country and some
scientific experts,” added the
Bench.

The top court was hearing
a petition of advocate Rishi
Malhotra to do away with
death by hanging and to adopt
alternative methods like injec-
tion or electrocution which he
claimed are comparatively
painless. 
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On a day
w h e n

reports said
fugitive dia-
m a n t a i r e
M e h u l
Choksi was
r e m o v e d
from Red
C o r n e r
Notice database of Interpol, the
CBI on Tuesday said it remains
in active communication with
Commission for Control of
Interpol’s Files (CCF) and other
bodies in global police body
seeking restoration of the RCN
against the fugitive.

“The CBI remains com-
mitted to return of fugitives
and criminals to India to
face process of criminal jus-
tice. Systematic steps have
been initiated in close coor-
dination with foreign law
enforcement agencies for geo-
locating and return of want-
ed criminals and economic
offenders. In the last 15
months, over 30 wanted
criminals have returned to
India,” the CBI said.
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The Punjab & Haryana High
Court on Tuesday slammed

the Punjab Government over
the “intelligence failure” that
led to pro-Khalistan preacher
giving police the slip. “You
have 80,000 cops. What were
they doing? How did Amritpal
Singh escape?” the High Court
asked Punjab Government. 

The State Government
informed the HC that the strin-
gent National Security Act has
been invoked against Amritpal. 

Police arrested four people
who helped the radical preach-
er on Saturday carry out his
escape as police cars gave chase.

Amritpal switched from
one car to another, changed
clothes at a gurdwara and then
fled along with three other
associates on two motorcy-
cles. About 154 people have
been arrested since police
began its crackdown against
those linked with the preach-
er and “Waris Punjab De”.

Three more people,
including the preacher’s uncle
Harjit Singh, were brought
Tuesday to the central jail in
Assam’s Dibrugarh. Four oth-
ers were sent there on Sunday.
The jail now holds seven men
caught during the operation
that began weeks after
Amritpal Singh and his sup-
porters stormed the Ajnala
police station near Amritsar on
February 23.

According to the affidavit
submitted by police in the the

High Court, a non-bailable
warrant was also issued against
the extremist on Monday.

The detention order
against him under the NSA
was issued by the Amritsar dis-
trict magistrate on Saturday, it
said. The tough law allows pre-
ventive detention of anyone
who could threaten peace and
national security.

The trigger for police
action was the storming of the
Ajnala police station near
Amritsar by the Amritpal
Singh and his supporters on
February 23 to force the release
of an arrested man.

The HC was hearing the
habeas corpus petition filed by
Imaan Singh Khara that
claimed that Singh was already
in police custody, and sought
his production in court.
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Assuring security to Indian
diplomats and their

premises in the US,
Washington has condemned as
“absolutely unacceptable” the
attack on the Indian Consulate
in San Francisco by alleged
Khalistan supporters during a
protest.

The US State Department
issued a statement indicating
that those behind the act
would be held accountable.
“The US condemns the attack

on Sunday against the Indian
Consulate in San Francisco.
Violence against diplomatic
facilities within the US is a
punishable crime,” it said.

Senior Indian diplomats
have told their American
counterparts that they antici-
pate more such protests by
anti-national and anti-social
elements in the coming weeks
and months. Security has been
increased at all the Indian
diplomatic missions in the US.

Taking a serious note of
the incident on Sunday, India
late Monday summoned US

Charge d’affaires in New Delhi
to register a protest. The US
was also asked to take appro-
priate measures to prevent
the recurrence of such inci-
dents.

The US official condem-
nation late Monday came after
the protestors on Sunday
broke open the makeshift
security barriers raised by the
San Francisco police and
installed two so-called
Khalistan flags inside the
Indian Consulate premises.
Two consulate personnel soon
removed these flags. 
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Strong tremors jolted parts
of north India, including

Delhi-NCR, on Tuesday
night as an earthquake of
magnitude 6.6 struck the
Hindu Kush region in
Afghanistan.

Panic-stricken people
rushed out of buildings as the
earthquake struck around
10.20 pm and was also felt in
Jammu and Kashmir,
Har yana,  Punjab and
Rajasthan. There was dis-
ruption in mobile services in
some parts of the Jammu
region immediately after the
earthquake, an official said.
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Will unveil truth behind Naba murder: CMMamata on 3-day visit to Odisha
Says Opp telling
lies for narrow
political gains
PNS     �����  BHUBANESWAR

Chief Minister Naveen
Patnaik on Tuesday said his
Government would ensure
that the truth behind the mur-
der of Health Minister Naba
Kisore Das is unveiled.

Replying to the allegations
by the Opposition, Patnaik
told the State

Assembly that the investi-
gation into the case is still in
progress and the charge-sheet
would be filed within the
timeframe of law.

"My Government has al-

ways stood for justice. In this
particular case, we have two
objectives -- unveil the truth
behind this murder and to
ensure conviction of those
involved," he said.

With the Opposition alleg-
ing that the Government is

trying to show that the ac-
cused person Gopal Das is
mad, the CM said the Oppo-
sition is telling lies for nar-
row political gains.

"Where did Opposition
find this point about the
Government saying that the
accused person is mad or
Government trying to show
that the accused person is
mad? The Opposition is ly-
ing for narrow political gains.
My Government has always
stood for justice," he said.

Even then, the Opposition
is accusing the government
of hiding something in the
investigation. This is deplor-
able and smacks of political
opportunism, he said.

"I assure the people of my
State that in all the sensa-
tional cases alleged by the
Opposition, justice will be
done and the culprits will be
convicted; and when that
happens, people will judge
the narrow political mindset
of the Opposition," Patnaik
said.

He said the investigators
have been following all sci-
entific procedures involving
professional agencies, in-
cluding those from other
States and Central Govern-
ment. The entire investiga-
tion is being monitored by a
retired High Court judge ap-
pointed by the High Court
itself.Mamata Banerjee arrives in Puri on Tuesday: Ranjan Ganguly

To meet Naveen
on March 23
PNS     �����  BHUBANESWAR

West Bengal Chief
Minister and Trinamool
Congress supremo Mamata
Banerjee arrived here on
Tuesday evening as part of
her three-day visit to
Odisha.

Banerjee, accompanied
by West Bengal Youth
Services and Youth Affairs
Minister Arup Biswas,
went to Puri and made a
night halt at the Nirman
Nivas there. She is
scheduled to visit the
Jagannath Temple to offer

her prayers to the deities
on Wednesday.

She said, "The Odisha
CM is our senior leader
and I will (also) meet him."

Banerjee is scheduled to
meet Naveen Patnaik on
Thursday. Even though the
agenda of the meeting was
still unclear, sources said
the two leaders could
discuss issues concerning
the States as well as the
upcoming 2024 elections.

Banerjee had recently
met Samajwadi Party chief
Akhilesh Yadav in Kolkata.
Both announced that they
would maintain equal
distance from the BJP and
the Congress.

SC upholds State Administrative Tribunal abolition
of General Clauses Act to re-
scind the decision to set up
the tribunal. Decision to abol-
ish the tribunal is not viola-
tive of Article 14 of the Con-
stitution,” the Supreme Court
held.

“There is violation of rea-
sonable classification. High
Court was already hearing the
cases which were before OAT.
The failure of the Centre to
conduct a judicial impact as-
sessment does not vitiate the
decision to abolish the OAT,”
it said.

PNS     �����  NEW DELHI

The Supreme Court on
Tuesday upheld the abolition
of the Orissa Administrative
Tribunal (OAT) by the Cen-
tral Government. A Bench
headed by Chief Justice DY
Chandrachud quashed the
challenge to the decision by
the OAT Bar Association.

“We hold that abolition of
Orissa Administrative Tribu-
nal (OAT) was constitution-
ally valid. Article 323A (deal-
ing with Administrative Tri-

bunals) does not preclude the
Union of India to abolish State
Administrative Tribunals. The
decision to abolish the tribu-
nal is not violative of Article
14 of the Constitution,” the
apex court said.

The Supreme Court was
hearing an appeal filed by the
OAT Bar Association chal-
lenging an order of the Orissa
High Court that upheld the
Central Government’s noti-
fication abolishing the OAT.

“Central Government was
correct to invoke Section 21

5T, rice issues rock State Assembly
PNS     �����  BHUBANESWAR

The Odisha Assembly on
Tuesday witnessed pandemo-
nium as the ruling BJD and
opposition BJP locked horns
over the 5T issue and deduc-
tion of 5 kg of rice by the Cen-
tre.

During Zero Hour, Leader
of Opposition Jayanarayan
Mishra targeted the Govern-
ment over the 5T issue and
questioned how the 5T secre-

tary became the CMO (Chief
Minister's Office).

On the other hand, the BJD
protested against the Centre's
deduction of 5 kg of rice
which was provided by it to
counter the adverse impact of
the Covid-19 pandemic. BJD
MLAs stood at their seats hold-
ing banners and posters.

The BJD accused the BJP
of not allowing a discussion
on topics that involve com-
mon people's interest. The

BJD alleged that the saffron
party was creating ruckus in
the House over irrelevant
matters.

BJD MLA Arun Sahoo said
the Centre has discontinued
5-kg rice which was distrib-
uted to beneficiaries during
Covid-19.

"The Centre used to procure
17-18 lakh MT of rice from
the State and now it is reluc-
tant for rice procurement,"
Sahoo later told the media.
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Maoist-related cases nosedived in State in 2022

State'State'State'State'State's firsts firsts firsts firsts first

RD Univ has E-Reading Corner for the blind

AMOFOI founder's autobiography released

DJ Azex died due to
asphyxiation: Postmortem Dhwani: A special film fest on disabilities

‘Rlys' spending
negligible in Odisha'

In cityIn cityIn cityIn cityIn city

Chain snatching
caught on camera

In KhordhaIn KhordhaIn KhordhaIn KhordhaIn Khordha

2 die as pickup van
rams into truck

7 LWE cadres
killed in
encounter
PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

The overall Left-Wing
Extremism (LWE) scenario in
the State remained well under
control during 2022 and
only 27 Maoist-related
incidents were reported in
the State during last year,
said a Home Department

Whitepaper tabled in the
Assembly on Monday.

 In the year 2022, seven
LWE cadres were killed
during encounters by
security forces while 12
Maoists were arrested.
Moreover, three Maoists
surrendered before the police,
it said.  

 As many as eight civilians
were killed during 12
exchanges of fire  incidents
and three security personnel

attained martyrdom. The
police opened fire 14 times.
However, the details of the
firing incidents have not
been mentioned in the
paper.  

 Besides, a total 1,78,190
cognizable cases including
1,379 murder, 626 dacoity,
2,998 robbery, 5,467
burglary, 14,893 theft, 5,352
swindling, 2,248 rioting,
3,184 rape, 11,663 motor
vehicle accident and

1,30,380 miscellaneous cases
were reported in the State
during 2022. 

 Out of the 1,78,190
cognizable offence cases,
1,69,735 cases were based on
true incidents and chargesheets
were framed against 1,18,547
cases, it said.

 Similarly, the State police,
till December last, filed
chargesheets in 640 murder
cases, 329 dacoity, 1,336 loot,
1,800 burglary, 5,859 theft,

1,360 swindling, 1,361
rioting, 2,237 rape and 7,151
MV cases. Out of 19
economic offence cases filed
during 2022, chargesheets
were filed in seven cases.
Similarly, the police registered
1,983 cybercrime cases in the
year of which chargesheets
were filed in 272 cases and 441
accused were arrested.

 The State lodged 263 dowry
cases during the year while
chargesheets were filed in only

119 cases. Of 106 dowry
related suicide cases,
chargesheets were framed in 89
cases.

 No terrorist activity was
noticed in the State during
2022 and based on intelligence
inputs, the terrorist activities
were contained effectively.
However, advisories and alert
messages were issued to all SPs
from time to time on possible
terrorist activities in the State,
it added.

Annihilate caste
system for social
justice: CST
Voltaire
PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

On his 79th birthday, an
autobiography of atheist social
reformer B Ramchandra CST
Voltaire was released on March
17 here by eminent writers and
columnists Dr Bhagaban
Prakash, Prof Biswaranjan,
Prof Jitendra Narayan Dash,
Dr Bidhuprava Rath and
Bandana Mishra. AMOFOI
president Manas Jena chaired

the function.
Voltaire said that for lack of

free thought in India, more so
in Odisha, caste has remained
as an obstacle for ensuring
social justice.

Dr Bhagan Prakash, an ex-
Advisor to the Chief Election
Commissioner of India,
regretted that caste, Gotra,
Rasi, Naxatra and other such
particulars are being
highlighted in matrimonial
advisements.

Prof Biswaranjan and Prof
Jitendra Dash pleaded that
humanistic casteless
education, if properly spread

out among the students all
over India and if there is total
social freedom for love
marriages of youths, then
within a few years the caste
system would get crumbled.

Others who spoke included
Dr Bidhuprava Rath, author of
political novel "Bhagat Singh",
writer Bandana Mishra,
historian Dr Hemanta Kumar
Parija and Marxist leader

Banshidhar Parida
Manas Jena expressed his

deep anguish that educated
Indians who are going to the
USA for better jobs are also
acting according to their caste

prejudices and conducting
marriages of their children in
the old-fashioned way even in
a far of land. HE argued that
"atheistic humanism" being
emphasised upon by
AMOFOI founder Voltaire,
must be popularised in India
and abroad.

AMOFOI cofounder
Swapna Bijayini offered a
vote of thanks. Among
others, poet Banamali Barik,
social worker Pratima Sahoo
and Freethought Party of
India vice-president Harish
Chandra Kar attended the
function.

PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

Mo College Abhijan
Chairperson Akash Dasnayak
inaugurated an E-Reading
room for visually-challenged
girl students titled 'Binodini
Mohapatra reading corner', on
Tuesday at the Rama Devi
Women's University here.

 Addressing the students,
Dasnayak said, ̀ `I welcome all
present over here along with
We 4 You personnel. The Mo
College Abhijan is dedicated
to making every college and
university across the State
progress holistically. In fact,
the Mo College ignites the
enthusiasm in the life of every
student. I personally thank
Registrar Shyamali Mohapatra
who has donated a handsome
amount for the construction
of the E-Reading corner on
behalf of her mother Binodini
Mohapatra. This will assist the

students to get an excellent
education."

 VC Prof Chowdhury said,
"Our university has computer
literacy for each student and
for these visually challenged
students we are also planning

to update all our facilities at
the E-learning centre where
special software will be added
and special training for the
students will be available."

 Registrar Mohapatra said
said, "My mother Binodini

Mohapatra has always
encouraged me and my
siblings to progress in life like
a flowing river. I am glad that
today as an alumnus of this
university, I donated to  the
E-Reading corner."

PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

Chief Secretary Pradeep
Jena inaugurated the ninth
edition Dhwani-FLO
Disability Film Fest here at the
Guru Kelu Charam Odissi
Reserch Centre on Tuesday.

Film Fest chairperson
Jeetendra Biswal spoke about
the special festival and about
March 21 which is celebrated
worldwide as the Down

Syndrome Day.
FICCI FLO chairperson

Namrita Chahal commented,
'It is our duty to work towards
an inclusive India. The
greatest disability is the lack
of ability to appreciate each
other for their strengths. Each
individual is an empowered soul
and it is our responsibility to
respect and celebrate the
differences and uniqueness in
one another."

Actress Dolly Jena said art is
a creative space for several
minorities to be heard and
understood. The same goes for
films about people with
disabilities.

OTDC Chairman Lenin
Mohanty said the festival aims
to change the picture of
disability through film. Noted
theatre personality Anant
Mahapatra said films with
accurate and interesting

representations of disability
shown at this festival counter
the negative stereotypes
promoted by movies with
demeaning, discriminatory and
false portrayals of disability and
people who have disabilities.

The first day ended with
screening of 25 films of 1
minute, 5 minute and 30-
minute categories. The festival
will conclude on Wednesday
with award giving ceremony.

PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

Even though the
Commissionerate police have
taken several measures to curb
street crimes, chain snatchers
continue to be on the prowl
in the capital city.

In a latest incident, a gold
chain was snatched from a
woman in Oscar City under
the Laxmisagar police station
in the city.

The youth looted a gold
chain from the victim while
she was plucking flowers. The
incident has been captured on
a CCTV camera installed in
the area.

Though the woman ran to
escape from the spot, she fell
down. Taking advantage of it,

the miscreant snatcher her
chain and escaped from the
spot with his aide by a
motorcycle.

On the basis of a complaint
lodged by the woman, the
Laxmisagar police have started
an investigation into the
incident. Efforts were on to
trace and apprehend the
looter.

In another incident on
Monday evening, three
youths attacked the staffs of a
petrol pump with sharp
weapons at Kalpana Square
following an argument.
Three to four staffs were
injured in the brawl. But the
three attackers were
overpowered and handed over
to police.

6 ITBP jawans
hurt as vehicle
overturns
PNS     �����   KHORDHA

Two persons died in a road
accident near Pitapali Chhak
in Khordha district on Tuesday
when a pickup van rammed
into a truck parked on the road.
The identities of the deceased
persons were yet to be
ascertained

The Infovalley police
reached the spot, sent the
bodies for postmortem and
started an investigation into the
mishap.

In another incident, six
jawans of the Indo-Tibetan
Border Police (ITBP) sustained
injuries in a road accident near
Bolgada on the Khordha-
Balangir National Highway-57.

Sources said the accident
occurred when the ITBP van,
carrying the jawans,
overturned after the driver lost
control of the wheel.

All the injured ITBP jawans
were shifted to the District
Headquarters Hospital
(DHH). Preliminary reports
suggest that the ITBP vehicle
from Khordha camp was on
its way to Chhattisgarh
carrying daily use items.

Consumers body
holds meet
PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

The issue of negligence of
Indian Railways towards the
development of Odisha was
discussed in a meeting
organised by the Railway
Consumers Association held
here on March 18.

 It was discussed that
although the Railways collects
Rs 20,000 crore annually from
Odisha, the amount it
sanctions for the
development of the State is
very negligible. Besides, only
40% of the sanctioned
amount is spent and the rest
is sent back as unspent fund.

The MPs and MLAs who are
supposed to raise their voices
are silent on the matter, they
said.

 Further, it was also
discussed how passengers are
facing difficulties from
regular hikes in fares and lack
of infrastructure, like no shed
for protection from rain and
sun, lack of safety and short
height platform, etc in the
railway stations.

 Arjuna Charan Samantray
presided, while Natabar
Khuntia, Kahnu Charan
Behura, Malaya Ghose,
Indumati Sahu, Swoumya
Pradhan, Nilamani Mishra,
Satya Narayan
Samantasinghar, among
others were present.

PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

Several parts of the State
including Cuttack city on
Tuesday experienced
thunderstorm and hailstone
showers. Heavy rainfall in the
afternoon led to water-
logging in several low-lying
areas in the city.

Capital city Bhubaneswar
was also lashed by
thundershowers in the
afternoon.

The Regional Office of
India Meteorological
Department (IMD) here said
light to moderate rainfall or
thunderstorm is likely to
continue in several parts of the
State.

An Orange warning for
thunderstorm with lightning
and hailstorm has also been

issued for several districts for
the next 24 hours.

 Thunderstorm with
lightning and gusty surface
wind speed reaching up to 30
to 40 kmph and hailstorm are
very likely to occur at one or
two places in the districts of
Sambalpur, Deogarh,
Keonjhar, Mayurbhanj,
Angul, Dhenkanal, Nayagarh,
Jajpur, Cuttack, Bhadrak,
Baleswar and Kendrapada.

Thunderstorm with
lightning is very likely to
prevail at one or two places in
the districts of Kandhamal,
Puri, Ganjam, Khordha,
Bargarh, Jharsuguda,
Sundargarh, Kalahandi,
Jagatsinghpur, Subarnapur,
Boudh, Balangir and Nuapada,
the IMD said, issuing a Yellow
Warning.

PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

The postmortem of
deceased DJ Azex alias Akshay
Kumar Maharana has revealed
that he died due to
asphyxiation, sources said. The
body also bore some ligature
marks, the autopsy report said.

Akshay died by suicide and
it is ante-mortem in nature.
No suspicion is arising from
his viscera. However, a sample
has been sent for further
examination, said an official
of the Capital Hospital here.

The Commissionerate
police have registered an
'abetment of suicide' case
against Akshay's girlfriend
and her male friend. The case
has been registered under
Sections 306 and 34 of IPC.
The girl and her friend would

be summoned and questioned
soon, police sources said.

Akshay was found hanging
at his residence in
Bhubaneswar on Saturday
night. Holding his girlfriend
and her male friend
accountable for abetting his
suicide, his mother alleged
that he was being subjected
to torture and mental
harassment by the duo.

As per the contents of the
FIR, Akshay and his girlfriend,
who is an MBBS student in a
private college here, were in a
relationship since a year. She
was apparently exploiting
him for money and was
demanding a two-wheeler.
WhatsApp chats revealed that
Akshay had even transferred
Rs 15,000 to her account
through PhonePe. The girl,
however, ditched him and got
involved with another male
friend who started threatening
Akshay to leave her, failing
which he would leak an
intimate video of them, the
FIR read.

Belpahar-Lakhanpur residents
upset with DRM gesture
Had met officer
over reviving pre-
Covid rail
stoppages 
PNS     �����   JHARSUGUDA

The residents of Belpahar in
Jharsuguda are outraged and
upset over the behaviour of the
Divisional Railway Manager
(DRM) of Bilaspur as they were
told that rail stoppages were a
national issue and not personal
to anyone.

 According to sources, the
Senior Divisional Commercial
Manager (DCM) from
Bilaspur had called the
agitating delegation for talks,
and the representatives from

the Belpahar - Lakhanpur
Railway Users Forum had
reached Bilaspur for the
meeting on Friday. However,
the delegation was taken aback
by the gesture and behavior of
the DRM of Bilaspur.

 The residents of Belpahar
have been demanding that the
rail stoppages, which were
stopped many months ago
due to the Covid-19
pandemic, be started again.
They also threatened to hold a
rail roko on March 23 to press
for the demand.

 The delegation expressed
disappointment with the
DRM’s behavior and urged the
railway authorities to find a
solution to the problem.

Thunderstorms to
continue in State



capital 03BHUBANESWAR l WEDNESDAY l MARCH  22, 2023

Preparations in full swing for Thakurani Jatra

In Baleswar

Inter-State flesh trade
racket busted; 13 held

Murder mystery cracked; 4 held in Athmallik

‘Scribes' role in India's growth paramount'

Amarendra holds huge get-together again

B'pur minor girl abducted,
raped, then rescued

Theatre fest CANFEST
kicks off at Paradip

In Nuapada

Patient dies as
ambulance hits
divider

RSS's aim is to awaken
‘Swa' in country

Women Agniveer' PoP in
Navy on Mar 28

6 women
including 2
Bangladeshis
rescued
PNS �����   BALESWAR

The Baleswar police have
busted a major sex racket by
arresting 13 persons,
including traffickers and
pimps, involved in the crime
during raids in the district and
in West Bengal. The cops also
rescued six women, including
two Bangladeshis, during the
raids.

Baleswar SP Sagarika Nath
on Tuesday said the accused
persons were booked under

Sections 366B, 368, 370, 34
of IPC and 5 and 6 of the
Immoral Traffic (Prevention)
Act.

She said police unearthed
the racket after they initiated
an investigation based on
information from a West
Bengal-based NGO which
alleged that women from the
24 Parganas were trafficked to
Odisha for immoral purposes.

"After getting information,
police teams were formed and
they initially zeroed in on a
house at Basta. Police
apprehended a couple who
were residing in the house
under fictitious names.
During the couple's

interrogation, the
involvement of others was
ascertained. Further raids were
conducted in Singla and
Khordha. Out of the six
rescued victims, two prima
facie appeared to be
Bangladeshis. The victims were
lured to the flesh trade with
the promise of better-quality
life," Nath said.

Two separate cases were
registered under the Basta and
the Singla police stations.
Further, the accused instrumental
in preparing fake identity proofs
for the victims would be booked
under the Foreigners Act,1946
and Aadhaar Act, 2016, added
the SP.

Supporters
claim BJD
ticket for him in
2024 polls
KAHNU NANDA
�����   JAGATSINGHPUR

Mar 19.  Former Odisha
Cashew Development
Corporation Chairman and
former BJD Jagatsinghpur
district president Amarendra
Das’ supporters organised a
massive get-together at
Alipingala under
Jagatsinghpur block on
Sunday.

This was the third such get-
together of Das in the district
in three months. The success
of the get-togethers has
sparked speculations about Das
being a top contender for BJD
ticket for the Jagatsinghpur
Assembly constituency in the
2024 elections.

At the Sunday meeting, Das
was accompanied by BJD
leaders like former ZP
President Debidatta Mohanty,
ex-Jagatinghpur block
Chairman Prasanna Swain,
Vice-Chairman Laxmidhar
Swain, Sarpanches and Samiti
Members, former PRI

members, student leaders,
educationists and social
workers from several gram
panchayats and mainly BJD
supporters disgruntled with
incumbent MLA Prasanta
Muduli.   

Das was taken to the
meeting spot in a vast

procession. Some Congress
leaders from Sabhamula and
Alipingala GPs joined the BJD
expressing their confidence in
Das’ leadership.  

Das spoke about Chief
Minister Naveen Patnaik’s
success stories of governance.

His supporters urged the

BJD higher-ups to give party
ticket to him for the 2024
Assembly polls.

Political observers feel that
if the BJD replaces present
MLA Prasanta Muduli from
Jagatsinghpur in the coming
polls, Das is the best choice for
the party.

PNS �����   BHUBANESWAR

Inaugurating the Indian
Journalists National Council
meet, Governor of Gujarat
Acharya Devabrata
emphasised the role of media
in creating a healthy social
order while defending
democracy.

He expressed his happiness
that India is marching ahead
as a super power in the world
and the contribution of the
journalists in this regard is of
paramount importance.

President of IJU and senior
journalist of the country KV
Pandit came down heavily
upon the Central
Government and the State
Governments for not
allowing Majithia Wage Board
and for stifling the Press
directly or indirectly.

He criticised the newspaper
owners for hatching a
conspiracy by creating
"contractual employment"

which amounts to gagging of
the Press freedom.

In the afternoon session IJU
secretary general, Murugesh B
Siva Puji presided over and
secretary IJU, Sugyan
Choudhury delivered a speech
highlighting the problems and
predicaments confronting the
working journalists of the

country. Journalists from all
over the country had
assembled and the points of
consensus were submitted to
the Central and State
Governments for preserving
and protecting the rights of
the journalists community
while urging the Government
to create better working

conditions for the scribes. A
few scribes were felicitated on
the occasion.

Murugesh B Siva Puji,
Ganapati Pandiya and Soukhat
Bhai Mirza were felicitated. IJU
secretary and president of
Odisha Union of Working
Journalists Sugyan Choudhury
was specially felicitated for his

meritorious contributions in
the field of journalism as a
columnist. Besides five other
NEC members from Odisha
like Paramananda Mishra,
Asutosh Rath, Pabitra Kumar
Patra, Pramod Parida, Prasanta
Kara and an invitee Prasanta
Mohanty were also awarded on
the occasion.

10-day event to
continue till
Mar 28
PNS �����   PARADIP

The 20th National Theatre
Festival CANFEST-2023 kick
started here on Sunday in a
grand manner.

In the inaugural ceremony,
Paradip Port Authority (PPA)
Chairman PL Haranadh was
present as the chief guest and
declared the festival open.

Among others, the
inauguration was attended by
Chairman, Paradip
Municipality Basant Biswal,
Deputy Chairman,PPA Asish
Kumar Bose, eminent theatre
director and academician,
University of Hyderabad Prof
Satyabrata Rout, Executive
Director and head of IOCL
Paradip Refinery Mukesh
Mohan, Unit Head, IFFCO,
Paradip KJ Patel and
president, CANMASS Atulya
Kumar Mohapatra were

present as guests. The
function was coordinated by
secretary, CANMASS Sriman
Narayan Mishra.

In the inaugural evening,
Hindi play 'Bhagawad
Jukeyam' was performed by
Nipa Rang Mandali of
Lucknow.

This year, the festival was
dedicated to founder
president of CANMASS
Manoj Kumar Pradhan. The
festival will run for ten days
till March 28.

PNS �����   INS CHILIKA

The passing out parade of
Agniveer (men and women)
Batch at INS Chilika is
scheduled for March 28.

The momentous event will
mark culmination of rigorous
training in the life of
Agniveers which shall be
witnessed by renowned sports
women personalities like
Sakshi Malik, Geeta Phogat,
Mary Kom, PT Usha and

veteran sailors, who have made
a mark for themselves.

Admiral R Hari Kumar,
PVSM, AVSM, VSM, ADC,
Chief of the Naval Staff would
be the chief guest and the
reviewing officer of the passing
out parade. These women
underwent 16 weeks of ab-
initio training at the training
establishment of Indian Navy,
INS Chilka based on core
values of duty, honour and
courage.

PNS �����   BHUBANESWAR

Even though the country's
social, economic, cultural and
religious systems were
damaged due to foreign
invasions for thousands of
years, the saints and great
persons were able to maintain
the 'Swa' in the country. 'Swa'
means Swadharma, Swadeshi
and Swaraj. Now in the light
of the 'whole world is one
family' (Vasudheiva
Kutumbakam), India is
moving in the path of world
peace, friendship and human
welfare calling for re-
establishment of 'Swa' and also
to remember the freedom
fighters and saints.

This was stated by Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS)
Pranta Sanghachalak, Odisha
Purba Samir Kumar Mohanty
in a Press conference held by
the RSS Odisha here on
Wednesday.

Mohanty said, "We have to
establish a society free from
colonial mindset and
establishment of eternal
(Sanatan) values and
development of Swadeshi
economy."  The meeting
decided to focus more on five
issues to transform the society.
They are social harmony,
family reformation,
environmental protection,
indigenous (Swadeshi) attitude
and civic consciousness.

Arrestees
include wife of
deceased
SANGRAM MISHRA
�����   ATHMALLIK

A mysterious death case of
Jayant Pradhan of Bayeja
village of Kishore Nagar police
station in Angul district has
been cracked. The police
arrested the murderers after
seven days under pressure after
the villagers launched an
agitation. Jayant's wife along
with three accomplices was
arrested and forwarded to
court.   Jayant was rescued by
Fire personnel from Sapna Sahi

road of Pipala Bahal- Bayeja
road on March 10 in a serious
condition and later, was shifted
to a nearby hospital for
treatment but he was declared
dead during treatment.

 On March 14, the Bayeja
villagers had besieged the
police station, alleging that
Jayant's murder was
premeditated. Later, the police
changed the direction of the
investigation.

 According to police, Jayant
had married Rajashree Rani
Dehury of Sahaj Bahali village
as per Vedic rituals four years
ago and both them have a son.
Rajashree was staying at her
father's house for the last eight

months due to
misunderstanding between
them.

 Although her father-in-law
tried to make a compromise
between both of them
repeatedly, but it was all in
vain due to Rajashree's
unyielding nature. Vikas Bhoi
was a very close friend of
Rajashree's brother Shakti
Ranjan who often visited
Shakti's house and in the
meantime a love affair
developed between Vikash and
Rajashree. But Jayant was an
impediment on their way.

 On March 10, around 9
pm, Jayant was returning from
work when he was attacked

with a baseball bat by Jayant
and his friends. They later
threw the baseball bat over a
railway track in an isolated
area.  Finally, Vikas (23) of
Saishri Bihar under Ainthapali
police station, Rohan Pradhan
(22) of Puniapada and Vikas
Kumbhar(23) of Anugulia
Basti were arrested on charges
of murder. The police also
seized the baseball bat from the
railway line. As per direction
of the Angul SP, the Angul
DSP Akshay Kumar Panda
and Kishore Nagar IIC Laba
Boda arrested Jayant's wife
Rajashree and the three
accused and forwarded them
to court.

Rituals in run-
up to fest in
B'pur held
KRUSHNA CHANDRA PANDA �����
BRAHMAPUR

The biannual Maa
Thakurani Jatra at Brahmapur
will be held from April 4 to
May 1, said hereditary head of
the Dera community, P
Durgaprasad Desibehera here.

 According to information
available, the Desibehera
family has already started
necessary preparations in full
swing for the famous mass
festival which is being
celebrated once in every two
years.

 After the sacred 'lagna'
(muhurta) was finalised by the
traditional Sidhanti (known as
Kula Purhoita) of Desibehera
family, the dengura badak
(drum beater) informed the
public in the Desibehera street
and its adjoining areas on
Friday morning about the time
for preparatory meeting by

the local public and
finalisation of date and time
for installation of
"Subhakhunti" (most
auspicious pillar) for the
upcoming yatra.

 Accordingly, a public
meeting at the local level was

held on Friday night at 10 pm
presided over by the chief
manager of the fest P
Durgaprasad Desibehera in
which the Kula Purohita
(Sidhanti) declared the yatra
date and lagna of this year. In
addition to the local public, a

large number of devotees,
intellectuals and local gentries
were present.

 Soon after the meeting, the
Desibehera family along with
Gejaman, the residents of
Desibeherea Street, and a
large number of devotees in
an impressive procession
went to the Maa Thakurani
Temple along with the Subha
Khunti (the most sacred
pillar) made up of bamboo,
and observed Puja in the
temple. Desibehera also
conveyed the date fixed by the
Sidhanti to Maa Thakurani
and invited the Goddess for
the purpose.

 Only after the Goddess
accorded permission for the
fest, the devotees and the
public came back to
Desibehera Street in a
procession. The 'Subha
Khunti' was installed in
Desibhera Street-the parental
adobe of the Maa Thakurani
amidst chanting Mantras and
Hulahuli in the presence of
Sidhanti.

Accused held
PNS �����   BRAHMAPUR

A minor girl was allegedly
abducted by a youth from
Brahmapur and raped after
being drugged at a lodge in
Simanchalam area of
neighbouring Andhra
Pradesh.

 Police arrested the accused,
identified as P Saroj Kumar
Pradhan (35) of Sanadumula
under Digapahandi Police
limits, and rescued the victim
on Saturday.

According to Badabazar
police station IIC Prashant
Bhupati, the family of the
minor girl had lodged a
complaint with police that
the victim was missing since
March 16 from 3rd Lane of
Sriram Nagar, Brahmapur.

 "Giving priority to the

case, we registered a case
under IPC Section 363 and
started a search operation.
Later, the incident came to
the fore after the girl escaped
from the Madhuri Kalyan
Mandap lodge on Friday and
informed her brother about
the incident. A Bada Bazar
Police team along with
family members reached
there and rescued the minor.
The statement of the victim
has been recorded," Bhupati
said.

The preliminary
investigation revealed that the
accused had drugged her food
and drink. A glass and some
clothes seized from the lodge
have been sent to a forensic
scientific laboratory for test.
The victim and the accused
were also medically examined
by the police.

PNS �����   NUAPADA

A patient was killed while
three others suffered grievous
injuries when an ambulance
hit a divider in Boden block of
Nuapada district in the wee
hours on Tuesday.

The deceased was identified
as Janak Manahira of
Dharanimala village in Boden
block. He was returning in the
ambulance along with two
others after treatment at a
hospital.

Janak was returning to his

village after being discharged
from a private hospital in
Raipur when the ambulance
hit the divider after the driver
lost control of the vehicle at
Bireskela.

While Janak died at the
spot, three others including the
driver were critically injured.
Locals rushed them to the
Community Health Centre at
Boden where the victims are
currently undergoing
treatment.

Police reached the spot and
started an investigation. The
body was seized for
postmortem.
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The Opposition parties on
Tuesday hit out at the BJP-

led government over fugitive
diamantaire Mehul Choksi's
removal from the Interpol
database of Red Notices, say-
ing while the Opposition was
being targeted by the
Enforcement Directorate and
CBI, its "friend" was being let
off.

While Congress president
Mallikarjun Kharge said talk
of patriotism by those giving
"protection" to such people is
a "joke", West Bengal Chief
Minister Mamata Banerjee
alleged that businessmen
Gautam Adani and fugitive
diamantaire Mehul Choksi are
the "best friends" of the BJP-
led government at the Centre
and saffron party was working
only for these people. The
Aam Aadmi Party accused
the Centre of trying to save
fugitive diamantaire Mehul
Choksi after his name was
removed from the Interpol
database of Red Notices.

In a tweet,  former
Congress chief Rahul Gandhi
said, "'Vipaksh ko ED, CBI,
Mitr ko rihaai' (ED, CBI for
the Opposition, let off for
friend)." "'Modani' model mat-
lab pehle looto, phir bin sazaa
ke chooto' (Modani model
means first loot and then go
scott-free without punish-
ment)," he said.

"They are doing things to
divert attention from real
issues. Our embassies are
being attacked. People who
have run away with money
from banks, Mehul Choksi,
those giving protection to

such people talk about patri-
otism, it is a joke." Kharge told
reporters outside the
Parliament.

Hitting out at the BJP
government, the TMC supre-
mo said that banks have no
money and people are not get-
ting their payments even after
working for the 100 days'
work scheme. "... The country
is run by only a few people.
Banks are totally penniless
and the Centre is not giving
money for the 100 days' work
scheme (MGNREGA). But
these people (Adani and
Choksi) have collected lots of

funds," Mamata claimed.
Choksi is wanted in a Rs

13,000 crore bank fraud in
Punjab National Bank and is
holed in Antigua and Barbuda
after fleeing from India in
2018.

AAP Rajya Sabha MP and
spokesperson Raghav Chadha
claimed that Choksi's name
was removed from the
Interpol's Red Notices as
Indian probe agencies failed to
provide “concrete evidence” of
the charges slapped on him.
Choksi had managed to obtain
citizenship of Antigua as the
BJP-led Centre issued a no
objection certificate for this,
Chadha alleged.

“While the government
of India had issued a no objec-
tion certificate to Mehul
Choksi to enable him to
become citizen of Antigua
earlier, the Enforcement
Directorate and the Central
Bureau of Investigation failed
to provide concrete evidence
against him resulting which
his name has been removed
from the Red Notices list,” the
AAP leader alleged.
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The Supreme Court on
Tuesday said it will con-

sider whether the pleas chal-
lenging the validity of the elec-
toral bond scheme for political
funding of parties can be
referred to a Constitutional
Bench for an "authoritative
pronouncement". 

The top court's observa-
tions to decide whether the
pleas can be referred to a
Constitutional Bench assume
significance in the wake of the
claim of an NGO, a PIL peti-
tioner on the issue, that so far
Rs 12,000 crore has been paid
to political parties through
electoral bond and the two-
third of the amount has gone
to one major political party and
hence, the matter needed to be
decided expeditiously prior to
the upcoming Karnataka
assembly polls. 

"We will see whether the
petitions can be referred to a
constitution bench on April
11," said the bench comprising
Chief Justice DY Chandrachud
and Justice PS Narasimha.

Lawyer Shadan Farasat, appear-
ing for one of the PIL peti-
tioners, said that the pleas be
referred to a constitution bench
due to the impact of the elec-
toral bond scheme on the
democratic polity and funding
of political parties. Farasat said
the issue needed an "authori-
tative pronouncement" by a
larger bench.   Senior advocate
Dushyant Dave, appearing for
NGO Association for
Democratic Reforms (ADR),
also supported the submission
with regard to referring the
batch of PILs to a constitution

bench. 
Dave said the matter be

taken up for in April itself prior
to the upcoming Karnataka
assembly polls. Advocate
Prashant Bhushan sought
urgent hearing, pointing out
that petitions are pending for
the past five years. He said that
the apex court must issue direc-
tion to the Centre not to open
any further window for the sale
of electoral bonds during the
pendency of a case pertaining
to funding of political parties
and alleged lack of trans-
parency in their bank accounts. 

The Government notified
the Electoral Bond Scheme on
January 2, 2018. According to
the provisions of the scheme,
electoral bonds may be pur-
chased by a person who is a cit-
izen of India or incorporated or
established in India. 

An individual can buy elec-
toral bonds, either singly or
jointly with other individuals.
ccording to the notification,
electoral bonds shall be
encashed by an eligible politi-
cal party only through an
account with an authorised
bank.
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Underlining the need for
self-reliance in defence

production, IAF Chief V R
Chaudhari on Tuesday said
here manufacturers should also
focus on indigenous design
and development and not con-
fine themselves only to pro-
duction.

Stressing upon this point,
he also said called for building
offensive and defensive space
capabilities to safeguard assets,
and developing directed ener-
gy weapons that have signifi-
cant advantages over tradi-
tional weapons. Chaudhari also
said stakeholder collaboration
was imperative to achieve self-
reliance, and without it, “we
will wallow in the dark.”

Pointing out that future
wars will be across the entire
spectrum including land, sea,
air, cyber and space, the IAF
chief said “the key to faster
development of niche tech-
nology is to identify core areas
of development, clearly articu-
late requirements, and closely
interact with the industry to
design and develop the tech-
nology.”

Addressing the Def Tech
2023 on “India’s Aerospace
Capabilities And Technology
Requirements”, the IAF chief
said “the weapons of India
@100 would look very differ-
ent from weapons of India @
75”. He went into flashback to
demonstrate the capability dif-
ference due to technological
enhancements over a gap of 25
years, from 1998 to now.

“Directed-energy weapons
and hypersonic weapons have
already been tested and
employed. DEWs, particularly
lasers, provide significant
advantages over traditional
weapons such as precision
engagement, low cost per shot,
logistical benefits and low
detectability,” he said.

Highlighting the need for
all round synergy, Chaudhari
said “well established defence
manufacturing public sector
enterprises must hand-hold
and get the developed tech-

nology into the market for
mass production. Unless all
stake holders come together, I
am afraid, we will continue to
wallow in the dark and not see
tangible progress.”

The race to weaponise
space has already started and
the day is not far when the next
war will be fought across land,
sea, air, cyber and space, he
said. “We need to capitalise on
our initial successes in space

and prepare ourselves for the
future. The Indian aerospace
industry along with other play-
ers like Indian Space Research
Organisation (ISRO) and
Defence Space Agency (DSA)
need to collaborate and chalk
out the path for the future,”
Chaudhari said.  He also said
the focus of IAF was on
strengthening indigenous capa-
bilities and upgrading its older
equipment.
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India will continue to face the scourge of ter-
rorism and internal security challenges in the

future, Army Chief General Manoj Pande said
here on Tuesday and assured that the security
forces of the country will "unitedly" tackle them.

He made these observations after inaugu-
rating the All India Police Commando
Competition organised by the National Security
Guard (NSG) at its garrison in Manesar here.

Pande said the new-age technology has
enabled the enemy to perpetrate its activities
using drones, internet, cyberspace and social
media.

“You all know that terrorism and internal
security situation is affecting our country in dif-
ferent ways. We are facing these challenges unit-
edly. Due to this, the (security) situation is
improving in various states.

“These challenges will continue in the future
too. Some of these challenges will be there for
a long time, some will be present indirectly while
some will remain secretly", he said.

Pande said the "possibility" of terrorist

attacks taking place in the country cannot be
ignored as he praised intelligence and security
forces for foiling and thwarting a number of such
designs and networks.

He praised the NSG, a federal counter-ter-
rorist force, for developing special skills in bomb
detection and disposal, sniping, countering
drones as well as effectively coordinating with
other security agencies.

A total of 24 teams from various Central
Armed Police Forces and state police organisa-
tions are participating in the competition that
ends on March 31.
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The second edition of Africa-
India Field Training

Exercise (AFINDEX- 2023)
between India and 23 nations
of the African continent com-
menced on Tuesday at Foreign
Training Node, Aundh, Pune.
It will culminate on March 30.

Nearly 100 participants
from Botswana,  Cameroon,
Egypt, Equatorial Guinea,
Eswatini, Ethiopia, Ghana,
Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi,
Morocco,  Niger, Nigeria,
Republic of Congo, Rwanda,
Seychelles, Senegal, Sudan,
South Africa, Tanzania,
Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe,
are attending this unique field

training exercise. The partici-
pants were addressed by Lt
General Rakesh Kapoor, Corps
Commander, Desert Corps,
officials said on Tuesday.

The joint exercise is in
keeping with India's outreach
to Africa, which commenced in
2008 through the India-Africa
Summit and has been there-
after held in 2015 and 2019.

The theme of the exercise
is focused on Humanitarian
Mine Action and Peace
Keeping Operations. The
Military cooperation and
engagement between the par-
ticipating member nations are
vital for refining the interop-
erability and operational pre-
paredness for UN peace keep-
ing operations.
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The National Investigation
Agency (NIA) on Tuesday

filed its first Chargesheet
against 12 accused, found to
have links with pro-Khalistani
outfits and Pak-based conspir-
ators, in one of the three terror-
gangster nexus cases it is inves-
tigating. 

The agency said 10 other
suspects are still under inves-
tigation for their role in the ter-
ror conspiracy, which included
plans to eliminate certain lead-
ers, singers and businessmen to
terrorise people, extort money
from them and create a sensa-
tion.

The NIA investigations
have revealed linkages of the
chargesheeted accused with
Khalistan Tiger Force, a
banned organisation, and its
operative Arshdeep Singh Gill
alias Arsh Dala, a listed
‘Individual Terrorist’.

Besides being in contact
with Pakistan-based conspira-
tors, the accused were also in
touch with pro-Khalistanis ele-
ments based in Canada and
abroad, the NIA said.

The chargesheet filed on
Tuesday in Delhi related to dis-
mantling of the gangster-terror
network, along with their fund-
ing and support infrastruc-
ture.

These gangs were conspir-
ing to carry out targeted
killings and were also raising
funds to carry out these and
other terror activities, as part of
a deep-rooted conspiracy
amongst terrorists, gangsters,
drug smugglers and their net-
works, operating from both
within and outside the country.

The 12 accused
chargesheeted in the case are
Arsh Dala, Gaurav Patyal,
Sukhpreet Buddha, Kaushal
Choudhary, Amit Dagar,
Naveen Bali, Chhotu Bhat, Asif

Khan, Jagga Takhatmal, Tillu
Tajpuria, Bhupi Rana and
Sandeep Bandar.

“The Chargesheet against
them followed six months of
extensive searches and exami-
nation of around 100 members
of different Organised Crime
Support networks by the NIA
at 91 locations in Punjab,
Haryana, Uttar Pradesh and
Delhi, across 25 districts, i.e.
Ludhiana, Jalandhar, Mohali,
Muktsar, Moga, Ferozepur,
Bhatinda, Sangrur, Patiala in
Punjab; Gurugram, Sirsa,
Yamunanagar, Jhajjar, Rohtak,
Rewari in Haryana: Outer
North, North, Rohini, Dwarka,
North-west, North-East in
Delhi; and Baghpat,
Bulandshahar, Pilibhit,
Ghaziabad in Uttar Pradesh,” it
said.

The searches led to seizure
of large amounts of incrimi-
nating materials. The NIA has
also unearthed centres created
for harbouring the gang mem-
bers and stocking weapons for
them in various places across
Haryana and Punjab.

Around 20 weapons, 527
rounds of ammunition, 195
digital devices and 281 docu-
ments among others were
seized in these raids and
searches. 

Seven look out circulars
(LOCs) and 10 non-bailable

warrants (NBWs) have so far
been issued as part of the
investigations. Three immov-
able properties and three mov-

able properties have been
attached/seized under
Unlawful Activities
(Prevention) Act.

“It was revealed during the
investigation that most of the
accused were, till recently,
operating their own separate
gangs involved in extortion
rackets. They initially trans-
formed into a gangsters’ syn-
dicate to expand their area of
influence in other states, but
soon ended up in a deadly
criminal-terror nexus after
being exposed to exploitation
by terrorist elements,” the
agency said. Sophisticated
weapons and availability of a
large pool of cheap shooters

made the gangsters’ syndicate
an attractive choice for the
terrorist outfits, it said.  

The case has also brought
to light links of the gangsters
with the music industry,
singers, Kabaddi players and
advocates on the lines of the
pre-1993 Mumbai blasts era
when extensive linkages of the
underworld with the business
people and the film industry
had surfaced, it further said.

It has further been found
that family members of many
of the gangsters lodged in
prisons are helping them in
carrying out extortion activ-
ities from behind the bars, it
added. 
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The National Investigation
Agency (NIA) on Tuesday

said it has made the first arrest
in the NGO terror funding
case of Jammu and Kashmir.

Following comprehensive
investigations into the NGO
Terror funding case registered
in October 2020,  the NIA
arrested Irfan Mehraj from
Srinagar late on Monday.

Mehraj was a close asso-
ciate of Khurram Parvez and
was working with his organi-
zation, Jammu and Kashmir
Coalition of Civil Societies
(JKCCS), the agency said in a
statement.

“Investigation revealed
that the JKCCS was funding
terror activities in the Valley
and had also been in the prop-
agation of a secessionist agen-
da in the Valley under the garb
of protection of human rights,”
it said. 

Involvement of some
Valley-based NGOs, Trusts
and Societies in funding of ter-
ror related activities is being
probed in this case.

Some NGOs, both regis-
tered as well as unregistered,
have come to notice for col-
lecting funds domestically and
abroad under the cover of
doing charity and various wel-
fare activities, including pub-
lic health and education.

But some of these organ-
isations have developed links
with proscribed terrorist orga-
nizations, such as Lashkar-e-
Toiba (LeT) and Hizbul
Mujahideen (HM) among oth-
ers.

In a separate case, the
NIA has filed the first supple-
mentary chargesheet against
one overground worker of
proscribed terrorist organiza-
tion Hizb-ul-Mujahideen Md.
Rafi Najar under various sec-
tions of the Indian Penal Code

(IPC) and Unlawful Activities
(Prevention) Act in the Jammu
and Kashmir Terrorism
Conspiracy Case.

The case relates to the
conspiracy hatched by the
proscribed terrorist organisa-
tions, such as Lashkar-e-Toida
(LeT), Jaish-e-Mohammaed
(JeM), Hizb-ul-Mujahideen
(HM), along with their frontal
organisations, such as TRF
and PAFF, and their Over
Ground Workers operating in
Jammu and Kashmir to under-
take violent militant action in
Kashmir valley and in other
major cities of India, including
Delhi.

“Investigations in the case
had earlier established the
connections of Commanders
of these proscribed organisa-
tions based in Pakistan with
their operatives in Kashmir
valley to recruit and train the
youth in handling of arms and
explosives,” the agency said.
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Millets or Shree Anna
(coarse grains) can be

the best bet for India’s fight
against malnutrition and there-
by tuberculosis (TB) in chil-
dren, a Parliamentary panel has
noted as it suggested a millet-
based diet chart should be
included in the central flagship
PM-POSHAN (Pradhan
Mantri Poshan Shakti Nirman)
Scheme.

The Committee headed by
Rajya Sabha MP Bhubaneswar
Kalita noted that the twin
problems of malnutrition and
tuberculosis pose challenges
to Health orders in consider-
able magnitude in certain States
in the country. “These two
problems tend to interact with
each other as nutritional status
is significantly lower in patients
suffering from tuberculosis.
Similarly, malnutrition can lead
to immunodeficiency which
increases the person’s suscep-
tibility to infection. In this
light, the Government’s push
for ‘Shree Anna’ (coarse grains)
or millets as announced in

Budget 2023-24 can play a key
role in addressing the challenge
of malnutrition particularly in
children in India,” said the
panel in its report submitted to
Parliament recently.

It recommended the ICMR
to undertake a research project
in coordination with Indian
Institute of Millet Research
and develop a diet chart con-
stituting different types of Shree
Anna including Raagi, Bajra,
Jowar, Ramdana, etc.

“The Committee is hope-
ful that this diet chart, if

included in the PM-POSHAN
Scheme, can go a long way in
improving the nutritional sta-
tus of children and thereby
reducing the TB case load in
the country,” said the report.

The panel’s observations
come in the backdrop of vari-
ous researches showcasing that
these “smart foods” can boost
growth in children and ado-
lescents by 26 – 39% when they
replace rice in standard meals.
The results suggested that mil-
lets can significantly contribute
to overcoming malnutrition.
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An Indian-origin journalist
was assaulted by alleged

Khalistan supporters in British
Columbia while he was cover-
ing an event to welcome Indian
envoy to Canada Sanjay Kumar
Verma there.  The program was
cancelled due to protests.  Some
of them were reportedly wield-
ing swords and blocked the
entry of the venue.

The event was organised
on Sunday at the Taj Park
Convention Centre Surrey to
welcome High Commissioner
of India, Sanjay Kumar Verma's
first visit to the west coast.  He
was scheduled to attend a
reception organized by the
Friends of India and Canada
Foundation in Surrey, British
Columbia.

The event was ultimately
cancelled for security reasons,
Global News, the news and
current affairs division of the

Canadian Global Television
Network, reported.

Indian-origin journalist
Sameer Kaushal, who was at
the venue to cover the protest,
was also assaulted by protest-
ers.  Kaushal, a journalist and
news director with AM600
Sher E Punjab Radio, said
when he arrived at the venue,
he found a large protest and
said demonstrators would not
allow him to access the event.

When he identified himself
as a journalist and asked the
protesters if he could interview
their organisers about their
concerns, things quickly went
sour, he told Global News late
Monday.

“They tried to instigate
the whole crowd.
Approximately 50 to 60 young-
sters, they came around me,
they made a circle, they had
covered their faces with clothes,
and they were just pushing me
and threatening me and abus-
ing me in my mother tongue,”
he said.
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With her Government’s
so-called “integrity
TRP” taking a hit as

never before in the wake of
multi-departmental recruitment
scams (the school level appoint-
ment scandal to begin with)
exploding in the face of the rul-
ing Trinamool Congress pack-
ing a number of her senior min-
isterial and party colleagues off
to jail, Bengal Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee has decided to
launch a movement against the
BJP Government alleging depri-
vation.

Moments before leaving for
Puri where she would offer
prayers at the Jagannath Temple,
Banerjee on Tuesday said she
would soon start a two-day
dharna against central depriva-
tion. While in Odisha Banerjee
is also likely to meet Chief
Minister Naveen Pattanaik appa-
rently to discuss the possibilities
of an anti-BJP, anti-Congress
Front ahead of the 2024 gener-
al elections.

“We are an ideal case of cen-
tral deprivation … Bengal has
been subjected to a lot of depri-
vation and torment … they
(read the BJP Government)
have not been paying our legit-
imate dues … Why are they not
clearing the funds for 100-days’
work scheme and even the
housing scheme … what is the
reason,” Banerjee asked adding
she would hold a sit-in demon-

stration at the statue of Baba
Saheb Ambedkar in Kolkata.

“In protest against central
deprivation and torture I will
personally sit in a dharna for two
days on March 29 and 30 … the
people must be told the kind of
treatment we are getting …
Bengal is the only state that has
not received a farthing from the
Centre (towards the payment of
MNREGA wages and PMAY
funds) … They did not earmark
anything even in this year’s
Budget,” Banerjee said.

Experts called it a desperate
attempt to turn the popular
attention from the SSC and
other scams and rising discon-
tent inside the party that has
unnerved the top leadership to
an extent that even senior min-
isters have been asked not to
speak out of turn.

“The Centre on the one

hand has blocked the funds
and on the other they are send-
ing inspection teams and agen-
cies” to brow-beat the State,
Banerjee said reminding how
the “agencies are being used for
political reasons only.”

Her dharna resolution
notwithstanding, the sharp sting
in her speech seemed missing on
Tuesday, said experts wondering
whether she was unwilling to
provoke Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi and Home Minister
Amit Shah.

This, particularly at a time
when the Enforcement Directo-
rate has told the designated
courts that while in the course
of investigation into the SSC
scam case it has hit goldmines
— in the shape of mobile call
data records that could put top-
most TMC leadership in trou-
ble.
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Amid ongoing standoff
between India and China

on the Line of Actual Control
(LAC) in eastern Ladakh, the
Northern Army Commander
Lieutenant-General Upendra
Dwivedi on Tuesday said while
the talks are going on at differ-
ent levels all our formations
remain at a high level of opera-
tional preparedness in the cold
desert region. The General
Officer Commanding-in-Chief
(GoC) of Udhampur-based
Northern Command also main-
tained the situation is under con-
trol in Jammu and Kashmir
(J&K) and the efforts are on to
stop terror incidents complete-
ly. Lt-Gen Dwivedi made these
observations while addressing a
mega ‘Veterans Sampark’ rally
which was attended by over 800
veterans and ‘Veer Naris’ at a

unit of Jammu and Kashmir
Rifles at Digiana.

“The status quo is main-
tained with China on the LAC.
Talks are going on at different
levels and all our formations are
at a high level of operational pre-
paredness,” Lt-Gen Dwivedi
said. Referring to the prevailing
security situation in the region
Lt-Gen Dwivedi said even
though the ceasefire on the
Line of Control (LoC) with

Pakistan is holding on, there
have been some infiltration
attempts which have been suc-
cessfully foiled by the Indian
Army.

“The situation in the hin-
terland is largely under control.
Our counter-insurgency/
counter terrorism grid is fully
working with civil administra-
tion and efforts are on to stop
terror incidents completely,” he
added.
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The cave Shrine of Mata
Vaishno Devi, illuminated

with colorful lights and adorned
with multi-hued flowers, is all set
to welcome the pilgrims from
different parts of India during
the nine day long Navratri fes-
tival beginning from
Wednesday.

The Shrine Board authori-
ties have made elaborate secu-
rity and other necessary arrange-
ments to ensure smooth flow of
pilgrims along the 13 km long
serpentine hilly track connect-
ing the base camp of Katra
with the cave shrine nestled in
Trikuta hills. 

Each pilgrim is provided
with RFID cards for effective
crowd management along the
yatra track.  In addition 24x7
vigil is maintained with the
help of a dedicated CCTV net-
work of over 700 cameras along
the yatra route.

An estimated number of
over 3 lakh pilgrims are expect-
ed to pay obeisance inside the
sanctum sanctorum during the
festival. To accommodate the
rush of pilgrims in the shrine
area a quake resistant five storey
building with a capacity to
accommodate 3000 pilgrims
has been constructed. 

Anshul Garg, Chief
Executive Officer, Shri Mata
Vaishno Devi Shrine Board
reviewed the arrangements for
pilgrims on the track and other
locations which include water
and power supply along the
track leading to the shrine, san-
itation, medicare and availabil-
ity of special “fast-related” food
at shrine catering outlets.
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The Enforcement Directorate
(ED) on Tuesday grilled

Bharat Rashtra Samiti (BRS)
leader K Kavitha for over nine
hours after she appeared at the
agency headquarters for the
third round of questioning in the
money laundering case linked to
the Delhi excise policy case.

Till now, the ED had sub-
jected her to questioning for 27-
28 hours during her three
appearances on March 11,
March 20 and Tuesday (March
21). In the first chargesheet
filed by the agency, it alleged that
she was using two mobile
phones whose IMEI changed 10
times. Before her appearance at
agency’s office, the MLC daugh-
ter of Telangana Chief Minister
KC Rao shot off a letter to ED
stating, “These phones are sub-
mitted without prejudice to my
right and contentions and larg-
er contentions whether a
woman’s phone can be intrud-
ed, in the teeth of her right to
privacy”.

Flashing some mobile
phones wrapped in a transpar-
ent sheet, the BRS leader said she
was going to submit them to the
ED. Referring to the charge of
changing IMEI numbers 10
times, she said, “It is baffling to
note as to how, why and under
what circumstances the agency
made such allegations when I
was not even summoned or
asked any questions.” Accusing
the agency of making insinua-
tions the leader said she was sub-
mitting the phones to dispel any
notion or “adverse impression”
that the agency is trying to cre-
ate.
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Security was increased at
Union Minister Nitin

Gadkari’s home and office in
Nagpur on Tuesday after a man
made three calls threatening to
harm the senior BJP leader if Rs
10 crore was not paid to him, a
police official said. 

The caller identified himself
as one Jayesh Pujari, alias Jayesh
Kantha, the same person whose
name had been used to make
similar calls to the Minister’s
office in January, he said.

Rahul Madane, Deputy
Commissioner of Police (zone
II), said three calls, two in the
morning and one around 12
noon, were made to Gadkari’s
public relations office, opposite
Orange City Hospital in Nagpur. 

The person demanded Rs
10 crore and threatened to harm
the minister, who holds the
portfolio of road transport and
highways, if the money was not
paid, he said.

After being alerted by
Gadkari’s staff, the city police
have started an investigation, he

said. Security has been beefed up
at the minister’s home and office,
said the DCP.

On January 14, a man iden-
tifying himself as Pujari had
made threat calls to Gadkari’s
public relations office, demand-
ing Rs 100 crore. The caller
claimed that he was a member
of the Dawood Ibrahim gang. 

Pujari, who is lodged in
Hindalga jail in Karnataka’s
Belagavi after being sentenced to
death in a murder case, had
denied his involvement in the
calls.
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BJP leader Baburao Chin-
chansur, believed to be one

of those who played a key role
in defeating AICC president M
Mallikarjun Kharge, in the 2019
Lok Sabha election, appears set
to join the Congress in
Karnataka.

Chinchansur, a prominent
leader of the Koli-Kabbaliga
community in the Kalyana
Karnataka region, resigned from
his post of Member of the
Legislative Council on Monday. 

He had represented Gurmit-
kal assembly constituency in
Kalaburagi district from 2008 to
2018, and was a Minister in the
Siddaramaiah-led Congress gov-
ernment earlier. However, he
quit the Congress in 2018 after
his defeat in the assembly elec-
tion and joined the BJP. 

As a BJP member, he is

viewed as one of the main lead-
ers who played a key role in
defeating Kharge in Gulbarga
(Kalaburagi) Lok Sabha con-
stituency. BJP candidate Umesh
Jadhav, who too had resigned
from the Congress and joined
the BJP, won that election. 

Congress sources said
Chinchansur is expected to join
the party in the coming days. 

Earlier this month, another
BJP MLC Puttanna resigned
from the Legislative Council and

joined the Congress. 
When reporters sought a

reaction from Chief Minister
Basavaraj Bommai, he said
Chinchansur had come from the
Congress and was going back to
the same party. He added that
the BJP was strong in Gurmitkal
and Chinchansur quitting the
party would not have any effect
on the party’s prospects there. 

Assembly elections in
Karnataka are due by May. 

BJP stalwart and former
Chief Minister B S Yediyurappa
refused to discuss the issue of
Chinchansur’s switching of loy-
alties, as he had already quit. 

“Just a few days ago, the hus-
band and wife (Chinchansur
and his wife) fell at my feet and
vowed that they will not go any-
where,” Yediyurappa said. “They
might have succumbed to vari-
ous pressures,” he added, saying,
“We are ready for anything.”
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Taking a dig at the BJP
Government at the Centre,

Congress leader Rahul Gandhi
on Tuesday said the previous
UPA Government’s ambitious
programmes such as the rural
job guarantee scheme emerged
from the people, whereas the
Narendra-Modi-led dispensa-
tion’s schemes were formulated
by bureaucrats.

Gandhi criticised the ‘cen-
tralised’ rule of the BJP-led gov-
ernment, comparing it with that
of the former UPA govern-
ments. Citing the MGNREGA
scheme, which he said had been
formulated based on people’s
inputs during UPA rule, he
claimed that the present gov-
ernment’s demonetisation deci-
sion came from Modi’s mind
and was implemented without
consulting the people or the
banking system.

He said this while interact-
ing with the Congress-led UDF’s
representatives of the local bod-
ies in this hill district, at Kalpetta.

While responding to a ques-
tion from one of the participants,
Rahul said, “I completely agree
with you. A lot of schemes are
done in a centralised manner,
and they are actually not effec-
tive because panchayat partici-
pation in designing the scheme
and thinking about the scheme

is not there.
“If you look at the Congress

party schemes, like MNREGA,
and you compare them to BJP
schemes, you will find that the
Congress party schemes
emerged from the people, from
the panchayats, and the BJP
schemes emerged from the
bureaucracy,” the Wayanad MP
claimed.

Gandhi then went on to
elaborate about the launch of the
MNREGA scheme, telling peo-
ple how the idea emerged from
a district in Maharashtra and
how it was later conceptualised
as a national scheme and
expanded to the remaining parts
of the country.

“MGNREGA emerged
from the people of India. People
demanded work, and the gov-
ernment responded to that idea.
And it took many years for the
scheme to be developed after
talking to many, many different
stakeholders. It was the scheme
that emerged from the people of
India. It was the wisdom of the
people of India that created
MGNREGA”, Gandhi said.

He alleged that Modi had
ridiculed MGNREGA, but was
forced to expand the scheme
himself when the country faced
the COVID-19 crisis.

“When COVID came, this
same Prime Minister, who was
ridiculing MNREGA, was
forced to expand MNREGA....

“When the Prime Minister
came up with the idea of
demonetisation, it came from his
mind. He did not consult the
people of India. He did not even
consult the banking system,” the
Congress leader said. 

During his interaction with
the office bearers of local bod-
ies, Gandhi also discussed devel-
opmental issues on the ground
and matters related to the buffer
zone for forests, human-animal
conflict, waste management
issues, and concerns regarding
MNREGA. 
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Cricketer Virat Kohli’s debatable on-
field form in 2022 seems to have

taken a toll on his brand value in 2022.
The right-hand batsman witnessed a fur-
ther decline in his overall brand value to
$176.9 million as against $185.7 million
in 2021 and $237.7 million in 2020, as per
a report by consulting firm Kroll.

Actor Ranveer Singh, who had dis-
lodged peer Akshay Kumar to become
the second most valuable celebrity in
2021, emerged as the most valued Indian
celebrity in 2022, racing ahead of Kohli
with an overall value of $181.7 million in

2022, up from $158.3 million in 2021.
“…Ranveer became the most valued

celebrity brand in India, given his mam-
moth endorsement portfolio and widen-
ing global presence,” its managing direc-
tor for valuation services, Aviral Jain, said.

With films from the south, like
RRR doing handsomely well nationally
and internationally, the brand values of
celebrities from Tollywood had a north-
ward journey in 2022 with Allu Arjun
($31.4 million) and Rashmika Mandanna
($25.3 million) breaking into top 25
celebrities by brand value.

Athlete Neeraj Chopra’s Olympic
medal in javelin catapulted him into the

top 25 with a brand value of $26.5 mil-
lion, at par with badminton player PV
Sindhu.

Among the women, Alia Bhatt tops

the list with a huge spike in brand value
to $102.9 million in 2022 from $68.1 mil-
lion in 2021. The actor, who was also a
part of RRR, is ranked fourth overall and
is followed by Deepika Padukone at $82.9
million.

Former cricketer MS Dhoni was the
sixth most valued celebrity at $80.3 mil-
lion and Sachin Tendulkar was ranked
eighth at $73.6 million. 

Shah Rukh Khan, who had a suc-
cessful outing with Pathaan in 2023, had
an overall brand value of $55.7 million
and was ranked tenth, while Salman
Khan followed him with a brand valua-
tion of $ 54.5 million, as per the report.
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The Centre on Tuesday cau-
tioned Government employ-

ees and staffers of face conse-
quences if they participate in any
kind of protest or strike. The
instructions issued by the
Department of Personnel &
Training (DoPT) to Secretaries
of all Central Government
departments prohibited gov-
ernment servants from partici-
pating in any form of strike,
including mass casual leave, go-
slow, sit-down etc.

The directives came in the
wake of district-level rallies
planned to be organised across
the country on Tuesday by the
National Joint Council of Action
(NJCA) under the banner of
‘Joint Forum for Restoration of
old pension scheme (OPS)’

“There is no statutory pro-

vision empowering the employ-
ees to go on strike. The Supreme
Court has also agreed in sever-
al judgments that going on a
strike is a grave misconduct
under the conduct rules and that
misconduct by the government
employees is required to be
dealt with in accordance with
the law,” the order said.

Any employee going on
strike in any form, including

protest, would face the conse-
quences which, besides deduc-
tion of wages, may also include
appropriate disciplinary action,
it said. “The central government
employees under your min-
istry/departments may, there-
fore, be suitably informed of the
aforesaid instructions under the
conduct rules issued by this
department and other regula-
tions upheld by the Supreme
court. This may be dissuaded
from resorting to strike in any
form including protest,” it asked
all the central government
departments.

Instructions may be issued
not to sanction Casual Leave or
other kind of leave to employ-
ees if applied for, during the peri-
od of the proposed protest/strike
and ensure that the willing
employees are allowed hin-
drance free entry into the office
premises, the order said.
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The Government on Tuesday told Parliament
that shortness of breath, fatigue, and mental

health issues have been observed in Covid
patients one year after discharge. It also revealed
that some patients have reported development of
new symptoms such as hypertension and diabetes.

Replying to a query in Rajya Sabha, Minister
of State for Health Bharati Pravin Pawar said par-
ticipants of the National Clinical Registry of Covid
who were followed for a year reported dyspnea
or shortness of breath (18.6 per cent), fatigue ( 10.5
per cent) and mental health issues (9.3 per cent)
after 30-60 days post-discharge.

She said that Indian Council of Medical
Research (ICMR) has sanctioned studies on post-
Covid sequelae to explore the possibility of a study
of the association of major complications and
coronavirus infection as part of the Covid registry.

At one-year follow-up, dyspnea, fatigue, and

mental health issues were reduced to 11.9 per cent,
6.6 per cent and 9 per cent, respectively in 2,192
participants, Pawar said.

Translational Health Science and Technology
Institute (THSTI), an autonomous Institute
under the Department of Biotechnology, has
revealed in their preliminary analysis of the data
that approximately 2 per cent of the participants
have reported the development of new symptoms
such as hypertension and diabetes, she stated.

��������������
�
����	������ �!�� �!
�

��
�����������	�����	���
�!�	��"

+���3��,0%��������.������*����������
+��������4567����������������(����-���

��� ������������
������ �!�����"#$�
�����%��%&�'�
 �!&

-������.�����������
���*���
��������(�������'%8�����3�

#
��	
�����	
�!
�������	��
��������
�
!
����$������
���!�	����������	
��	
�����
����� 
���	�������%�
����&�����������������������#%�



A little bird, with plumage brown,
Beside my window flutters down,
A moment chirps its little strain,
Ten taps upon my window–pane,
And chirps again, and hops along,
To call my notice to its song;
But I work on, nor heed its lay,
Till, in neglect, it flies away.

In my childhood, I remem-
ber the above lines from
the first African American

poet, Paul Laurence Dunbar
(1872-1906). Giving these
spunky naughty birds broken
rice grains to feed on, watch-
ing them wait impatiently
for their food. This was as
grandma and mother would
clean grain in the open veran-
da – the sparrows were a part
of our lives back in the hills.
Ever since this friendly com-
panion of ours is missing
from the metropolitan cities,
the poem seems to hold more
relevance as the poet observes
that this “Bird of peace and
hope and love” has left us,
since, “We in traffic’s rush and
din/Too deep engaged to let
them in/With deadened heart
and sense plod on/Nor know
our loss till they are gone”.

The sparrows have disap-
peared so quietly that no one
has noticed them go. Either
that or in the din of city life,

people have been too busy to
even notice their choral chirp-
ing, let alone miss their pres-
ence. The house sparrow
(Passer domesticus) is no
longer what it used to be – our
‘common’ friend. According
to scientists, sparrows thrived
around human beings and
where grain was abundant.
Lack of nesting sites in mod-
ern concrete buildings, disap-
pearing kitchen gardens and
a general apathy of humans
towards this small but attrac-
tive bird have deprived them
of their general habitat.

We remembered this
‘common’ household member
on “World Sparrow Day” on
March 20 – a result of a vig-
orous campaign by scientist-
conservationist Mohammad
Dilawar, founder of "Natura
Forever”. But we also need to
be serious as this little bird is
gradually edging towards

extinction and is listed in the
Red List of endangered
species of the International
Union for Conservation of
Nature (IUCN), as well as of
the Royal Society for
Protection of Birds (RSPB),
United Kingdom.

There is a sharp decline in
many places in India such as
Punjab, Haryana, West
Bengal, Kerala, Gujarat,
Rajasthan, etc. However, a ray
of hope has emerged with the
“State of India’s Birds 2000”
report, which suggests that
the population of House
Sparrows has been fairly sta-
ble for the past 25 years. The
report is based on 10 million
observations contributed by
over 15,500 birdwatchers
since 2000, to an online por-
tal called eBird. It suggests
that the population of House
Sparrows has been fairly sta-
ble for the past 25 years.

The history of the house
sparrow is also fascinating. It
was the ancient Romans who
introduced the house sparrow
to Europe from North Africa
and Eurasia. Scientific stud-
ies also point to the astonish-
ing fact that wherever there is
a human population, spar-
rows follow them there. Fossil
evidence from a cave in

Bethlehem dating back
4,00,000 years suggests that
the house sparrow shared its
space with early humans.
Conservationists attribute the
decline in the population of
house sparrows to the
unfriendly architecture of our
homes. This is because of
chemical fertilisers in our
crops, noise pollution that dis-
turbs the acoustic environ-
ment and noxious exhaust
fumes from vehicles. A report
further attributed the deplet-
ing population of sparrows to
the increased use of packed
food, insecticides in farming,
and changing lifestyles. This
resulted in inadequate food
supplies for the birds. They
also feel that unlike pigeons
that can make nests on ledges,
sparrows need cavities to
build their nests. Since the
newly constructed defective
architectural matchbox style
buildings don’t have cavities,
sparrows are left homeless.

Ornithologists suggest
that people should provide
some places in their homes
for shelter, where sparrows
can easily make their own
nests and lay their eggs.

(The writer is programme
executive, Gandhi Smriti

and Darshan Samiti)

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

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

��
��������
�������
����
����
���
�����
�����
��������
������
�� ��!
�"�
��
���
���
���
�#� 
$
��#�����
��

��
�
���
�����
�#�

%�
�!
��
�
��
���
���
�
����"�
�
������
��
���
���#
����

������
�#�
��
��
����
��
��
���
������
�
&����"�
����
��
����
���
�'�

��
�������

����������
������
�
�
�
���
�����(
���
��
�
'�
��
���
������
������
�
�
�������
��
�#� 
$�
)��
�����
�
*���������
$�������
��
�
������
�
��


�
'���
��

�����
+�
������
�#������
��
����
�	
�
'��

���(�
����(

�
��
�������	

��
������
���
���
,���
�
�������#����-
���
�����!���	
����������

�
����
���

�����
��
���
��
������
�"�
�#��������	

��
�'


������
��
����	
��
����
�
��
����
�� #����
)��
���#��.
)��
����
���'��
���#��
���

��
#���-

��
���
�����!��
��
����
���
���
����
�
��
/���

�

������
��
�
��
��

�����
������
�	
��
������
���
�������
0���


����


�#�$��
��
�
��	
��
!����
�
��
��
���
�#�(
�������
!���

�������

��
�
��

���
���������
����
����	
������

��
#�
$��
��
����
����
���
���	
�� ��!
�
�
�
���
����'
��
�
�	
1,
!
��
��
�����
�#�
��
�#� 
$
��
%�
�!
��
�
��
���
�
���
�����
���
�
!

��
�����
���#
����
��


�
�����

��
�
�#��
!
��2
�����
�#�
��
���
!�
�.
3������


���(������
������

�


���
�
��$��.
4����
�����
���
������
��

��

�
����

�

���(�
����(

�
 ��
�
����
 ��
 ��
�
 ��
 ���!�
 $�����	
 $������
%�����
�!
��
5�6.
3������
�������
��
����
���

��
�'


������
��
����
7

��
�������

!
�
!���
��.
�
���
�
�
�
�����

��
�
����
�����

��
������
��
$#�
����
������
��
��
�
����
�
���������
,����
�
��
�
#����
���
�
���
��
���

��
�#� 
$
��	

�� ��!
�
���#��
�
�
����
��
!�
�
���
�#� 
$

��
+
��
�

+���
��#��
�
��
��
)#���
��
%�
�����
���
�#� 
$
������
���
�����
��
$�����
��

�����
������
�
!��
��
��

�
�#����
�
����
/
���
�#� 
$
��	
���
��#��
�
��	
18�#
�
��
96	666
�����
/�
�
!���
����
�����.
+�!
���
������
�
&����
���
��.2
)��
�#� 
$
������
��������
���
����
��#��
��
�	
��


�
 ��
��
�'��!�

�
����
������
�
&����

��
���
�#����	
����

�������
:56
��
���
�#�����(
���	
$#�
��
�
����"�
�������
���
��#���
���
�������
���
+�
���#��
�
��
$���
#����
!
���
7
����
������
!
����
�����

��	
��
���
����
��������
���������
$#�

���

��
����
(
�����
;�����
�#� 
$
��
%�
��
&����
!
�
$��!�
#�
$�
���
!
�
&����	
!��

����

�


�#�
�
$��$�
������
�
&����
�
��
��
�
�
��
���
!
��

��
��
��
��
�#� 
$�
%#�
���
�
��
*���������
���
���
��
��
��
%�
�
���

<
�
�

�
���
�
����
�
����#����
���(
$��
&#���
<
'�
�
���������
�
��	
1)��
����
����
��
�
��#��
�
��
$���
�
�����
�#�
!���(
�#�

��
�����

��
���!(���
��
��!
���
�
$����
����
��
�����
��
���
!����
��#�����2
,�
���'�
��'�
���
�
�
�
���
�
���	
!����
�#���
�#� 
$	
��
!�������
�������
�
�
���

��
������
$�����
�����

�������

�
����
������
�
&�����
���
��
����
$��
��
�#�����(
�#�
$�
�
'���

��
�
����
��
��
�������

��
������$#����
����$����
%#�
��#
����
����
��
�
����
�
�������
��
��
�
�'��
���
�
�����

��
������
������

Adivasi and the youngest to become pres-
ident of the country, how many people in
this country really know about the lives of
different Adivasi tribes? The average
Indian citizen has little to no knowledge
about Adivasis, their varied cultures, reli-
gions and beliefs. The Adivasi communi-
ties, constituting about 40 percent of the
displaced, therefore earnestly look forward
to president Murmu to immediately look
into their grave situations and reduce the
pain of their displacement through her
good offices.

Ranganathan Sivakumar | Chennai
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Sir — It is obvious that if the opposition
does not come together, then the BJP's
majority in the upcoming 2024 elections is
certain. Uniting the opposition is extreme-
ly difficult.  There are the following reasons

for this. In Bihar, RJD and JDU together are
creating an atmosphere to make Nitish
Kumar as the prime minister of India. On
the other hand, in the last election, the coor-
dination of BSP and SP with Congress did
not prove successful.

Turning to other parties, there is a
direct contest between TMC and
Congress in some political areas. And the
Aam Aadmi Party, which has recently
emerged as a national party, is in the
process of replacing the Congress and
becoming the opposition itself. Although
not impossible. For a better position the
opposition will have to focus more on
ground issues like inflation, employ-
ment, education and poverty.

Rohit Pandey | New Delhi
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Sir — It is strange that when we can expe-
rience bliss everyday,   a day is earmarked
by the U.N. General Assembly to create
awareness about the value of happiness in
one's life. It passed a resolution to the effect
on 12 July 2012 and proclaimed 20 March
as the International Day of Happiness.
While it is astonishing that mankind has
devised a benchmark for calculating the
happiness index , the true nature of hap-
piness cannot be ascertained. It is relative
and differs from person to person. For
some, money, muscle power ,well paid jobs,
and material achievement constitute hap-
piness . On the other hand, others hark
back on name, fame , social status , fami-
ly life to be happy . Still others equate hap-
piness to leading a luxurious life.

We tend to let our desire to achieve
something fade away at some point in our
lives. Our sorrow originates from these rea-
sons, and leading a content life helps us bal-
ance it. Studies have also demonstrated that
work-life balance is a necessary prerequi-
site for harmonious living. However, there
is consensus that happiness is a state of
mind. Still , more often than not people fail
to remain satisfied based on their past expe-
riences. This is because they forget the fact
that true happiness cannot be found in the
past or worrying about the future. Instead,
it can be found in  concentrating our body,
mind and soul in the present state of affairs
or living fully in the present .

It does not come from getting what you
want but emanates from wanting what you
have.  

Vijay Singh Adhikari | Nainital
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Sir — Adivasis are suppressed and still
remain backward in our society and are
treated shabbily despite decades having
rolled by since India’s independence. It is
common at major festivals to see Adivasis
depicted as ‘noble savages’, dancing in feath-
ers and grass skirts. This is for an unin-
formed public to gawk at like creatures in
a zoo. Even as there were celebrations at
Droupadi Murmu becoming the first
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In other words, the health
of almost 40 crore people is
adversely affected by biomass
burning.

Switzerland-based IQAir’s
recent World Air Quality
Report confirmed this. It
ranked Delhi and Rajasthan’s
Bhiwadi fourth on the list of 50
most polluted cities in the
world in 2022. In addition, six
Indian cities figure in the top
10 most polluted cities, 14 in
the top 20, 39 in the top 50,
and 65 in the top 100. In 2021,
there were 61 in the top 100.

No one disputes that the
quality of air is extremely
poor in not just the national
capital but also in entire north-
ern India. It is a diagnosis that
is not just wrong but also dan-
gerously misleading. In addi-
tion, there has been a persis-
tent effort on the part of doc-
trinaire environmentalists to
distract attention from the
real cause.

It is not that a non-vehic-
ular source of pollution was
never suspected or detected. In
July 2021, for instance, a study
by IIT Kanpur’s Tripathi found
that in summer, 52 per cent of
Delhi’s PM 2.5 concentration
was because of dust.

Yet, the entire debate
about the cause of air pollution
revolved around vehicles, espe-
cially cars. This was the reason
that the Delhi Government

under Arvind Kejriwal opted
for the odd-even scheme to
curb it.

Nothing could be further
from the truth. According to
the latest National Family
Health Survey-5, just about 8
per cent of Indian households
own cars. In Delhi, one in five
households owns a car. In
comparison, in Helsinki, the
third cleanest city in the world,
there are more than two cars
for every individual. In gener-
al, Western nations have more
cars per household than in
India, and yet the air there is
much cleaner than in our
country.

At the heart of the problem
of air pollution in India is not
automobile density (which is
low anyway) but illegal urban-
isation; slums and unautho-
rised localities are destroying
our cities. The consequences
are rampant encroachments,
unregulated and dangerous
construction, solid waste
dumping, contamination and
death of water bodies, drying
of aquifers, and countless
more. Unsurprisingly, many
areas become dust bowls—and
are shrouded in a haze caused
by biomass burning.

Addressing these issues
presupposes a fundamental
change in governance and
politics. This certainly involves
actions that would be disliked

by the beneficiaries of chaot-
ic urbanisation: the residents,
the local authorities, the local
politicians, the bleeding-heart
activists, even certain sections
of the media. Anybody deter-
mined to clean up the mess
runs the risk of being brand-
ed as ‘anti-poor,’ heartless, etc.

It begins with a win-win
situation. The original
landowners get much higher
prices than they would have
got had they sold it as farm-
land; those with meager
resources get a house of their
own; the officials concerned
get bribes; local politicians
provide protection from legal
action and get votes in return;
and all manner of employers
get a cheap workforce.

Few are interested in the
real analysis of the situation,
for that would mean chal-
lenging the dogmas of
received wisdom.

The flourishing tribe of
activists is certainly not inter-
ested in anything that hurts
their shibboleths. Besides, it is
easier to blame everything on
those who are better off, like car
owners. So, fake analysis con-
tinues, with horrifying conse-
quences, as underlined by the
IQAir report.

(The writer is Resident
Editor, The Pioneer, New

Delhi. The views expressed
are personal)
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If there is anything more pol-
luted than Delhi’s air, it is
the discourse on the envi-
ronment. For years, we were
told that vehicular emis-

sions were the root cause of dirty
air in the national capital. Now,
the most authoritative study on
the subject has pointed out that
the real reason is something else:
biomass burning. The propo-
nents of the vehicles-pollute-
Delhi narrative are conspicuous
by their silence on the matter.

According to the US Energy
Information Administration,
“Biomass is a renewable organic
material that comes from plants
and animals.” It includes wood
and wood processing wastes,
agricultural crops and waste
materials, biogenic materials in
municipal solid waste, and animal
manure and human sewage.

The study, led by the Indian
Institute of Technology Kanpur,
had contributions from 19 schol-
ars and experts from the
Physical Research Laboratory,
IIT Delhi, the Central Pollution
Control Board (CPCB), the Paul
Scherrer Institute (PSI),
Switzerland, and University of
Helsinki, Finland. Researcher
Suneeti Mishra and Prof
Sachchida Nand Tripathi, both
from the Department of Civil
Engineering, IIT Kanpur, co-
authored the paper.

In the study, published in the
prestigious Nature Geoscience
journal, the scholars “observed
intense and frequent nocturnal
particle growth events during
haze development in Delhi from
measurements of aerosols and
gases during January-February
at the Indian Institute of
Technology in Delhi... We esti-
mate that this process is respon-
sible for 70 per cent of the total
particle-number concentration
during haze.”

It went on to say “that the
condensation of primary organ-
ic vapours from biomass burning
is the leading cause of the
observed growth.” It further said,
“As uncontrolled biomass burn-
ing for residential heating and
cooking is rife in the Indo-
Gangetic plain, we expect this
growth mechanism to be a source
of ultrafine particles, affecting the
health of 5 per cent of the world’s
population and impacting the
regional climate.”
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(The writer, a retired Lt
Gen, was Commander,
IPKF South, Sri Lanka,
& founder member of
the Defence Planning

Staff, currently the
Integrated Defence

Staff; views expressed
are personal)

On Monday, Nepalese Prime
Minister Prachanda won the
confidence vote to start his
third term. India has had far
better relations with Maoist

leader Prachanda than with former PM KP
Oli of CPN (UML). Nepal’s pro-China pol-
icy took a visible turn during Oli’s term.
He politically exploited India’s apparent
rejection of the Constitution, then Foreign
Secretary S Jaishankar’s virtual diktat to
alter and not promulgate it and the 53-day-
long and painful border blockade. Oli
signed agreements with China on trade
and infrastructure, thus replacing India as
the country of last resort.

India’s inept handling of the Kalapani
border dispute allowed Oli to unilateral-
ly incorporate the Kalapani-Lipulekh-
Limpiadora areas in Nepal with an
unprecedented 100 per cent parliamentary
vote. Zealous and overconfident, he
accused India of cheating Nepal and
hurled insults at us. The war of words abat-
ed only after New Delhi launched its
charm offensive by sending R&AW chief
Goyal, former Chief of Army Staff Gen
Naravane, and former foreign secretary
Shringla.

This helped mend relations. The vis-
its paid off and it was business as usual,
as Oli realised that no Nepal government
could tread on India’s toes and survive.
Oli’s transformation, rather than his 
taming by New Delhi, was a lesson in
diplomacy.

Oli’s survival as Prime Minister was
aided by President Bidya Debi Bhandari
(UML). She violated norms and even the
Constitution by ensuring Oli’s longevity as
leader of the House till the Supreme Court
intervened, not once but twice. The new
pro-China Left alliance collapsed much to

the dismay of Beijing which had
invested considerable resources in
its survival.

Third time Prime Minister
Prachanda has played the long
game. He was compelled by the
former prime minister Sher
Bahadur Deuba, who served five
terms, to jump ship to support Oli
as Deuba vacillated offering 
prime- ministership to Prachanda.
For Prachanda’s party, the Maoists,
had won only 32 seats in the 
elections.

Still Prachanda claimed he
commanded the support of 64
seats. When Deuba hesitated, with-
out blinking, he joined the peren-
nial foe Oli. But Prachanda was
never comfortable with his deci-
sion to join Oli and had sought to
return to Deuba. The opportuni-
ty was provided by President
Paudel. Prachanda argued that
when Oli became Prime Minister,
the top three positions — of the
PM, the President and the Speaker
— would be from the same party,
leading to authoritarian rule.

Prachanda is no longer a big
fan of China. During the Civil War
era, Maoists fancied Mao and
other communist leaders but saw
communist states on the decline.
He is pro-Nepal and knows that
Nepal can benefit from two fast-
growing economies.

Unfortunately for him, India-
China relations have plummeted
after the Chinese aggression in
Ladakh. When he first became
prime minister in 2008, his first
visit was to China for the Olympics.

But his first political visit was to
India, for which he has a soft cor-
ner. Nine out of ten years he
directed the Maoist insurgency,
mostly from Noida, UP. Maoists
used to say nasty things about India
and the US during those days, but
acknowledged India’s role in end-
ing the conflict and paving the path
for peace and democracy.

Prachanda will shortly expand
his cabinet to accommodate the 11
parties that support him. As he
replaces his foreign minister, the
parliamentary foreign affairs com-
mittee will be responsible for mak-
ing a decision on the Agnipath
Scheme, which has been pending
for nine months now. The feedback
from Nepal is not encouraging, as
the ruling party will be constrained
by UML and other communists
from supporting the four-year
recruitment scheme with no post-
retirement outlets.

Communists in Nepal have
always criticised Gorkhas joining
foreign armies, especially the
Indian Army. In addition, the
Prachanda Government's support
for the scheme drew criticism
from UML for being pro-India.

Agnipath is discriminatory
and in breach of the tripartite
agreement 1947. This is because
Indian Agniveers will have 10 per
cent reservation in the Border
Security Force and the Central
Industrial Security Force, but
Nepalese citizens are not eligible for
these organisations.

People also say that 90 per cent
of those who join the Indian Army

are Jan Jatis and not Brahmins and
Chhetris who constitute decision-
making at political and bureaucrat-
ic levels. They will not worry
about the Indian and Nepali
Armies' relationships and history.
India could have helped end the
problem by simply removing the
Nepali Gorkhas from Agnipath.

On 10 March was Nepal Army
Day. The Nepal Embassy com-
memorated the event by highlight-
ing Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s speech in the Nepalese
Parliament: “India has fought no
war in which Nepali blood has not
been shed.” Given the warped
Agniveer idea, soon there may be
no Nepalese joining the Army. It's
time Modi’s most trusted Foreign
Minister Jaishankar devoted more
time on Nepal, further fostering
India’s Neighbourhood First Policy.

Prachanda’s first visit abroad is
to India next month, though
China’s Ambassador Chen Song
tried to get him to China first.
India’s impeccable conduct of non-
interference during elections in
stark contrast to traditional charges
of micro-management in the past
has won it kudos.

With Prachanda at the helm,
New Delhi can start with a clean
slate. Just as Jaishankar has won
over Sri Lanka with economic sus-
tenance, he can begin the recov-
ery programme in Nepal. With
Deuba as leader of a single largest
party and a prime minister, India
has a winning hand to play the
game. The ball is in Jaishankar’s
court
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Assam is on a vigorous
drive through penal
actions under the

Protection of Children from
Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act
and the Prohibition of Child
Marriage Act (PCMA). Over
4,000 cases have been regis-
tered and more than 3,000
people arrested, including
many fathers, brothers and
Muslim and Hindu priests, as
'facilitators'. The Assam Chief
Minister vowed to eliminate
the menace of child marriages
in the state by 2026.

Amid massive public out-
rage, the Gauhati High Court
criticised such large-scale
arrests with non-bailable
charges, and insisted on 'soci-
ety-driven change'. The
Opposition claimed it was for
'political gains'.

Many legal experts vouch

for the law as a means to set
new norms and practices.
India had the Child Marriage
Restraint Act, 1929, subse-
quently replaced by the exist-
ing PCMA, 2006, raising the
minimum age of marriage to
18 years for women and 21
years for men.

Now, a move is afoot to
make it gender-neutral at 21.
It was claimed by the votaries
of the amendment Bill that the
move would enhance girls'
agency, their reproductive
autonomy, and reduce gender
inequality. However, oppo-
nents contended that “it is not
a sufficient condition to bring
in changes in the mindsets of
people,” as it fails to address the
underlying socio-economic
and cultural factors that push
many resource-poor families,
who are also the worst victims

of emergencies, such as inter-
nal conflicts, natural disasters
or the pandemic, into under-
age marriage of girls, either to
avoid higher dowry or as a way
to ‘protect’ the girls.

A national network of
adolescents from rural and
semi-urban areas suggested
to the task force set up for the
purpose that focus should be
more on “the disadvantaged
rural contexts through ade-
quate resourcing for quality
education, employment, safe-
ty, mobility, and the freedom
to choose when, and who to
marry, as child marriages are
closely tied to low levels of edu-
cation and poverty”

While, as per the NCRB
data, an abysmally low num-
ber of cases booked under the
PCMA, only 785 in 2020, and
a study by the Partners for Law

in Development found that 65
per cent of them are filed by
disapproving parents against
eloping daughters, and male
partners of their choice have
been punished as criminals.
Child rights activists fear the
proposed legislation would
further increase the misuse of
the law, criminalising all ado-
lescent sexuality.

However, in today's soci-
ety, the existing PCMA has
undoubtedly created some
awareness, encouraging many
girls to stop or delay their mar-
riages. The successive NFHS
data also registered a declining
trend in the proportion of girls
marrying below 18 years from
47 per cent in NFHS-3 (2005-
06) to 27 per cent in NFHS-4
(2015-16), and, now, to 23 per
cent in NFHS-5 (2020-21).

Studies also ruled out that

early marriage is linked to high
fertility. In most of the states,
including states with relative-
ly high prevalence rates of
child marriages, fertility rates
have been dropping.

The NFHS-5 data corrob-
orated that mother and child
health indicators like MMR,
have decreased by 80 per cent
(113 per lakh live births in
2016-18 from 556 in 1990),
and, the IMR by 69 per cent
(35 per 1,000 births in 2019-
21, from 114 in 1990). A par-
liamentary question in 2021,
confirmed that there is no
credible data to suggest that
child marriage is the major
reason for affecting the IMR
and MMR. Instead, factors like
health, nutrition, and lack of
medical facilities adversely
impact them.

Moreover, a correlation

study in 109 districts of 19
states by the CRY, analysing
NFHS-5 data and Education
Ministry's Performance
Grading Index scores of
Districts (PGI-D) (2019-20)
on indicators like effective
classroom transactions, infra-
structure and students’ entitle-
ments, school safety, etc, found
that “education remains the
most powerful tool to curb
child marriages.” For instance,
in Uttar Pradesh, the districts
with comparatively higher per-
centage of women having 10 or
more years of schooling like
Lucknow (51.9 per cent),
Gautam Buddha Nagar (51.9
per cent), Varanasi (55 per
cent), and Allahabad (47.6
per cent) had significantly
lower percentages of child
marriage cases—9.9 per cent,
13.5 per cent, 10.4 per cent,

and 13.8 per cent, respective-
ly. While districts like Badaun
(21.6 per cent), Lakhimpur-
Kheri (28.7 per cent), and
Kaushambi (31.9 per cent)
with lower percentage of
women having 10 or more
years of schooling, had high-
er percentage of child marriage
at 22.9 per cent, 19.7 per cent,
and 17.6 per cent, respective-
ly. Over 10 million girls have
been married as a result of the
pandemic, according to
UNICEF's report last year. As
an antidote, it urged nations to
“invest more in girls' educa-
tion, secondary education, in
particular.” In addition, it was
found that “better educated
women tend to participate
more in the formal labor mar-
ket, earn higher incomes, and
thus, lift their families out of
poverty...”
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(The author of a former
Director General of

Doordarshan and All  India
radio)
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An Afghan Taliban delega-
tion, comprising intelli-

gence and security officials,
quietly visited Islamabad
recently to discuss a way for-
ward towards addressing
Pakistan’s concerns regarding
the banned Tehreek-e-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP), according to a
media report on Tuesday.
Taliban ranks in Kabul also
confirmed that a mid-level
delegation led by Abdullah
Ghazanavi, the head of the
General Directorate of
Intelligence (GDI), travelled
to Islamabad for discussion
on the TTP and threats to
Pakistan, the Express Tribune
newspaper reported, citing
sources.The visit was a follow-
up of last month’s trip to Kabul
by a high-powered delegation
led by Defence Minister
Khawaja Asif, which received a
briefing on the steps taken by
the Afghan government to deal
with the TTP. The Pakistani
delegation, however, deemed
those steps unsatisfactory and
sought concerted actions.
Pakistan also confronted the
Afghan Taliban leadership with
proofs about the whereabouts
of the TTP leadership.
According to the paper, during
its stay in Islamabad, the
Afghan delegation met with the
relevant authorities to discuss
the security situation and the
fate of the TTP and its affiliates.
Citing a source in Kabul with
knowledge of the matter, the

paper said that the delegation,
comprising 10 members from
the Taliban’s intelligence, visit-
ed Islamabad last week.

The delegation was also
assisted by GDI official
Muhammad Wardak, the
source said, adding that the del-
egation was mandated to deliv-
er a message from Kabul that
the concerns of Pakistan would
be addressed. Both sides stayed
mum on the visit. The sources
in Islamabad said that given the
sensitivity of the issue, both
sides decided to discuss such
matters away from the media
glare. The source in Kabul
revealed that both sides made
progress on various issues, but
he was not authorised to make
public statements.

The TTP has become a
thorny issue between Pakistan
and the Afghan Taliban.
Pakistan expected the Afghan
Taliban to address its concerns
regarding the TTP after its
return to power in August
2021. But contrary to the
expectations, the TTP attacks
only went up. The Afghan
Taliban’s reluctance to take on
the TTP stemmed from its
fears that the group’s fighters
might join Da’esh (Islamic
State). Second, the Afghan
Taliban and the TTP share the
same ideology as they fought
alongside the US-led foreign
forces. Nevertheless, the two
sides have been trying to find
a way out of the TTP problem
as it has threatened to under-
mine their future cooperation,
according to the paper.
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Agroup of international stu-
dents, including many from

India, have delivered a petition
to British Prime Minister Rishi
Sunak urging him to act against
the “unjust” revocation of their
visas following an English test
scandal. The issue dates back to
2014 when a BBC ‘Panorama’
investigation showed some
cheating had occurred at two of
the UK’s testing centres for a
compulsory language test
required for visas. 

The UK government
responded by a widespread
crackdown on such centres,
which had the fallout of the
revocation of tens of thou-
sands of students’ visas linked
with those centres. The Migrant
Voice voluntary group has been
supporting the students
impacted and coordinated the
latest petition delivered at 10
Downing Street on Monday.

“This is one of the biggest
scandals in contemporary
British history. The initial gov-
ernment reaction was unjust
and has been allowed to drag on
for years,” said Nazek Ramadan,
director of Migrant Voice. “It
could have been resolved by a
simple solution, such as allow-
ing the tests to be retaken. The

students came here to get a
world-class education and best
student experience in the world,
but instead their lives have
been wrecked. It is time for the
government to step in and end
this nightmare. All it takes to
bring this to an end is leader-
ship,” she said. With no right to
stay, work or in a few cases to
appeal, most of the accused stu-
dents returned home. Those
who stayed to clear their names
have struggled with homeless-
ness, huge legal fees, stress-
induced illnesses and have
missed family weddings, births
and deaths, the petition appeals.
Parliamentary and watchdog
reports over the years have
highlighted some flaws in the
Home Office evidence used in
the case in the past. Although
some students won their legal
challenges, scores of other stu-
dents – many of them Indian –

are still in limbo. 
Migrant Voice is now

underlining the importance of
Sunak “addressing the injustice
at a time when numbers of stu-
dents and migrant workers
form part of UK-India trade
negotiations”.  

The group has been run-
ning the #MyFutureBack cam-
paign for the affected students
for over nine years now and
urging the UK government to
allow these students the chance
to clear their names of alleged
cheating. Sarbjeet is a 46-year-
old Indian student who has
been separated from her chil-
dren for 13 years, as she feels
she cannot return home to
India with the allegations hang-
ing over her. 

Sanjoy, another Indian stu-
dent impacted, is being sued by
the company that sponsored
him and has also been denied
the ability to go to the US
because his visa withdrawal
prevents him from resuming
his studies in another country.

The BBC programme had
revealed cheating on a com-
pulsory language test, known as
the Test of English for
International Communication
(TOEIC), at two London test
centres by some international
students. 
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Dhaka (PTI): Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina said on Tuesday that her government was “very
much careful” about issues of development partner-
ship with China and Dhaka was not dependent on any
particular country for overseas assistance, amid
global concerns over mounting debt to Beijing by
smaller countries. The 99-year lease of Hambantota
port to China by Sri Lanka has raised red flags about
the downside of China’s ambitious Belt and Road
Initiative and Beijing’s push for major infrastructure
projects costing billions of dollars in small countries.

“We’re very much careful about taking loans -
mostly we take loans from institutions like the World
Bank and Asian Development Bank. From China, our
loan is very low. It is not like Sri Lanka or anybody,”
she said in an interview with CNN. “We’re not depend-
ing on anybody,” Hasina, who is also the President of
the ruling Awami League, said.

When asked why the US thought Dhaka was get-

ting closer to China and what she would like to say
about the notion, the prime minister replied
Bangladesh was close to every country which supports
its development efforts. “We’re close to everybody,
China, USA or India. Those who are supporting our
development, we’re with them,” the 75-year-old
prime minister said.

Hasina described China as one of Bangladesh’s
major development partners as they were investing
and engaged in some major construction works in the
South Asian country. “That’s all,” she said.

Hasina added that her government did not take
any unnecessary loan from anyone, saying “we con-
sider from which project we can get a return and we
will be the beneficiary”. Numerous questions regard-
ing Ukraine and the Rohingya crisis featured in her
interview with CNN when she said intensified glob-
al steps were needed to stop the Ukraine war.

“I feel that the world should come forward to stop

the war as the common people are suffering,” she said.
Hasina said any conflict could be solved through dia-
logue and “we (Bangladesh) never support any kind
of invasion or any conflict”.

“Friendship to all, malice to none,” she said. “We’re
following that, so, when we see any human rights vio-
lation or invasion, we definitely oppose it.” She, how-
ever, said no war could be one-sided alone as it needs
the involvement of both sides. “(but) I believe each
country has its own rights to live in their own terri-
tory (with freedom) and protect their own territory.”

Asked what Bangladesh needs from the interna-
tional community to deal with the Rohingya crisis,
Hasina said, “we have called upon the international
community that they should pressure Myanmar to
bring their citizens back to their country”. “Not only
that, but we have also started a dialogue with
Myanmar. (But) unfortunately, they are not respond-
ing properly,” she said.
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Several Indian diaspora
groups on Tuesday gathered

for a festive demonstration
outside the India House here to
show solidarity with the Indian
mission following vandalism at
its premises by Khalistan
extremists over the
weekend.Indian flags could be
seen waved about as around
200 people of Indian origin
chanted slogans such as “Bharat
Mata Ki Jai” and danced to
popular Indian tunes ‘Jai Ho’
and ‘Rang De Basanti’ at “We
Stand By High Commission of
India” demonstration.

The colours of the Tiranga
and “I love my India” tunes
formed the backdrop as men,
women and children joined in
a spirit of festivity, as bemused
Metropolitan Police officers
looked on and tried to curtail
some of the over-enthusiastic
crowd from spilling over into
the busy traffic.“This is a crowd
gathered in support of India,
chanting patriotic slogans and
songs and the public is in a fes-
tive mood because they have
come out in support of the
High Commission of India,”
said Kuldeep Shekhawat, pres-
ident of the Overseas Friends

of BJP (OFBJP), among the
diaspora groups represented.

“It’s very unfortunate that
a few days ago Khalistanis
under the guise of a peaceful
protest came here and tried to
desecrate the flag,” said Rashmi
Samant, an Indian student
activist at the demonstra-
tion.“We have since come out
with a bigger flag showing the
bharatiya spirit, that we won’t
take insults lying down and we
will fight back. One person has
been arrested but we need
more arrests and more concrete
actions, such as permanent
security presence at our High
Commission to prevent such
incidents from happening,” she
said. Earlier, Indian High
Commissioner to the UK
Vikram Doraiswami hosted a

diaspora briefing at India
House on Monday evening
and addressed the concerns of
the community leaders fol-
lowing the attack that resulted
in broken windows. 

An attempted pull down by
the extremists of the Indian tri-
colour that flies at the Indian
High Commission was inter-
cepted by an official and has
been followed up by an addi-
tional larger Tiranga on the
main facade. “Appreciated their
solidarity following the attack
on the High Commission on
Sunday,” the Indian High
Commission in London tweet-
ed following the diaspora brief-
ing.The Metropolitan Police
said its “enquiries continue”
and one person arrested on sus-
picion of violent disorder has

since been bailed to appear in
court in mid-June.Friends of
India Society International
(FISI) UK, one of the organi-
sations behind Tuesday’s soli-
darity meet, said the Indian
diaspora is deeply shocked by
the “disgraceful and abom-
inable act” of desecration of the
Indian flag by extremist forces.

“We are equally shocked to
see the failure of the UK gov-
ernment to take preventive
measures to prohibit such
shameful incidents that endan-
ger the Indian diplomatic offi-
cials,” said FISI UK. “In this
particular incident, an Indian
High Commission official
braved the hooligans and
restored the pride of India by
taking the flag away from them.
The Indian official had to act
due to lack of appropriate secu-
rity present at the premises,” it
said. The National Indian
Students and Alumni Union
(NISAU) UK was among sev-
eral groups to voice their con-
demnation of the vandalism.

“We call for swift and firm
action being taken to bring the
perpetrators of this hooligan-
ism to justice. Measures should
be urgently put in place to pre-
vent the recurrence of such
incidents,” it said.
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The IMF has approved a USD
3 billion bailout programme to
help debt-ridden Sri Lanka
overcome its economic crisis
and catalyse financial support
from other development part-
ners, a move welcomed by
Colombo on Tuesday as a “his-
toric milestone” in the critical
period. International Monetary
Fund’s Executive Board
approved on Monday a 48-
month extended arrangement
under its Extended Fund
Facility (EFF) with an amount
of SDR 2.286 billion (about
USD 3 billion), according to a
statement. Special Drawing
Rights (SDR) are supplemen-
tary foreign exchange reserve
assets defined and maintained
by the International Monetary
Fund (IMF). Sri Lanka has
been hit hard by a catastroph-
ic economic and humanitarian
crisis.

The economy is facing sig-
nificant challenges stemming
from pre-existing vulnerabilities
and policy missteps in the lead-
up to the crisis, further aggra-
vated by a series of external
shocks, the IMF said. The EFF-
supported programme aims to

restore Sri Lanka’s macroeco-
nomic stability and debt sus-
tainability, mitigate the eco-
nomic impact on the poor and
vulnerable, safeguard financial
sector stability, and strengthen
governance and growth poten-
tial, said the statement. The
Executive Board’s decision will
enable an immediate disburse-
ment equivalent to SDR 254

million (about USD 333 mil-
lion) and catalyse financial sup-
port from other development
partners, it said. Sri Lanka in
April declared its first-ever
debt default in its history as the
worst economic crisis since
independence from Britain in
1948 triggered by forex short-
ages sparked public protests.

Months-long street protests

led to the ouster of the then-
president Gotabaya Rajapaksa
in mid-July. Rajapaksa had
started the IMF negotiations
after refusing to tap the global
lender for support. Sri Lanka
has introduced painful eco-
nomic measures such as tax
hikes and utility rate hikes to
unlock the programme. Trade
unions and opposition groups
have organised protests against
such measures.President Ranil
Wickremesinghe on Tuesday
welcomed the decision
announced by the IMF. The
programme will allow Sri Lanka
to access financing of up to
USD 7 billion from the IMF,
International Financial
Institutions (IFIs) and multi-
lateral organisations, a state-
ment said.“This is a historic
milestone for the country as the
government seeks to restore
macroeconomic stability and
achieve debt sustainability.

Earlier this month, Sri
Lanka received IMF-compati-
ble financing assurances from
its official creditors, including
Paris Club members, India and
China, allowing the IMF to
convene an Executive Board
and consider Sri Lanka’s request
for a loan,” the statement said. 
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The United Nations children’s
agency on Tuesday warned

that after last summer’s devas-
tating floods, 10 million people
in Pakistan, including children,
still live in flood-affected areas
without access to safe drinking
water. 

The statement from
UNICEF underscored the dire
situation in impoverished
Pakistan, a country with a pop-
ulation of 220 million that
months later is still struggling
with the consequences of the
flooding, as well as a spiraling
economic crisis. The floods,
which experts attribute in part
to climate change, killed 1,739
people, including 647 children
and 353 women. 

So far, less than half of
UNICEF’s funding appeal for
Pakistan — 45 per cent of USD
173.5 million — has been met.
According to the agency, before
the floods struck last June,
water from only 36 per cent of
Pakistan’s water system was
considered safe for human con-
sumption. 

The floods damaged most
of the water pipelines systems in
affected areas, forcing more
than 5.4 million people, includ-
ing 2.5 million children, to rely
solely on contaminated water
from ponds and wells, UNICEF
said. “Safe drinking water is not
a privilege, it is a basic human
right,” said Abdullah Fadil, the
UNICEF representative in
Pakistan. “Yet, every day, mil-
lions of girls and boys in
Pakistan are fighting a losing
battle against preventable water-
borne diseases and the conse-
quential malnutrition.”

“We need the continued
support of our donors to pro-
vide safe water, build toilets and
deliver vital sanitation services
to these children and families
who need them the most,” Fadil
added. Amid the crisis, Pakistan
faces uncertainty about a bailout
from the International
Monetary Fund. Analysts say
the revival of the USD 6 IMF
bailout, which was signed in
2019, would help Pakistan. If the
global lender released a key
installment of the package, it
would encourage other inter-
national financial institutions to
help the country, they say. 
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Bangkok (AP): Thailand’s gen-
eral election will take place on
May 14, the country’s election
regulator said Tuesday, one
day after the dissolution of
Parliament initiated by Prime
Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha,
who is seeking a fresh term.
The Election Commission said
registration of candidates
would begin April 3.

The election will pit the
popular opposition Pheu Thai
party, backed by billionaire
populist Thaksin Shinawatra,
against parties representing
the conservative establishment
and closely linked to the mil-
itary, which has staged two
coups in the last two decades.
Other parties are likely to win
enough seats to be wooed to
join a coalition government.
Prayuth dissolved Parliament
just ahead of the end of the
four-year term of the House of
Representatives. 

Early dissolution allows
candidates for the lower house
to switch party affiliations just
30 days before the election,
instead of the usual 90 days.
Parties led and backed by
Thaksin have won the most
seats in every election since
2001, but been fiercely
opposed by the conservatives,
who have undermined sever-
al governments headed by
Thaksin and his allies by util-
ising legal rulings by the judi-
ciary and military coups in
2006 and 2014.

Pheu Thai’s top candidate
for the prime minister’s post is
his 36-year-old daughter
Paetongtarn Shinawatra,
whom polls show to be the
most popular choice by a large
margin.
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Washington (AP): Treasury
Secretary Janet Yellen is try-
ing project  calm after
regional bank failures, say-
ing the U.S. banking system
is “sound” but additional
rescue arrangements “could
be warranted” if any new
failures at smaller institu-
tions pose a risk to financial
stabil ity.  Yellen,  in an
excerpt of remarks prepared
for delivery to the American
Bankers Association on
Tuesday,  says that 
overall “the situation is sta-
bilising.”

“And the U.S. banking
system remains sound,”
Yellen says. Yellen’s remarks
come after a series of trou-
bling bank developments
this month. Silicon Valley
Bank, based in Santa Clara,
California, failed on March
10 after depositors rushed to
withdraw money amid anx-
iety over the bank’s health.
It was the second-largest
bank collapse in U.S. histo-
ry. Regulators convened
over the following weekend
and announced that New
York-based Signature Bank
also had failed.
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Pakistan’s ousted premier
Imran Khan on Tuesday

secured protective bail from the
Lahore High Court in three
cases, including two related to
terrorism, registered against
him over the violence that took
place outside the judicial com-
plex in Islamabad last week.  A
two-judge bench comprising
Justice Shehbaz Rizvi and Justice
Farooq Haider granted protec-
tive bail to the Pakistan Tehreek-
e-Insaf (PTI) chief in the ter-
rorism cases till March 27.

The former premier also
appeared before the Lahore
High Court's (LHC) Justice
Baqir Naqvi in the NAB inves-
tigation in Toshakhana case.
The court granted him protec-
tive bail till next Tuesday. “Mr
Khan told the court today that
he came to the court 'secretly' as

a heavy contingent of police was
deployed near to his house to
stop him from reaching the
court,” a court official told PTI
after the hearing.  

Khan, 70, said he has no
issue to appear in any case but
during his appearance in court
the government should make
sure no chaos is created. The
number of cases registered
against the PTI chief in the last
11 months of the PMLN-led
government has swelled to
around 100.  Unlike his recent
appearances in courts, Khan on
Tuesday was not accompained
by party workers to the LHC
from his Zaman Park residence
here.  The PTI appears to have
changed its strategy on Tuesday
regarding sending a huge num-
ber of its workers along with the
party chairman to the LHC
apparently after the law enforce-
ment agencies intensified crack-

down on them.  The Punjab and
Islamabad police have arrested
over 500 PTI workers from
different parts of the province.
Police said the arrested PTI
workers were wanted in the
recent incidents of violence in
Lahore and Islamabad.

Khan appeared before the
LHC in two terrorism cases reg-
istered against him by the
Islamabad police after intense

clashes erupted outside the
Islamabad Judicial Complex on
Saturday when he arrived in the
capital from Lahore to attend
the hearing in the Toshakhana
case. The PTI chief also
appeared before LHC’s Justice
Tariq Saleem Sheikh in a peti-
tion seeking details of all the
cases registered against him in
Punjab province. 

Khan informed Justice
Sheikh that the Punjab govern-
ment violated his (judge) order
and “attacked my house in
Lahore as my wife was alone
who got frightened during the
police attack.”  Khan requested
the court to order the police on
his plea to register a case against
Punjab caretaker chief minister
Mohsin Naqvi and the Inspector
General Police for violating the
LHC’s order restraining police
action at his Zaman Park 
residence.  
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Japanese Prime Minister
Fumio Kishida arrived in

Kyiv for a surprise visit on
Tuesday, hours after Chinese
President Xi Jinping arrived in
neighbouring Russia on a three-
day trip. Moscow’s invasion of
Ukraine will be in the spotlight
at both meetings. Footage
shown on Japanese national
broadcaster NHK showed
Kishida walking on the plat-
form of Kyiv Central Station,
escorted by a few people who
appeared to be Ukrainian offi-
cials. The Ukrainian capital
has not felt the brunt of the war,
which has become bogged
down eastern Ukraine. 

It was uncertain whether
either of the Asian leaders’ vis-
its to Kyiv and Moscow would
change the course of the almost
13-month war in Ukraine, but
the talks about 800 kilometers
(500 miles) apart highlighted
the war’s repercussions for
international diplomacy as
countries line up behind rival
parties. The meetings came
after a week in which China and
Japan both enjoyed diplomatic
successes that have emboldened
their foreign policy. Kishida,
who is to chair the Group of

Seven summit in May, will
meet President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy in the Ukrainian
capital, coinciding with Xi’s
talks with President Vladimir
Putin in Moscow. Other details
of Kishida’s visit were kept
under wraps, though he was
also due in Poland to meet with
President Andrzej Duda before
returning to Tokyo on
Thursday morning. Kishida
will “show respect to the
courage and patience of the
Ukrainian people who are

standing up to defend their
homeland under President
Zelenskyy’s leadership, and
show solidarity and unwavering
support for Ukraine as head of
Japan and chairman of G-7,”
during his visit to Ukraine, the
Japanese Foreign Ministry said
in announcing his trip to Kyiv.
At the talks, Kishida will show
his “absolute rejection of
Russia’s one-sided change to the
status quo by invasion and
force, and to affirm his commit-
ment to defend the rules-based

international order,” the min-
istry’s statement said. Putin
warmly welcomed Xi to the
Kremlin on Monday, starting a
three-day visit the two major
powers described as an oppor-
tunity to deepen their “no-
limits friendship.” At a meeting
with Russian Prime Minister
Mikhail Mishustin on Tuesday,
Xi said that he invited Putin to
visit China at some point this
year to attend a top-level meet-

ing of China’s One Belt, One
Road regional initiative, which
seeks to extend Beijing’s influ-
ence through economic coop-
eration projects.The invitation
comes days after the
International Criminal Court
issued an arrest warrant for
Putin, staining his internation-
al reputation. Neither Russia
nor China recognize the court’s
jurisdiction. Nor do the United
States or Ukraine.
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Kyiv (AP): Russian
President Vladimir Putin on
Tuesday said that Chinese
peace plan could provide a
basis for a settlement of the
fighting in Ukraine when the
West is ready for it.

Speaking after talks with
Chinese leader Xi Jinping,
Putin charged that Ukraine’s
Western allies so far have
shown no interest in that.

He also said British plans to
provide Ukraine with ammu-
nition for battle tanks contain-
ing depleted uranium, saying it
heralds the West switching to

supplying Kyiv with weapons
containing nuclear compo-
nents. He said that Russia will
respond if it happens, but did-
n’t elaborate.

Meanwhile, China on
Tuesday hit out at Japan after
its Prime Minister Fumio
Kishida made a surprise visit to
Ukraine and overshadowed
Chinese President Xi Jinping’s
meeting with his Russian coun-
terpart Vladimir Putin in
Moscow, saying Tokyo should
do more to de-escalate the sit-
uation rather than aggravating
it. 
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Kyiv (AP): Russian and Ukrainian officials on
Tuesday gave conflicting accounts of what
appeared to be a brazen attack late Monday on
Russian cruise missiles being transported by
train in the occupied Ukrainian Crimean
Peninsula. 

A Ukrainian military spokesperson indicat-
ed that Kyiv was behind the explosion that
reportedly destroyed multiple Kalibr cruise mis-
siles near the town of Dzhankoi in northern
Crimea, while stopping short of directly claim-
ing responsibility. Natalia Humeniuk, the
spokeswoman for Ukraine’s southern operational
command, described the strike as a signal to
Russia that it should leave the Black Sea penin-
sula it illegally took from Ukraine in 2014. 

Speaking on Ukrainian TV, Humeniuk
pointed out Dzhankoi’s importance as a railway

junction and said that “right now, the way ahead
(for Russian forces in Crimea) is clear — they
need to make their way out by rail already.”  

A vague statement by Ukraine’s military
intelligence agency on Monday said that mul-
tiple missiles carried by rail and destined for sub-
marine launch had been destroyed, without say-
ing outright that Ukraine was responsible or
what weapon had been used. 

However, the agency implied that Kyiv was
behind the blast, saying it furthers “the process
of Russia’s demilitarisation, and prepares the
Ukrainian peninsula of Crimea for de-occupa-
tion.”

Moscow-installed authorities in Crimea on
Tuesday offered a different version of events, say-
ing that Ukrainian drones attacked civilian facil-
ities in Dzhankoi. 
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Washington (AP): The
Pentagon is speeding up its
delivery of Abrams tanks to
Ukraine, opting to send a
refurbished older model that
can be ready faster, with the
aim of getting the 70-tonne
battle powerhouses to the
war zone in eight to 10
months, U.S. officials told
The Associated Press. 

The original plan was to
send Ukraine 31 of the newer
M1A2 Abrams, which could
have taken a year or two to
build and ship.  

But officials said the deci-
sion was made to send the
older M1A1 version, which

can be taken from Army stocks
and will be easier for Ukrainian
forces to learn to use and
maintain. 

The officials spoke on
Tuesday on the condition of
anonymity because the plan has
not yet been publicly
announced. 

Pentagon officials are
expected to make the
announcement soon. 

The Biden administra-
tion announced in January
that it would send the tanks
to Ukraine — after insisting
for months that they were too
complicated and too hard to
maintain and repair. 
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ANew York grand jury
investigating Donald

Trump over a hush money
payment to a porn star appears
poised to complete its work
soon as law enforcement offi-
cials make preparations for
possible unrest in the event of
an indictment. Trump over
the weekend claimed without
any evidence that he would be
arrested on Tuesday, with his
representatives later saying he
was citing media reports and
leaks. There was no indica-
tion that prediction would
come true, though the grand
jury appeared to take an impor-
tant step forward by hearing
Monday from a witness
favourable to Trump, presum-
ably so prosecutors could
ensure the panel had a chance
to consider any testimony that
could be remotely seen as
exculpatory. The next steps in
a grand jury process shrouded
in secrecy remained unclear,
and it was uncertain if addi-
tional witnesses might be sum-
moned.  But a city mindful of

the riot by Trump loyalists at
the U.S. 
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Former US President
Donald Trump has failed to
disclose gifts worth USD
250,000 given to the First
Family by foreign leaders which
included USD 47,000 worth of
gifts by Indian leaders, includ-
ing Prime Minister Narendra

Modi, the then President Ram
Nath Kovind and Uttar Pradesh
Chief Minister Yogi Aditya
Nath, a partisan democratic
Congressional committee have
alleged in a report.

The report is titled “Saudi
Swords, Indian Jewelry, and a
Larger-than-Life Salvadoran
Portrait of Donald Trump: The
Trump administration’s Failure
to Disclose Major Foreign
Gifts.” 
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Israeli lawmakers on Tuesday
repealed a 2005 act that saw

four Jewish settlements in the
occupied West Bank disman-
tled at the same time as Israeli
forces withdraw from the Gaza
Strip.   The development could
pave the way for an official
return to the abandoned West
Bank areas in another setback
to Palestinian hopes for state-
hood.

It was the latest move by
Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu’s far-right govern-
ment, which is dominated by
settler leaders and allies, to
promote settlement activity in
the territory.

The international com-
munity, including Israel’s clos-
est ally, the United States, con-
siders settlements illegal and
opposes construction on occu-
pied territories claimed by the
Palestinians for a future inde-
pendent state. Israel evacuat-
ed the four settlements and

unilaterally pulled out of Gaza
under the 2005 legislation.
The prime minister at the
time, Ariel Sharon, argued
that Israel would not be able to
keep the settlements under a
future agreement with the
Palestinians.

Since then, Israeli citizens
have been officially banned
from returning to those loca-
tions, though the Israeli mili-
tary has allowed activists to
visit and pray there — a ban
that has now been revoked.
Netanyahu’s government has
put settlement expansion at the
top of its agenda and has
already advanced thousands of
new settlement housing units
and retroactively authorised
nine wildcat outposts in the
West Bank.

This week, Israel pledged
to put a temporary freeze on
further settlement approvals,
including authorisation of out-
posts, as part of a series of mea-
sures meant to ease tensions
ahead of the sensitive period

that includes the Muslim holy
month of Ramadan and the
Jewish festival of Passover.
Still, ultranationalist members
of Netanyahu’s coalition
pushed for a repeal of the ban
on the northern West Bank
settlements. The legislation
passed in an overnight vote 31-
18 in the 120-seat Knesset. The
remaining lawmakers did not
vote.

The vote came as
Netanyahu’s government is
pushing ahead with a separate
plan to overhaul the country’s
judicial system. 

Netanyahu’s allies claim
the courts have too much
power in the legislative process
and that the Supreme Court is
biased against settlers.  Critics
say the overhaul would upend
the country’s delicate system of
checks and balances and push
Israel toward authoritarian-
ism. They also say Netanyahu
could find an escape route
from his corruption trial
through the overhaul.
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Washington (PTI): The White
House has refused to confirm
a news report that the US pro-
vided crucial real-time intelli-
gence to the Indian military
last year that helped it success-
fully repel the Chinese “incur-
sions” in the Himalayas. 

“No, I can’t confirm that,”
John Kirby, National Security
Council coordinator for
Strategic Communications at
the White House told
reporters at a daily news con-
ference here on Monday when
asked about the news report.
In an exclusive report, the US
News said that India was able
to repel a Chinese military

incursion in border territory
in the high Himalayas late last
year due to unprecedented
intelligence-sharing with the
US military, an act that caught
China’s People’s Liberation
Army off-guard, enraged
Beijing; and appears to have
forced the Chinese
Communist Party to reconsid-
er its approach to land grabs
along its borders. 

Indian and Chinese troops
clashed along the Line of
Actual Control (LAC) in the
Tawang sector of Arunachal
Pradesh on December 9 and
the face-off resulted in “minor
injuries to a few personnel

from both sides”“The US gov-
ernment for the first time
provided real-time details to
its Indian counterparts of the
Chinese positions and force
strength in advance of a PLA
incursion,” the report said cit-
ing a source familiar with a
previously unreported US
intelligence review of the
encounter into the Arunachal
Pradesh region.

“The information included
actionable satellite imagery and
was more detailed and deliv-
ered more quickly than any-
thing the US had previously
shared with the Indian mili-
tary,” it said.
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New York (AP): Google
announced Tuesday it’s allow-
ing more people to interact with
“ Bard,” the artificially intelligent
chatbot the company is build-
ing to counter Microsoft’s early
lead in a pivotal battleground of
technology.    In Bard’s next
stage, Google is opening a
waitlist to use an AI tool that’s
similar to the ChatGPT tech-
nology Microsoft began
deploying in its Bing search
engine to much fanfare last
month.  And last week,
Microsoft embedded more AI-
powered technology in its word
processing, spreadsheet and
slide presentation programmes
with a new feature called
Copilot. Until now, Bard had
only been available to a small
group of “trusted testers” hand-
picked by Google. 

The Mountain View,
California, company, which is
owned by Alphabet Inc., isn’t
saying how many people will be
given access to Bard in the next
step of the technology’s devel-
opment.  

Initial applicants will be
limited to the U.S. and the U.K.
before Google offers Bard in
more countries.Google is tread-
ing carefully with the rollout of
its AI tools, in part because it
has more to lose if the technol-

ogy spits out inaccurate infor-
mation or takes its users down
dark corridors.   That’s because
Google’s dominant search
engine has become a de facto
gateway to the internet for bil-
lions of people, raising the risk
of a massive backlash that
could tarnish its image and
undercut its ad-driven business
if the technology behaves badly.
Despite the technology’s pitfalls,
Bard still offers “incredible
benefits” such as “jumpstarting
human productivity, creativity
and curiosity,” Google said in a
blog post that two of its vice
presidents — Sissie Hsiao and
Eli Collins — wrote with assis-
tance from Bard.

As a precautionary mea-
sure, Google is limiting the
amount of interaction that can
occur between Bard and its
users — a tactic Microsoft has
imposed with ChatGPT after
media coverage detailed
instances when the technology
likened an Associated Press
reporter to Hitler and tried to
persuade a New York Times
reporter to divorce his wife.

Google also is providing
access to Bard through a sepa-
rate site from its search engine,
which serves as the foundation
for the digital ads that generate
most of its profits.  
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Halifax (AP): Police officers
have arrested a student on sus-
picion of stabbing two staff
members on Monday at a high
school in Canada’s Atlantic
coast city of Halifax, police said.
The two victims and the stu-
dent were taken to hospital for
treatment, and the extent of
their injuries remains unclear.
Halifax Regional Police con-
firmed that the suspect is a stu-
dent at the school.

Lindsey Bunin, spokes-
woman for Halifax Regional
Center for Education, said
there had been concern about
the student, who was in an
administrative office at the
time of the attack.The student
then left the building, “but
police were on scene almost
immediately,” she said. 

Police said they responded
to a weapons complaint at
around 9:20 am, and a suspect
was taken into custody about
10 minutes later. 

The school, with about
1,700 students in grades 10
through 12, was briefly locked
down and then closed for the
remainder of the day, with
students released.
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Unlike the global economy,
India would not slow
down and maintain the

pace of expansion achieved in
2022-23, an RBI article said on
Tuesday.

“We remain optimistic
about India, whatever the odds,”
said the article on the state of the
economy published in the
March edition of the Reserve
Bank bulletin.

The NSO’s end-February
data release indicates that the
Indian economy is intrinsically
better positioned than many
parts of the world to head into

a challenging year ahead, main-
ly because of its demonstrated
resilience and its reliance on
domestic drivers, it said.

Even as global growth is set
to slow down or even enter a
recession in 2023 as global
financial markets wager, India
has emerged from the pandem-
ic years stronger than initially
thought, with a steady gathering

of momentum since the second
quarter of the current financial
year, it said. 

“Year-on-year growth rates
do not reflect this pick-up of
pace because by construction
they are saddled with statistical
base effects, and instead suggest
a sequential slowing down
through successive quarters of
2022-23 to an unsuspecting

reader,” said the article.
The article has been

authored by a team led by RBI
Deputy Governor Michael
Debabrata Patra. The authors
further said India’s real GDP can
go up from Rs 159.7 lakh crore
in 2022-23 to Rs 170.9 lakh crore
against the current projection of
Rs 169.7 lakh crore in 2023-24. 

“This is simple arithmetic;
hardly a hurray at half-time.
Also, unlike the global economy,
India would not slow down —
it would maintain the pace of
expansion achieved in 2022-23.
We remain optimistic about
India, whatever the odds,” the
article said.

Currently available fore-
casts of India’s real GDP growth
for 2023-24, including those of
the RBI, settle between 6 and 6.5
per cent.

The central bank said that
views expressed in the article are
those of the authors and do not
represent the views of the
Reserve Bank of India. 
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India’s housing sector is wit-
nessing probably the “biggest

boom” in the last one and half
decade driven by various factors
such as affordability and cus-
tomers aspiration to own homes,
HDFC Capital Advisors Manag-
ing Director and CEO Vipul
Roongta said on Tuesday.

Addressing a real estate
summit organised by FICCI, he
noted that the residential real
estate segment has revived
strongly after going through a lot
of pain due to new realty law
RERA and demonetisation.

“In the last one and half
decade, I think this is probably
the biggest boom I am person-
ally seeing as an organisation on
the residential segment, whether
it is affordable mid-income and
premium housing properties,”
said Roongta, who is also Co-
Chairman, FICCI Real Estate

Committee.
He said the real estate devel-

opers have been made account-
able under the RERA for com-
pletion of projects and they
would be behind bars in case of
default.

Post-Covid pandemic,
Roongta said the customers are
upgrading their homes, in terms
of quality as well as size.

He said the housing
demand is mainly centred
around affordable and mid-
income in the country.

When asked about the rea-
sons for the boom, Roongta said,
on the sidelines of the event, the
demand is driven by “aspiration
and affordability” besides
demand-supply mismatch.

He said this is the right time
to develop housing projects in
affordable and mid-income cat-
egories.

Roongta said the demand is
buoyant despite an increase in

the mortgage rate in the last one
year. HDFC Capital Advisors
has launched USD 3.2 billion
real estate fund for affordable

housing, Roongta said, adding
that 85 per cent of the capital has
already been committed.

Addressing the event,

Kuldip Narayan, Joint Secretary,
Union Ministry of Housing and
Urban Affairs, said the size of the
urban sector will double in the

next 25 years.
He said the requirements for

facilities, residential spaces, com-
mercial spaces, and urban infra-
structure would double, adding,
“we have a lot of catching up to
do in infrastructure”.

“With increasing urbanisa-
tion from 12 to 30 per cent, the
next 20 years could see more
development than in the last 50
years,” Narayan said.

Narayan also alluded to
changes in construction tech-
nologies, highlighting the gov-
ernment’s “consistent stand on
reducing carbon emissions and
improving energy efficiency”
and encouraging the industry to
“adopt better and resource-effi-
cient construction technology”.

He asked the developers to
adopt new construction tech-
nologies for faster completion of
projects.

Raj Menda, Joint Chairman
at FICCI Real Estate Committee

and Corporate Chairman at
RMZ Corp, said, “after consec-
utive years of slowdown in the
sector, last year witnessed
unprecedented growth by reach-
ing a new historical height in the
commercial office segment”.

He added the extraordi-
nary demand of flex space from
medium and large enterprises
further propelled the sector
growth.

Arun Chawla, Director
General at FICCI, said, “with an
increase in urbanisation and
household incomes, the demand
for residential real estate has seen
an unprecedented surge. As a
result, India is now among the
top 10 price-appreciating hous-
ing markets internationally.”

According to property con-
sultant Anarock, housing sales
hit an all-time high last year to
nearly 3.65 lakh units across
seven major cities, beating the
previous high of 2014. 
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Benchmark Sensex and Nifty rebounded
nearly 1 per cent on Tuesday amid firm

trends in global equities and buying in index
major Reliance Industries and banking
stocks. 

The 30-share BSE Sensex climbed
445.73 points or 0.77 per cent to settle at
58,074.68. During the day, it rallied 504.38
points or 0.87 per cent to 58,133.33.

The broader NSE Nifty advanced 119.10
points or 0.70 per cent to settle at 17,107.50.

“Global markets recovery ushered in
gains in domestic equity indices as both the
benchmarks ended above the psychological
levels on the back of strong gains in finan-
cials. However, the optimism may face hur-
dles as the recent turmoil in large banks in
the US and Europe has shaken investors’
sentiment,” Shrikant Chouhan, Head of
Equity Research (Retail), Kotak Securities
Ltd. Said.

The US FOMC meeting on Wednesday
on interest rate decision would be keenly
eyed as any hike surpassing street expecta-
tions could unsettle investors, he said,

adding that falling crude oil prices at a faster
pace is raising concerns over the weaken-
ing global economic health.

Among the Sensex stocks, Reliance
Industries climbed the most by 3.11 per cent,
ending its eight-day slide. 

Bajaj Finance, Titan, Axis Bank, ICICI
Bank, Bajaj Finserv, IndusInd Bank,
UltraTech Cement, Larsen & Toubro,
HDFC Bank, HDFC and Kotak Mahindra
Bank were among the other major winners.

Power Grid, Hindustan Unilever, Tech
Mahindra, Tata Consultancy Services,
Infosys and Asian Paints were among the
biggest laggards.

In the broader market, BSE midcap
gauge climbed 0.66 per cent and smallcap
index gained 0.50 per cent.

Among indices, consumer durables
jumped 1.57 per cent, energy zoomed 0.99
per cent, power rallied 0.74 per cent, com-
modities jumped 0.71 per cent and telecom-
munication (0.63 per cent).

FMCG, IT, realty and teck were the lag-
gards.

“Gaining buoyancy from a slew of mea-
sures to shield the banking sector, global
markets witnessed recovery ahead of the US
Fed policy announcement on Wednesday.
The momentum was passed onto domes-
tic equities, which were led by large-cap
banks,” said Vinod Nair, Head of Research
at Geojit Financial Services.

However, the gains were capped by IT
stocks on caution over muted deal wins from
the BFSI segment in the western markets

In Asia, Seoul, Hong Kong and
Shanghai markets ended higher. 

European markets were trading in the
green during afternoon trade. The US
markets ended in positive territory on
Monday. 

Meanwhile, global oil benchmark Brent
crude climbed 0.65 per cent to USD 74.27
per barrel. 
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Leasing of office space across
six major cities may fall by

25-30 per cent this calendar year
to 35-38 million square feet on
subdued demand, according to
Colliers India and FICCI.

Property consultant Colliers
India and industry body FICCI
released a report ‘Emerging
Trends and Opportunities in
Office Sector — 2023’.

Gross office space leasing
rose to 50.3 million square feet
in 2022 across six cities from
32.9 million square feet in the
previous year on better demand.

These six cities are Delhi-
NCR, Mumbai, Bengaluru,
Hyderabad, Chennai and Pune.

The report said that in an
optimistic scenario, India’s office
sector is likely to see about 35-
38 million square feet of gross
leasing in 2023.

The consultant expects that
the economic headwinds would
ease and not cause a significant
dent to overall occupiers’ confi-
dence.

It expects a significant

increase in leasing in the latter
half of this year with corporates
likely to close leasing decisions
that were put on hold tem-
porarily.

On the contrary, the
Colliers-FICCI report pointed
out that in a pessimistic scenario,
the impact of economic head-
winds would be prolonged,
delaying a recovery in demand.

In the optimistic scenario,
Colliers expects 2023 leasing to
30-33 million square feet at a
gross level.

The report suggested that
while the office market in 2023
looks uncertain currently, it

might bounce back with relative
ease despite the global head-
winds and other externalities.

Leasing activity is likely to
pick up in the second half of the
year, led by global capability cen-
tres, BFSI companies and star-
tups with sound business mod-
els, the report said.

“The growth in traditional
and flex spaces has been robust
in 2022 as occupiers were more
upbeat about leasing space and
expanding their footprint. In
2023, despite the office market
being riddled with uncertainty,
the office sector is poised for
growth, provided the econom-
ic environment remains bright,”
Peush Jain, Managing Director
(Office Services) at Colliers
India, said.

“We do not expect the leas-
ing numbers to fall below the
peak pandemic levels of leasing
even in a pessimistic scenario,”
Jain said.

The key fundamentals of the
office market will follow the tra-
jectory of demand and supply to
maintain a balance in the mar-
ket, he added.
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The rupee depreciated by 10
paise to 82.66 against the US

dollar on Tuesday amid a rise in
crude oil prices and unabated
foreign fund outflows from the
domestic equity market.

Positive sentiments in the
equity markets across the globe
failed to address the concerns of
investors who are awaiting the
interest rate decision by the US
Federal Reserve due on
Wednesday.

At the interbank foreign
exchange, the domestic unit
opened strong at 82.54 against
the dollar. During the day, it
went as high as 82.53 and hit the
lowest level of 82.70. It finally
settled at 82.66 (provisional)
against the American currency,
registering a fall of 10 paise
against its previous close.

On Monday, the rupee set-
tled at 82.56 against the US dol-
lar.

Meanwhile, the dollar index,
which gauges the greenback’s
strength against a basket of six
currencies, was trading 0.02 per
cent higher at 103.30.

Global oil benchmark Brent
crude futures rose by 0.98 per
cent to USD 74.51 per barrel.

The 30-share BSE Sensex
closed 445.73 points or 0.77 per
cent higher at 58,074.68 points
while the broader NSE Nifty
jumped 119.10 points or 0.70
per cent to reclaim the 17,100-
level and ended at 17,107.50
points.

Foreign Institutional Inves-
tors (FIIs) remained net sellers
in the domestic capital market
on Monday as they offloaded
shares worth Rs 2,545.87 crore,
according to exchange data. 
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Aparliamentary panel has
attributed low installation of

solar roof-top and wind energy
projects as key reasons for the
shortfall in achieving India’s
renewable energy capacity tar-
get of 175 GW by 2022.

India set an ambitious tar-
get of installing 175 GW of
renewable energy capacity by the
year 2022, which included 100
GW from solar, 60 GW from
wind, 10 GW from bio-power
and 5 GW from small hydro-
power.

However, a renewable ener-
gy capacity of 120.90 GW has
been installed in the country as
of 31st December 2022 which is
about 69 per cent of the overall
target, the Standing Committee
on Energy said in a report. 

“Keeping in view the fact

that renewable energy installed
capacity has increased by more
than 236 per cent since 2014,
this is indeed a commendable
achievement. However, it should
also be mentioned that whatev-
er shortfall has occurred in
achievement of the target that is
because of low installation of
solar roof-tops and wind ener-
gy projects,” the committee said. 

Keeping in view India’s

commitment to increase our
non-fossil fuel based energy
capacity to 500 GW by the year
2030, the Ministry of New and
Renewable Energy must ramp
up its pace for timely achieve-
ment of targets, it suggested. 

A strict timeline should be
imposed for approvals/rejec-
tion of applications, installa-
tion of net-meter, inspection of
the system, etc. By the discoms
and reasons should mandatori-
ly be provided by them in case
of rejection of application on the
national portal, the committee
said. 

Discoms may be incen-
tivized so that their apprehen-
sions regarding losing their
high-paying consumers because
of the installation of solar
rooftops are addressed and they
positively participate in the pro-
gramme. 
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Since the provisions relating to Corporate
Insolvency Resolution Process (CIRP) came

into force on December 1, 2016, a total of 6,199
CIRPs have started, as on the end of December
2022, the Parliament was informed on Tuesday.

As of December 2022, 611 CIRPs have

resulted in resolution, where the creditors have
recovered 30.40 per cent of their admitted claims,
Minister of State for Corporate Affairs, Rao Inderjit
Singh told the Rajya Sabha in a written reply to
a question seeking to know the number of com-
panies which have utilized the provisions of
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC), 2016
since it came into force.

On a question whether there is a delay in the
completion of the process within stipulated time,
he said that the average time taken (after exclud-
ing the time excluded by the Adjudicating
Authority) for resolution of the 611 resolved cases
is 482 days. Insolvency resolution process under
the IBC is a market driven process and the out-
come depends on market forces. Further, the time
taken for resolution depends on several factors,
including the nature of business, business cycles,
market sentiments, litigations and marketing
effort, he added.

To the question on the list of defaulters who
have availed ‘haircuts’ above Rs 10 crore, the
Minister said: “As of December, 2022, out of the
611 resolved CIRPs, in 477 cases there is a dif-
ference of more than Rs 10 crore in realisation
amount of creditors against their admitted claim.”
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Reliance Jio on Tuesday said
that its True 5G services

have gone live in 406 cities, thus
becoming the first and only tele-
com operator to reach such a
wide network in a short span of
time. The company announced
the launch of its True 5G services
in 41 new cities in 16 states/
union territories — Adoni,
Badvel, Chilakaluripet, Gudi-
vada, Kadiri, Narsapur, Raya-
choti, Srikalahasti, Tadepal-
ligudem (Andhra Pradesh),
Margao (Goa), Fatehabad,
Gohana, Hansi, Narnaul, Palwal
(Haryana), Paonta Sahib
(Himachal Pradesh), Rajouri
(Jammu & Kashmir) Dumka
(Jharkhand), Robertsonpet
(Karnataka).

Other cities include —
Kanhangad, Nedumangad, Tali-
paramba, Thalassery, Thiruvalla
(Kerala), Betul, Dewas, Vidisha
(Madhya Pradesh) Bhandara,
Wardha (Maharashtra), Lunglei
(Mizoram), Byasanagar,
Rayagada (Odisha), Hoshiarpur
(Punjab), Tonk (Rajasthan),
Karaikudi, Krishnagiri, Ranipet,

Theni Allinagaram, Udhaga-
mandalam, Vaniyambadi (Tamil
Nadu) and Kumarghat (Tri-
pura).

“Jio is expanding its True-
5G reach at a rapid pace and has
already rolled out a large portion
of the planned True-5G network
in this country. Covering major-
ity of the nation is a matter of
immense pride for us,” a com-
pany spokesperson said. Starting
Tuesday, Jio users in these 41
cities will be invited to try the Jio
Welcome Offer, to experience
unlimited data at up to 1 Gbps+
speeds, at no additional cost.

Meanwhile, the Chairman
of Reliance Jio Infocomm Ltd,
Akash Ambani, has said that
Reliance Jio is on the path to
achieving the declared goal to
increase the Jio 5G footprint to
cover every town, taluka and
tehsil across the country by
December this year.
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Crystal Palace have reap-
pointed former England

boss Roy Hodgson as their
manager until the end of the sea-
son, with a mission to save the
Premier League strugglers from
relegation. The 75-year-old, who
replaces the sacked Patrick
Vieira, said the "sole objective"
was to ensure survival in the
English top flight.

Hodgson, who was in
charge at Selhurst Park between
2017 and 2021, takes over with
Palace lying 12th in the Premier
League, three points above the
relegation zone after a 12-match
winless run.

"It is a privilege to be asked

to return to the club, which has
always meant so much to me,
and to be given the important
task of turning the team's for-
tunes around," Hodgson said in
a club statement. "Our sole
objective now is to start winning
matches, and to get the points
necessary to ensure our Premier
League status."

Hodgson will be assisted by
Paddy McCarthy, with Ray

Lewington returning as first-
team coach.

Palace chairman Steve
Parish welcomed the former
Liverpool and Inter Milan man-
ager back to his boyhood club,
saying his experience would be
crucial in the battle to avoid the
drop. Hodgson has a difficult job
on his hands turning around the
form of a club that have not win
a match in 2023.

The bottom nine teams in
the Premier League are separat-
ed by just four points, cranking
up the pressure as the season
enters its final months.

Hodgson's first match in
charge will be a home game
against fellow strugglers
Leicester on April 1.
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Norway's star striker Erling
Haaland will miss the coun-

try's next two Euro qualifiers
against Spain and Georgia due to
a groin injury, the Norwegian FA
said on Tuesday.

Haaland, who recently scored
five goals for his club Manchester
City against Leipzig in the
Champions League and a hat-
trick against Burnley in the FA
Cup, complained about groin
pain following the Burnley game
over the weekend.

The Norwegian Football
Federation said Haaland had left

the national team's training camp
in Marbella, Spain, to undergo a
medical follow-up with his
Premier League club.

"We hoped it was just a dis-
comfort that would pass by
Saturday, but after tests and
examinations yesterday it is clear
that he will not be ready for the
games against Spain and
Georgia," team doctor Ola Sand
was quoted as saying in a state-
ment.

Norway will play two away
games in their Euro 2024 quali-
fying group A debut, first against
Spain in Malaga on Saturday and
Georgia in Batumi on Tuesday.


��� 8�C	���

Argentinian Jorge Sampaoli was sacked as coach
of struggling Sevilla on Tuesday, with the club

just off the relegation zone.
"Sevilla FC have today relieved Jorge Sampaoli

of his duties," the club said in a statement.
"Following the defeat at Getafe, which leaves

the side just above the relegation zone, the club
have decided to part ways with the Argentine

coach ahead of the international break."
"Sevilla FC would like to thank Jorge Sampaoli

for his dedication and commitment at the club and
wish him the best of luck in his future."

The former Chile and Argentina coach
joined Sevilla in October, but the club has failed
to shake off its disappointing mid-table form.
Sampaoli's second stint at the club saw him over-
see 13 wins, six draws and 12 defeats in 31 match-
es.

Sevilla sit 13th in La Liga on 28 points, two
off Getafe — to whom they lost 2-0 on Sunday
— and Almeria, who currently occupy two of the
three relegation spots.

Sevilla will face Manchester United in next
month's quarter-finals of the Europa League, a
competition the club has won a record six times.

"It's time to say goodbye to a club I love," said
Sampaoli, 62.

"I go with my head held high. Football does-
n't always make you happy. It can even give you
insomnia.

"But there's no doubt it was worth my while.
It seemed like a good idea at the time," said the
fiery coach who was under contract until the end
of next season."
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Prospective Manchester Uni-
ted owner Jim Ratcliffe says

he will not pay a "stupid" price
for the Premier League giants,
with more bidders expected to
enter the race to take over at
Old Trafford.

The British billionaire is
one of two interested parties to
have publicly announced their
bids to Raine, the merchant
bank brought in to assist the
club in assessing offers. Qatari
banker Sheikh Jassim Bin
Hamad Al Thani is the other.

United's unpopular own-
ers, the Glazer family, announ-
ced in November they were
conducting a strategic review,
with the sale of the club one
option being considered.

The Americans' asking
price is believed to be $6 billion.

Ratcliffe  held talks with the
club on Friday during a visit to
Old Trafford and the
Carrington training complex, a
day after Sheikh Jassim's repre-
sentatives visited United.

But in an interview with
the Wall Street Journal, the 70-
year-old Ratcliffe said he would
not pay over the odds for the
20-time English champions.

"How do you decide the
price of a painting?" he said.
"How do you decide the price
of a house? It's not related to
how much it cost to build or
how much it cost to paint.

"What you don't want to do
is pay stupid prices for things
because then you regret it sub-
sequently."
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Kylian Mbappe will take over
as captain of France after

Hugo Lloris stepped down fol-
lowing the World Cup final
defeat to Argentina, a source
close to the team said.

Paris Saint-Germain for-
ward Mbappe, 24, accepted the
role after discussions with coach
Didier Deschamps.

His first game as captain will
be Friday's Euro 2024 qualifier
against the Netherlands at the
Stade de France, Les Bleus' first
match since their World Cup
final disappointment in Doha on
December 18.

Tottenham goalkeeper
Lloris, 36, brought an end to his
international career in January,
in the weeks after Lionel Messi's
Argentina side beat the French
in a penalty shootout following

a thrilling match that ended 3-
3 in extra-time.

Lloris had been skipper for
more than a decade.

Atletico Madrid attacker
Antoine Griezmann was named
vice-captain after Manchester
United centre-back Raphael
Varane also hung up his boots
following the defeat to Argentina
in December.

Mbappe, who scored a hat-
trick in the World Cup final
defeat, had been heavily linked
with the captain's role for weeks.

Michel Platini, who cap-
tained France to victory in the
1984 European Championship,
said the decision was "a very
good idea".

"In giving him the respon-
sibility of the captaincy, it allows
Kylian, when necessary, to go
still further, higher, stronger,"
Platini, the ex-head of European

football's governing body UEFA,
said in a statement.

Mbappe helped Les Bleus to
World Cup glory as a teenager
in 2018 and has established
himself as arguably the leading
forward on the global stage.

The Paris-born former
Monaco player is vice-captain at
PSG behind Brazilian defender
Marquinhos and led the side in
the defender's absence during
Sunday's loss to Rennes.

Mbappe has scored 19 goals
in 24 Ligue 1 matches this sea-
son and contributed seven goals
in PSG's run to the last 16 of the
Champions League, where they
were knocked out by Bayern
Munich.

France are grouped with the
Dutch, the Republic of Ireland,
Greece and Gibraltar in their
qualifying group for Euro 2024,
to be held in Germany.
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Federico Chiesa and Federico Dimarco have with-
drawn from the Italy squad for their opening Euro

2024 qualifiers, the national football federation
announced on Monday.

Juventus winger Chiesa limped off after coming
on as a substitute as Juventus beat Inter Milan in a Serie
A. Examinations on his knee showed no injury, but
the club said he needs to rest. Inter left back Dimarco
went off earlier the same game. West Ham defender
Emerson Palmieri has been called up for Dimarco but
no replacement was named for Chiesa.

Chiesa ws a starter on the team that beat England
on penalties in the last final in 2021.

Ivan Provedel of Lazio, one of four goalkeepers
called up by coach Roberto Mancini, also withdrew
and was replaced by Cremonese's Marco Carnesecchi.
Italy begin the defence of their title with a rematch of
the Euro 2020 final against England in Naples on
Thursday, before travelling to Malta on Sunday.
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Commonwealth Games
champion Lakshya Sen

slipped six places to move out of
the world top 20 in the latest
men's singles rankings issued by
BWF on Tuesday.

Following his second round
exit from the All England
Championship, Sen slumped to
the 25th spot.

The 21-year-old, who had
reached a career-best world no.
6 in November last year, hasn't
been in the best of form, having
made early exits from Malaysia
Open, India Open and German
Open.

Last year, Sen had a rampag-
ing run in the European circuit
early in the season, winning the

India Open and reaching the
finals at Germany and All
England.

HS Prannoy continued to
remain steady at number ninth
spot, while Kidambi Srikanth
regained his top 20 spot after
climbing two positions.

In women's singles, PV
Sindhu stayed at the ninth spot,
while Saina Nehwal, who had
skipped the All England Cham-
pionships, slipped five places to
32nd spot.

Men's pairing of Satwik-
sairaj Rankireddy and Chirag
Shetty continued at the sixth
spot, while women's combina-
tion of Treesa Jolly and Gayatri
Gopichand lost a rung to be at
the 18th position, despite a
semifinal finish last week.
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A"fatigued" Nikhat Zareen continued
her winning run to enter the quar-
terfinals along with three other

pugilists, including Commonwealth Games
bronze medallist Jaismine Lamboria, at the
Women's World Championships here on
Tuesday.

Competing in her first international
tournament in 50kg weight class, Nikhat
saw off Mexico's Patricia Alvarez Herrera
5-0 to notch up her third win of the tour-
nament.

Commonwealth Games champion
Nitu Ghanghas (48kg) won her bout with
a first round RSC against Sumaiya
Qosimova of Tajikistan, while last year's
bronze medallist Manisha Moun (57kg) got
the better of Nur Elif Turhan of Turkey
when the referee ruled in her favour in the
third round. Jaismine (60kg) came from a
round down to overpower Mijgona
Samadova of Tajikistan.

Shashi Chopra (63kg) and Manju

Bamboriya (66kg), however, bowed out of
the tournament.

While Shashi lost 0-4 to Mai Kito of
Japan, Manju was literally out-punched by
Navbakhor Khamidova of Uzbekistan.

Nikhat took a few seconds to decipher
her opponent's game plan before attacking.
She used her nimble feet to duck away from
Herrera's counter attacks.

Both the boxers have moved down
from the 52kg weight division. Well aware
of the Mexican's aggressive style of play,
Nikhat used her speed to land accurate jabs
and hooks.

Herrera, whom she had beaten in the
last edition, tried her best to shift the
momentum in her favour but Nikhat's
relentless attacks proved too strong.

Nikhat, who has already played three
bouts, including one against the top seed,
and is still three bouts away from the gold,
said she is feeling fatigued.

"I am happy that I have defeated the
person that has got seeding number one,"
the unseeded Nikhat, who had several cuts

on her lip, said after her bout.
"I still have some fatigue from my last

round as it was against the top seed. It was
tough and her punches landed pretty well
so my neck was a little tight and my body
a little slow compared to my last bout. But
I am happy that I won unanimous this time.

"In my boxing career, this is the first
competition that I'll play six bouts because
I didn't get a seeding, but I am not
focussing on that."

Eight Indian pugilists -- Nitu, Nikhat,
Sakshi Choudhary (52kg), Manisha,
Jaismine, Lovlina Borgohain (75kg),
Saweety Boora (81kg) and Nupur Sheoran
(+81kg) will compete in the quarterfinals
on Wednesday.

Earlier in the opening session of the
day, Nitu registered her second RSC win
in as many bouts in the tournament.

Both Nitu and Qosimova tried to fig-
ure out each other's game, but then the
Indian connected four straight jabs which
forced the referee to give the opponent her
first standing count.

Nitu continued her onslaught as she
cornered the Tajikistan pugilist and pum-
melled her with straight jabs.

The referee gave Qosimova her second
standing count before calling the contest
in the Indian's favour much to the disap-
pointment of her opponent, who kept
showing the thumbs down gesture when
the result was called.

The experienced Manisha used a
straight jab followed by a combination of
punches to assert her authority.

Considerably taller than the Turkish
boxer, Manisha used that to her advantage
as she unleashed a right and left hook fol-
lowed by a straight jab. Turhan looked to
attack in the second round after receiving
two standing counts in the first three min-
utes but Manisha continued landing hooks
and jabs quite seamlessly.

She kept moving around to dodge her
opponent's punches. A flurry of jabs and
hooks by Manisha led the referee to stop
the contest in favour of the home boxer
with only few seconds left for the final bell.

����� ��������	

She was MC Mary Kom's contemporary but
the trajectory of Satinder Kaur's life-path

was entirely different from the iconic six-time
World Champion.

While 'Magnificent Mary' scaled new
heights post giving birth to her twins, mar-
riage took 2004 National champion Kaur to
far away in New South Wales in Australia,
where boxing was illegal for women even
decade and half back.

And when it became legal, Satinder was
pregnant with her first born, a son. She tried
to pursue the sport once again but had to quit
as she had two small children to tend to.

Satinder had completed her BA degree
and a diploma in boxing from NIS Patiala
before getting married and moving to
Australia in 2007.

In 2020, after years of staying away from
the boxing ring, Satinder, gave up her cushy
job in the New South Wales' Department of
Justice (DOJ) to follow her passion once again.
She was appointed as the assistant coach for
New South Wales, which she is enjoying thor-
oughly.

She is also the Australian national team's
assistant coach. However, it is a voluntary
appointment without any monetary perks.

And thanks to her association to Boxing
Australia, Satinder is back to India but in
Australian colours, albeit as manager of the
Australian women's team that is taking part
in the World Championship.

"Woh bolte hai na aapke andar aag jalti
rehti hai woh kam ho jaati hai par abhi bhi
sulgh rahi hai (the intensity of the fire in my
belly to box went down but it was still there),"
Satinder, who is town for the Women's World
Championships as the Australian team's man-
ager, told PTI.
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Having started boxing under renowned

coach and Dronacharya awardee, Shiv Singh,
Chandigarh's Satinder, who won the 2004
Nationals after winning the silver a year ear-
lier, rose the domestic ranks pretty quickly.

"I started boxing in India around 2001.
I would train with coach Shiv Singh. I used

to play for Chandigarh," said Satinder who
competed in the lightweight category (63kg).

"First the coach refused to train me
because he didn't train girls. The first two
weeks I would go and just sit and look at every
one. He didn't make me do anything.

"But I was determined that I have to do
boxing. Seeing my hard work and dedication,
sir decided to train me and in three months
of training I got a silver in the 2003 nation-
als."

Since no women trained under Singh,
Satinder had no option but to spar with men
which motivated her to improve her fitness.
And the silver medal was followed by a gold
in 2004 Nationals a year later.

In the national camp she trained along-
side the likes of the legendary MC Mary Kom
and World Champions L Sarita Devi and
Jenny RL and returning to the Indra Gandhi
Indoor Stadium is like a blast from the past
filled with nostalgia.

"I feel so coming back here. I met some
of the boxers who were with me in the camp
after 19 years."
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The 40-year-old Satinder is hopeful that

her work with Australian team would be
appreciated and she would have a more per-
manent role in the set-up.

"I am grateful to Boxing Australia and
Boxing Federation of India for this opportu-
nity," said Satinder, who hopes her good work
would earn her a permanent gig with Boxing
Australia.

"When I am coaching those 1-2 hours my
thoughts are 100 per cent on coaching, I am
not thinking about anything else. That gives
me a lot of satisfaction. Psychological it works
for me."

����������
Despite being away for over half a

month, Satinder - the mother and wife has
made sure her children and husband are cared
for.

"I cook everything before I go some-
where. Right now I am away for 20 days so
I have cooked curries for every day and stored
it in the fridge before coming."

&�-$ #�4�5��#$�!%���6��#��7) !#�!(�& *%
<���
�������-��=������	���������
������
��>�����,�*�?������?���
������	�����@�����
�����������������

-�� ���������

�+�	��8�� ����	


	���*������-���������
����
����������������

(����
�����
���
��
��<����
��������

.�������(����
4��������
!���
79�����$����

!���������.����������*

������������<�����#��� ����� 
���������
�	


/�"
�	���	�	
���	�	 ��
,+(�&&��,����,��)��&�



�(�����

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

����� -����"	�

The prima donnas of Indian
batting will have to put
their best foot forward

while tackling the lethal in-dip-
pers from Mitchell Starc when
they face Australia in the series-
deciding third ODI here on
Wednesday.

If Starc is giving sleepless
nights to the batters, the other
'Mitchell — Mitchell Marsh —
has sent the Indian bowlers on
a leather hunt by hitting nearly
a dozen sixes (11) across two
games. Tackling 'Mitchell The
Menace' will be topmost on the
Indian team's agenda.

The series is locked at 1-1
and the starry quartet of Rohit
Sharma, Virat Kohli, Shubman
Gill and Suryakumar Yadav will
have to bat out of their skins to
stop the left-arm pacer, who is
gearing up to once again bring
the ball back viciously into the
right-handers while taking a
few away.

A sea change on the techni-
cal aspect, as well mental make-
up, will be the need of the hour,
and Starc has exposed their
frailties pretty badly.

The white ball games in
India are mostly played on flat
decks, where one can get away
by hitting through the line,
where one doesn't need too
much of feet movement. A bat-
ter can plonk the front-foot
and hit deliveries across the line
with a fair degree of success.

But Starc, blessed with bet-
ter skill sets, changed the ques-
tionnaire with deliveries that
would either straighten in the
off-middle line or cut back
sharply towards leg-middle after
a fair amount of deviation in the
air.

The Indians have known
what Starc has done for the
longest time but they failed to
factor in that conditions in
Mumbai and Visakhapatnam
would assist his bowling a bit
more. In Mumbai, there was

help off the surface but in the
coastal city of Visakhapatnam,
the ball did more in the air than
off the surface.

The refurbished Chepauk,
with all its stands being open for
public viewing, will be hosting
an international game after quite
some time and the re-laid pitch
will attract a lot of attention.

Normally, Chepauk pro-
duces a track that is effective for
slow bowlers and run-scoring in
the middle overs might be dif-
ficult.

However, an interesting
aspect of this year's pitch prepa-
ration will be keeping Chennai
Super Kings' strength in mind
and one might see some initial
nip off the surface for the fast
bowlers.
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Suryakumar Yadav in T20Is

can do no wrong with his
aggressive shuffling inside the
crease but that exaggerated
movement across the crease has
led to a couple of identical first-
ball dismissals for him in both
ODIs.

To play swing and seam, one
needs to maintain perfect bal-
ance and play the ball as late as
possible. Surya always tries to
play late in T20s and hence it is
a bit surprising that he is trying
to meet the ball early in this for-
mat. With no Shreyas Iyer for
sometime, this is actually Surya's
best time to grab the opportu-
nity and seal an ODI World Cup
berth, but he has been far from
convincing so far.

"Of course, we have seen
and he knows that he needs to
do well in the slightly-longer for-
mat of the game as well. Things
are there in his mind as well.
Guys with potential will have
enough run so that they don't
feel like 'okay I wasn't given
enough chances in that partic-
ular slot," skipper Rohit had said
after the last game.

"Surya got out in the last two
games and in the series before

that as well. He needs that con-
sistent run, like back-to-back
games, 7, 8 and 10 games like
that. So that he feels more com-
fortable," the skipper had
assured.

The next run of ODIs will
only be in June-July and there is
a possibility that Iyer could be fit
by then to reclaim his place and
Surya might find it difficult to
get his share of chances.

7�	+����
��
��
The Indian bowling attack

needs to take its workload man-
agement seriously but, truth be
told, the bowlers haven't had
much work to do as they have
bowled a total of 47 overs (36
and 11) across the two games.
That is not even half of the 100
allocated overs.

Mohammed Shami and
Mohammed Siraj wouldn't
mind making first use of the
Chepauk surface if Rohit hap-
pens to win the toss.

The key question is if
Shardul Thakur, or Jaydev
Unadkat for his left-arm varia-
tion, will be used as third spe-
cialist seamer, or both spinners
Kuldeep Yadav and Axar Patel
will get another game alongside
Ravindra Jadeja.

��
�

India: Rohit Sharma (captain),
Shubman Gill, Virat Kohli,
Suryakumar Yadav, KL Rahul
(wk), Hardik Pandya, Ravindra
Jadeja, Axar Patel, Kuldeep
Yadav, Mohammed Shami,
Mohammed Siraj, Shardul
Thakur, Washington Sundar,
Ishan Kishan, Jaydev Unadkat,
Yuzvendra Chahal, Umran
Malik.
Australia: Steve Smith (cap-
tain), Mitchell Marsh, Travis
Head, Marcus Stoinis, Glenn
Maxwell, Marbnus Labus-
chagne, Cameron Green, Nat-
han Ellis, Mitchell Starc, Sean
Abbott, Adam Zampa, Ashton
Agar, David Warner, Alex
Carrey, Jos Iglis.
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Mumbai Indians on Tuesday
reclaimed the top spot in

the points table with a four-
wicket victory against Royal
Challengers Bangalore in the
Women's Premier League, rid-
ing on Amelia Kerr's allround
heroics.

Chasing a modest 126 to
win here at the DY Patil Sta-
dium, Mumbai Indians stuttered
post a fiery start and also failed
to knock off the target in 11.3
overs — a condition that would
have helped them improve net
run rate over Delhi Capitals.

Mumbai Indians eventual-
ly finished at 129 for 6 in 16.3
overs.

RCB, however, signed off
from the competition with their

sixth loss in eight league match-
es.

All-rounder Kerr was at
top of her game with figures of
4-0-22-3 and an unbeaten 31
from 27 balls (4x4s) to take
Mumbai Indians over the line.

Kerr added 47 runs for the
fifth wicket with Pooja Vastrakar
(19) to revive Mumbai Indians
who were rocked twice in quick
succession.

Sobhana Asha halted Nat
Sciver-Brunt's charge by dismiss-
ing her for 13, while captain
Harmanpreet Kaur (2) fell for
her first single-digit score in the
competition.

Kanika Ahuja claimed two
wickets in one over to finish as
the pick among the bowlers for
RCB.

At the start, the opening pair

of Hayley Matthews (24 from 17
balls, 2x4s, 1x6s) and Yastika
Bhatia (30 off 26 balls, 6x4s) laid
the foundation with a 53-run
stand.

Delhi Capitals will face UP
Warriorz in the final league
game later in the day at the
Brabourne Stadium, post which
the WPL points table would be
finalised.

While the team finishing at
the top will get a direct entry into
Sunday's final, the second and
third-placed teams will battle in
the eliminator on Friday to fill
up the second slot of the sum-
mit clash.

Earlier, Kerr snapped three
wickets as Mumbai Indians pro-
duced a disciplined effort to
restrict RCB to 125 for nine.

Kerr (3/22) validated MI

captain Harmanpreet Kaur's
decision to bowl first, taking full
advantage of a spin-friendly
track, while Matthews (4-0-18-
0) and Saika Ishaque (1/30)
were also on the money.

Both Kerr and Ishaque
joined Sophie Ecclestone of the
UP Warriorz for most wickets
(13) in WPL.

Mumbai made an early
breakthrough when a horrible
mixup between Devine (0) and
Smriti Mandhana culminated in
the former being run out.

Mandhana continued to
drive herself back into form, hit-
ting a few exciting shots to
make 24 from 25 balls with three
fours and a six, before her
innings was ended by Kerr off a
mistimed stroke.

Ellyse Perry (29 from 28
balls, 3x4s) took time to settle
down and opened up only in the
10th over, hitting Ishaque for
consecutive fours. At the halfway
stage, RCB were 56 for 2.

Heather Knight perished
for 12 in the 11th over with Kerr
bagging her second wicket and
the slide continued for RCB with
the Kiwi spinner striking again,
getting Kanika Ahuja (12)
stumped by Yastika Bhatia.

Nat Sciver-Brunt returned
for her final over to finish at 4-
0-24-2, dismissing Perry and
Shreyanka Patil (4) to mark yet
another poor show for RCB with
the bat. Isabelle Wong (2/26)
also chipped in, removing Richa
Ghosh and Disha Kasat in the
last over.

Ghosh cracked three fours
and two sixes to make 29 off 13
balls, with her innings helping
RCB move past the 100-run
mark.
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Alice Capsey produced a fab-
ulous all-round display,

snaring three wickets and
smashing a 31-ball 34 as Delhi
Capitals thrashed UP Warriorz
by five wickets to directly qual-
ify for the final of the Women's
Premier League here on
Tuesday.

Chasing 139-run target,
built around Tahila McGrath's
32-ball unbeaten 58, DC
romped home scoring 142 for
five in 17.5 overs to finish at the
top of the table, toppling
Mumbai Indians on the basis of
better net run rate.

With Delhi grabbing a
direct spot in the final, Mumbai
Indians and UP Warriorz will
now face off in the eliminator
for the other final spot.

MI had defeated Royal
Challengers Bangalore by four

wickets earlier in the day, leav-
ing DC with the task of not only
winning against UPW but also
maintaining a better run-rate to
directly book their final spot.

Meg Lanning and Co did
just that as they restricted UPW
to a modest 138 for six after
winning the toss and opting to

bowl.
Chasing, the opening pair

of Lanning and Shafali Verma
then went on a boundary hitting
spree as they knocked off 56
runs off 29 balls.

If Lanning set the ball
rolling with three fours and a six
in a 20-run first over off

Shabnim Ismail, Shafali had
four hits to the fence in her 16-
ball 21-run cameo.

Once Shafali was holed out
to Soppadhandi Yashasri off
Sophie Ecclestone's bowling,
Ismail returned to trap Jemimah
Rodrigues and then removed
Lanning, who was caught by
Simran Shaikh in the deep, as
suddenly DC slumped to 70 for
three.

UPW tried to tighten the
screws but Capsey produced
three boundaries in four balls
off Ecclestone to keep DC in the
hunt. Marizanne Kapp (34 not
out off 31) smashed another
maximum as DC reached 130
for three in 16 overs.

Ecclestone managed to sent
back Capsey after two balls,
while a mix-up cost Jess
Jonassen's wicket but Kapp
kept her cool to hit the winning
runs.
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He is more than happy with
the takeaways from the

nine home ODIs that Indian
team has played and has
already narrowed his World
Cup core team to 17-18 play-
ers, head coach Rahul Dravid
said on the eve of the series
decider against Australia.

India are going into the
decider having already played
eight home games — three ver-
sus Sri Lanka, three versus New
Zealand and three against
Australia finishing on Wed-
nesday.

Did he achieve what he
had set out to in nine home
ODIs, keeping World Cup in
mind? "We have to a large
extent. We have got a lot more
clarity at the end of these nine
games irrespective of what
happens tomorrow. We need to
keep building on that clarity.

"For us it is now the differ-
ent playing XI combinations
and just ensuring that we play
different combinations at times
just to ensure that we are able
to do that in the World Cup
and we are not surprised by
anything in the World Cup,"
Dravid told mediapersons here
on Tuesday.

The head coach rued the
absence of an injured Shreyas
Iyer, who had been earmarked
to bat at No. 4 in the World
Cup. The coach at the same
time was sympathetic towards
Suryakumar Yadav, who has-
n't yet set the ODI stage on fore
unlike T20 format.

"Obviously. It is unfortu-
nate for Shreyas to get injured.
He is probably one of those
guys who would bat at No.4
and given a lot of time at that
position. If you notice we have
stuck to the people in positions.
For two years leading into
this run, there is a lot of T20
cricket played and we did not
have a lot of one-day cricket
and if there are injuries and all
that, we do have options."

But does Surya's first-ball
ducks isn't really worrying
Dravid. "Not really concerned
about Surya. He got two very
good balls. One of things about
Surya is that he is learning the
50-overs game. The T20 is
slightly different. In T20, he has
played 10 years of IPL.

"He (Surya) has played a
lot of T20 cricket. He has
played a lot of high pressure
T20 games. Even though he
has played a lot of t20 cricket
I think he has not played a lot
of one-day cricket. We need to
give him some time and be
patient with it. We certainly see
the upside of him doing well."
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This leg of home ODIs

were very important as the
players will now get into IPL
and after that there is the big
WTC final, followed by a tour
of West Indies and a possible
Asia Cup in Dubai. "Probably
not going to get too many
more games in our condi-
tions. We had the opportuni-
ty to play in these conditions
which is great. Yeah, coming
out of the IPL to a large extent
we are pretty clear about the
kind of squad and the players
we want. We have narrowed it
down to 17-18 players."

Injuries to Jasprit Bumrah,
Iyer, Prasodh Krishna, Deepak
Chahar does remain a concern
but Dravid insisted that the
team is in a good head space.

"We have some guys who
are recovering from injuries
and will come into the frame
based on their recovery. All in
all, we are pretty much in good
space. We are able to give those
who we have zeroed in on as
many playing opportunities.

"There are a couple of dif-
ferent combinations that we
would like to try. It is a big
tournament, a long tourna-
ment in India, we want to have
that flexibility in our squad.
Some times four fast bowlers,
sometimes three spinners.
Within the squad we will like
to keep the options. Just to
ensure that we have covered all
our bases for all conditions."
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Consistency in selection
has always been key for Dravid
and right now, if there is one
wrist spinner, who will get a
long rope, it will be Kuldeep
Yadav and not Yuzvendra
Chahal. "We are always pre-
suming that the wickets will
spin in India. We just actually
presume. I don't think the last
2 spun at all. We never know
what we are going to get in the
World Cup," Dravuid said.

"In the league phase, nine
cities, it is in October, the wick-
ets won't be as tired as they
probably are in the IPL and
(that too) at the back-end of
our summer. You just have to
get all your bases covered."
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Being able to pick Mitchell
Starc's brain, have him as a

"calming influence" during ups
and downs are some of the perks
of being an Australian cricketer
that young Nathan Ellis is enjoy-
ing a lot.

Ellis, who got Virat Kohli in
the second game spoke exten-
sively as to how Starc's influence
on him has grown over time.

"Starcy (nickname) has been
huge for me. For me personal-
ly, he is someone I looked up to
him a lot of time. He presented
me my first Australia cap too. He
is a big part of my Australia jour-
ney. Even the other day, speak-
ing to him pre-game and post-
game," Ellis told mediapersons
ahead of third ODI against
India. "He (Starc) is a calming
influence. He is also someone
who has been there and done
almost everything the game has
to offer, whether it is the ups or
down. Being able to rub shoul-
ders with Starcy and sort of
bounce ideas off and de-brief
games… It is something that I
have cherished. It is invalu-
able," Ellis

Starc has already taken eight
wickets in two games and Ellis
termed his performance as
"amazing". "Starcy (Mitchell
Starc) the other night was noth-
ing short of amazing. It was great
to watch. It was great to be a part
of. Hopefully, he can repeat
those tomorrow (Wednesday),"
he added.
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Ellis believes is being flexi-

ble and his tactics change as per
conditions of the track.

If the track offers bounce
then he has a different ace up his
sleeve.

"For me, I am not necessar-
ily a bouncy bowler as it is. As
I said before, it is a matter of
assessing the wicket on the day
and adapting my sets of skills to
the wicket. Whether it is adjust-
ing my line, being a bit straighter.

"If it is not as bouncy, slow-
er balls if needed and changing
my lengths. Tomorrow is about
not going with any pre-con-
ceived ideas," he added.

As for the pitch at Chepauk,
he said, "I am not sure with the
team selection or what the team
will look like. Obviously, it is
going to spin here. For me, the
slower balls might come into
play. I think it will be a matter
of assessing the wicket if we are
bowling first.

"We get a bit more informa-
tion for the batters who will
come out in the second innings
and vice versa for batting first…

relaying the message back on
what the wicket is doing and
adapting as the game sort of pro-
gresses. It has not been a high-
scoring series so far, so we will
have to adapt to the wicket and
what is presented to us on the
day.

He accepted that it was a
great opportunity for the team
members to play ODIs in India
where the World Cup (50-overs)
would be held later in the year.

"Yeah, I guess so. I mean, it
is obviously a great opportuni-
ty for us as a squad to play one-
day cricket in the place where we
will be playing the World Cup at
the end of the year.
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