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Prime Minister Narendra
Modi on Thursday called

for evolving consensus on
pressing global challenges, in
an obvious reference to the
ongoing Ukraine conflict, and
“focus not on what divides us,
but on what unites us.”
However, the G-20 Foreign
Ministers’ conclave here was
not able to come out with a
joint communiqué on the con-
flict.    

In his message to the G-20
conclave, Modi also stressed
the need to not allow differ-
ences on geopolitical tensions
to affect overall grouping and
added that countries should
acknowledge that multilateral-
ism is currently “in crisis”.

Addressing a news confer-
ence after the G-20 meet,
External Affairs Minister S
Jaishankar said there were
“polarised views” on the issue.

“There were issues and
very frankly they were con-
cerned with the Ukraine con-
flict. There were divergences.

There were differences, which
we could not reconcile,” he said
in reference to inability to have
a joint communiqué on the
issue.

The conference, held
under India’s presidency, adopt-
ed a Chair’s Summary and
Outcome document,
Jaishankar said. He said the
grouping expressed resolve to
deal with pressing global chal-
lenges. Jaishankar also said the
G20 Foreign Ministers’ meet-
ing unequivocally condemned

terrorism.
Prime Minister Modi

called for evolving consensus
on pressing global challenges,
in an obvious reference to the
ongoing Ukraine conflict, and
“focus not on what divides us,
but on what unites us.”

Giving this message to the
G-20 Foreign Ministers’ meet,
he also stressed the need to not
allow differences on geopolit-
ical tensions to affect overall
grouping in the grouping. 

Continued on Page 2
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In a landmark judgment, the
Supreme Court on Thursday

ruled that the appointment of
the Chief Election
Commissioner (CEC) and the
Election Commissioners (ECs)
will be done by the President
on the recommendation of a
committee, comprising the
Prime Minister, the Leader of
the Opposition in the Lok
Sabha and the Chief Justice of
India, to maintain the “purity”
of the electoral process.

The five-judge constitu-
tion bench headed by Justice
KM Joseph also said the “unre-
lenting abuse” of the electoral
process over a period of time is
the “surest way to the grave of
democracy”. 

In a democracy, the “puri-
ty of election” must be main-
tained or else it would lead to
“disastrous consequences”, the
bench said. The direction on
the EC appointments will con-
tinue to hold good till a law on
the issue is made by Parliament,
said the verdict. 

As of now, the CEC and the
ECs are appointed in terms of
Article 324 of the Constitution
by the President on the rec-
ommendation of the Centre. 

The apex court said if the

Leader of the Opposition in the
Lok Sabha is not there, then the
leader of the single largest
Opposition party will be in the
committee to select the CEC
and the ECs. 

The bench delivered its
verdict on a petition filed by
noted lawyer Prashant Bhushan
and other pleas seeking a
Collegium-like system for the
appointment of the CEC and
ECs.

“We declare that as far as
the appointment to the post of
the CEC and the ECs are con-
cerned, the same shall be done
by the President of India on the
basis of the advice tendered by
a committee consisting of the
Prime Minister of India, the
Leader of the Opposition in the
Lok Sabha and in case there is
no such leader, the leader of the
largest party in the Opposition
in the Lok Sabha having the
largest numerical strength and
the Chief Justice of India,”
Justice Joseph said, while read-
ing out the operative part of the
judgment. 

“This norm will continue
to hold good till a law is made
by Parliament,” said the bench,
also comprising Justices Ajay
Rastogi, Aniruddha Bose,
Hrishikesh Roy and CT
Ravikumar. Justice Rastogi,
who concurred with the lead
judgment, authored by Justice
Joseph, delivered a separate
verdict with his reasoning. 

“The unrelenting abuse of
the electoral process over a
period of time is the surest way
to the grave of democracy,” the
bench said, adding that the
means to gain power in a
democracy must remain pure
and abide by the Constitution
and the laws.

Democracy is intrinsically
linked to the will of people, it
said. “Democracy can succeed
only when all the stakeholders
uncompromisingly work at it
and the most important aspect
of democracy is the very cau-
tious electoral process, purity of
which alone reflect the will of
the people,” it said. 

Continued on Page 2
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As differences persist on
finding a solution to

restore peace in Ukraine, US
Secretary of State Antony
Blinken and Russian Foreign
Minister Sergey Lavrov briefly
met here on Thursday in the
first high-level contact between
the two countries in months
amid the conflict.

It is understood that the
exchange lasted about 10 min-
utes and that Blinken con-
veyed to Lavrov that the US
would continue to support
Ukraine.

Continued on Page 2

���������������
�����������������
 ��!"���������

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

�����#�#��������� ��������	

The “look-East policy” of the
BJP has paid off again with

the saffron party and its allies
retaining power in both
Tripura and Nagaland. They
are also set to be back in the
Meghalaya coalition govern-
ment led by the National
People’s Party (NPP).

The BJP, part of the ruling
coalition in all three North-
Eastern States, has come back
to power in Tripura with the
Indigenous Peoples Front of
Tripura (IPFT) and in
Nagaland with the Nationalist

Democratic Progressive Party
(NDPP).

In Nagaland, its longest
serving Chief Minister Neiphiu
Rio, is set to come back to the
top office for the record 5th
term.

The NDPP and the BJP
have improved their tally in
Nagaland from the last time.
The state also has got a woman
MLA — 60 years since it
attained statehood. Hekani
Jakhalu, from BJP’s ally NDPP,
has won from Dimapur-III
seat. The 48-year-old lawyer-
activist was among four women
of the total 183 candidates
who contested the Nagaland
assembly elections. Jakhalu
defeated Lok Janshakti Party’s
Azheto Zhimomi.

In Meghalaya, Chief
Minister Conrad Sangma-led
NPP has emerged as the single
largest party and expected to be
in the saddle with the backing
of the BJP and other parties.

Though BJP’s decision to
go it alone in Meghalaya did
not pay good dividends, the
party has opened up backchan-
nel talks with the former ally

Sangma’s NPP which is short of
the halfway mark with 26 of the
state’s 60 seats. The BJP con-
tested all 60 seats in Meghalaya
but won only a couple of them.

The Congress, which once
held a strong position in the
North-East, failed to make a
mark in all the three States. The
biggest setback for the party

was in the multi-cornered con-
test in Meghalaya where it
scored in single digit while the
party was the single-largest in
2018.

The saffron party’s second
consecutive win in Tripura is
significant, as five years ago it
had almost negligible presence
in the Left-run State. The party
has beaten anti-incumbency
and defeated the Left-Congress
coalition hands down.

Tripura Chief Minister
Manik Saha, who is tipped to
get a second term, defeated
Congress’s veteran leader
Ashish Kumar Saha by a mar-
gin of 1,257 votes from Town
Bardowali despite detractors
within his own party predict-
ing a “tough time” for him in
the prestigious constituency.

In Tripura, the debutant
Tipra Motha, led by the royal
scion Pradyot Kishore Manikya
Debbarma, made an impressive
debut with over 12 seats. He

said that his party’s “growing
presence” will ensure that the
BJP will not be able to “sideline”
the issues relating to tribals.
“We will continue to fight with
our core demand of constitu-
tional solution to the issues of
tribals in Tripura,” he said after
the results were announced.

Assam Chief Minister
Himanta Biswa Sarma, who
was coordinating for the party
in the NE states, tweeted,
“Sangma called Union HM
Amit Shah and sought his sup-
port to form a new govern-
ment.”

Making it clear that the BJP
would go with Sangma, Sarma
also said, “Adaraniya Sri
@JPNadda ji, the national pres-
ident of the @BJP4India has
advised the state unit of BJP,
Meghalaya to support the
National people’s Party in form-
ing the next government in
Meghalaya. @SangmaConrad.”

See edit: Lotus blooms
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With tension still persisting
at the Line of Actual

Control (LAC) in Eastern
Ladakh, India and China on
Thursday discussed the possi-
ble ways to restore normalcy as
soon as possible during talks
here between External Affairs
Minister S Jaishankar and his
Chinese counterpart Qin Gang.
Qin is here to attend the ongo-
ing G-20 Foreign Ministers’
conclave.

During their interaction
on the sidelines of the G-20
meeting, the two Ministers
also discussed current chal-
lenges to the bilateral relation-
ship and the G20 agenda.

“Met Chinese Foreign
Minister Qin Gang on the
sidelines of #G20FMM this
afternoon. Our discussions
were focused on addressing
current challenges to the bilat-
eral relationship, especially
peace and tranquility in the
border areas. We also spoke
about the G20 agenda,” the
Minister tweeted.

Qin is reportedly a close
aide of Chinese President Xi
Jinping and is on his first visit

to India since replacing Wang
Yi as the Foreign Minister.
Incidentally, Wang Yi was the
first Chinese Minister to visit
New Delhi last year after ten-
sion flared up between the
two countries at the LAC in
Eastern Ladakh in May 2020.

The India-China meeting
on Thursday at the Foreign
Ministers’ level signals signif-
icance in the wake of the con-
tinuing military standoff
between the two sides in
Ladakh.  

Continued on Page 2
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The Supreme Court on
Thursday asked the

Securities and Exchange Board
of India (SEBI) to probe with-
in two months allegations of
stock price manipulation by the
Adani group and any lapses in
regulatory disclosures, and also
set up a six-member panel to
look into protection of Indian
investors after a damning
report by a US short-seller
wiped out more than USD 140
billion of the conglomerate’s
market value. 

The SC, while directing the
setting up of a six-member
committee headed by former
apex court judge Justice AM
Sapre for the assessment of the
extant regulatory framework
and for making recommenda-
tions to strengthen the process,
said it is appropriate to set up
such a panel of experts in
order to “protect Indian
investors against volatility of
the kind which has been wit-

nessed in the recent past”. 
The other members of

panel are OP Bhat (former
chairman of State Bank of
India), Justice JP Devadhar
(retired judge of the Bombay
High Court), KV Kamath (for-
mer head of New Development
Bank of BRICS and Infosys
Limited), Nandan Nilekani
(co-founder of IT firm Infosys
and former head of Unique
Identification Authority of
India) and Somasekharan
Sundaresan, a lawyer and secu-
rities and regulatory expert. 

Continued on Page 2
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Aspecial court here on
Thursday sentenced the

main accused in the 2020
Hathras rape-murder case to
life imprisonment while acquit-
ting the three other accused.

The rape and murder
charges could not be proved
against the prime accused, his
lawyer Munna Singh Pundir
said. 

The court held Sandeep
(20) guilty under section 304
(culpable homicide not
amounting to murder) of the
Indian Penal Code, a lesser
charge than section 302 (mur-
der).

Ravi (35), Luv Kush (23)
and Ramu (26) were acquitted

in the case that triggered out-
rage and put Yogi Adityanath’s
BJP Government in the dock
over law and order in the State.

The court also slapped a
fine of �50,000 against Sandeep.
The chargesheet in the case was
filed by the Central Bureau of
Investigation in the SC/ST
court here against all the four
accused for murder and gang
rape, and under sections of the
SC/ST Act.

Lawyer Seema Kushwaha,
who is representing the Dalit
woman’s family, said they will
challenge the verdict in the
high court.

Sandeep’s lawyer claimed
that his client is innocent. “We
will appeal in the high court
against the conviction,” he said.

“The prosecution couldn’t
prove the charges of rape, gang
rape and murder in the court
with sufficient evidence or wit-
nesses,” he said.

Conitnued on Page 2
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Twitter CEO Elon Musk on
Thursday said Twitter is a

platform where writers and
leaders spend their time, even
though a “few other social net-
works” are actually bigger.

His comment came after
Twitter announced that it has
updated its rules on “violent
content and similar language”,
and has now “officially
launched” its “Violent Speech”
policy. The rules appear very
similar to guidelines against
violent threats that the com-
pany had on its books before
Elon Musk took it over.

Among the updates,
Twitter expanded its policy to
include a ban on “coded lan-
guage,” which is often referred
to as “dog whistles,” used to
indirectly incite violence. It
also added a rule that prohibits
“threatening to damage civilian
homes and shelters, or infra-
structure that is essential to
daily, civic, or business activi-
ties.”

The additions come as San
Francisco-based Twitter pre-
pares to comply with new

European Union rules that go
into effect this fall. 

The new rules, called the
Digital Services Act, require
tech companies to better police
their platforms for material
that, for instance, promotes
terrorism, child sexual abuse,
hate speech and commercial
scams.

Twitter’s new violent-
speech policy states that
“healthy conversations can’t
thrive when violent speech is
used to deliver a message. 

As a result, we have a zero
tolerance policy towards violent
speech in order to ensure the
safety of our users and prevent
the normalisation of violent
actions.”

Continued on Page 2
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Punjab Chief Minister
Bhagwant Mann on

Thursday met Union Home
Minister Amit Shah and said
the Centre and the State will
work together on the law and
order issue, even as about 1,900
personnel of the CRPF and its
specialised anti-riot unit were
being dispatched to the State
for strengthening the security
grid.

The two leaders discussed
the law and order issue. Mann
told Shah about the circum-
stances leading to the Ajnala
incident, sources said.

On February 23, self-styled
Sikh preacher and Khalistan
sympathiser Amritpal Singh
and his supporters, some of
them brandishing swords and
guns, broke through barri-
cades and barged into a police
station in Ajnala on the out-
skirts of the Amritsar city,
extracting an assurance from
the police that his aide and kid-
napping case accused
Lovepreet Singh would be

released.
The chief minister said in

a tweet in Punjabi that the
"Centre and Punjab will work
together on the issue of law and
order".

Official sources added that
the Union home ministry last
week also directed the deploy-
ment of 18 companies to
Punjab for "aid of the state gov-
ernment during law and order
duties."

Out of the 18 contingents,
eight are drawn from the anti-
riot Rapid Action Force (RAF)
while the rest are regular ones.
The overall strength of these
companies is around 19,000

personnel.
These companies have

been initially tasked to be
deployed in Punjab between
March 6-16 and their stay
could be extended after con-
sultation between the state and
the Centre, the sources said.

They said the companies
will assist the state police in
security duties during the
three-day Sikh festival of 'Hola
Mohalla' that will be celebrat-
ed between March 8-10.

The chief minister said he
had discussed with the home
minister the issue of drones
and drugs along the border.
He said the issue of shifting

the barbed wire along the bor-
der was also discussed. Mann
said he has asked Shah to
release Punjab's stalled rural
development fund soon.

The central government
officials said the Union Home
Ministry is "closely monitor-
ing" the situation in Punjab in
the wake of renewed activities
of some Khalistani support-
ers.

The Punjab Police said on
February 24 that the demon-
strators had used the holy
Guru Granth Sahib as a shield
and attacked police personnel
in a cowardly manner, leaving
six of them injured. Lovepreet
Singh walked out of jail on
February 24.

Dubai-returned Amritpal
Singh was last year anointed
head of 'Waris Punjab De',
which was founded by actor
and activist Deep Sidhu who
died in a road accident in
February last year. 

The event was held at
Moga's Rode, the native vil-
lage of slain militant Jarnail
Singh Bhindranwale.
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Aspecial NIA court here
issued non-bailable war-

rants against 13 terrorists,
hailing from Jammu and
Kashmir's Kishtwar district,
who are presently operating
from across the border, police
said on Thursday.

Senior Superintendent of
Police,  Kishtwar,  Khali l
Poswal said the warrants have
been issued in a terror-relat-
ed case registered last year
under various sections of the
Indian Penal Code and the
Unlawful  Activit ies
(Prevention) Act at police
station Kishtwar.

The chief investigation
officer of Kishtwar Police
approached the special NIA
court for issuance of non-bail-
able warrants against the
accused for their active
involvement in terror activi-
ties and creating unrest in the
Chenab valley and other parts
of Jammu and Kashmir, he
said.

"After the eruption of ter-

rorism in 1990, many terror-
ists were killed but one group
comprising 36 members affil-
iated with Hizbul Mujahideen
and Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), all
residents of Kishtwar, were
settled in different parts of
Pakistan and Pakistan occu-
pied Kashmir and engaged in
disruptive activities," the offi-
cer said.

He said two cases were
registered against them and in
one of the cases, non-bailable
open-ended warrants have
been issued by the special
NIA court Jammu, while sim-
ilar action is being taken
against others as well in the
coming days.

"We are forwarding a red
corner notice to Interpol and
a process has also been initi-
ated to identify their proper-
ties to get them sealed. Based
on electronic and other evi-
dence, we will pursue these
two cases in the court of law
and with the help of Interpol
will arrest the terrorists and
bring them back to face the
law," Poswal said.
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In a largest-ever randomised
controlled trial on the treat-

ment of severe scrub typhus
in India, a team of researchers
has found that instead of the
current single-drug therapies,
a ‘combination antibiotic
treatment’ (using a combina-
tion of drugs) is more effec-
tive for treating the mite-
borne infectious disease.  As
combination therapy quickly
controlled bacterial growth
within the first week of infec-
tion, severe disease may have
been prevented and the reso-
lution of symptoms might
have quickened, said the study
published in The New
England Journal of Medicine. 

Caused by the bacteria,
Orientia tsutsugamushi, the
infection primarily affects
rodents and is transmitted to
humans (zoonoses) by the
larvae of trombiculid mites.
However, despite being a seri-
ous public health threat in
India with an increasing num-
ber of cases in recent years, it
is uncertain how widespread
and burdensome scrub typhus
is in the country, notes health
experts.  Prof George M
Varghese, Infectious Diseases

Physician and Researcher,
Christian Medical College
(CMC), Vellore and the
INTREST trial investigators
conducted the clinical trial to
identify the best treatment
option for patients with severe
scrub typhus. It demonstrat-
ed that intravenous doxycy-
cline and azithromycin treat-
ment is more effective than
using either drug on its own.
Patients who were treated
with combination antibiotics
had fewer complications from
the infection on day seven. 

In line with other studies,
this study also found that
there was no difference in the
outcome between using doxy-
cycline or azithromycin alone.
The overall mortality rate in
this study was 12 per cent.
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Congress on
Thursday

insisted on its
demand for a
JPC in the
Adani row
after the
Supreme Court ordered setting
up of a six-member committee
headed by former apex court
judge Justice A M Sapre to
investigate the Adani Group
shares crash triggered by the
Hindenburg Research's fraud
allegations and other regulato-
ry aspects related to stock mar-
kets. The court asked the panel
to submit its report in a sealed
cover within two months.

The grand old party said
no panel other than a joint par-
liamentary committee can
bring out the truth in the
Adani row and the industrial-
ist's relationship with the prime
minister and asserted that it
will raise the demand in
Parliament when it meets again
on March 13. 

Congress general secre-
tary, communications, Jairam
Ramesh said he had stated on
February 16 that any panel by
the Supreme Court would only
look into violations of SEBI
rules and regulations and will
not be able to bring out the
truth in the Adani issue.

����� ��������	

The Enforcement Directorate
(ED) made a fresh arrest in

connection with its money-
laundering investigation into
the Delhi excise policy scam by
taking liquor businessman
Amandeep Dhall in custody.

Dhall, the executive director
of liquor firm Brindco Sales
Private Ltd., was arrested on
Wednesday night under provi-
sions of the Prevention of
Money Laundering Act (PMLA)
following his questioning, offi-
cials said. Brindco is a major
importer and distributor of a
variety of liquor brands and
related beverages. Dhall was
produced before a designated
court here that granted five-day
custody of the accused to the
ED. According to a CBI FIR,
Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) func-
tionary Vijay Nair, Manoj Rai,
Dhall and Sameer Mahandru
were actively involved in fram-
ing and implementing the now
scrapped Delhi government's
excise policy for 2021-22.
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With wet market being per-
ceived as the source of

Covid-19 virus that swept the
world for the last two years, the
World Health Organisation
(WHO) has warned tourists
visiting countries with bird flu
cases to avoid farms, wet mar-
kets and any areas where ani-
mals are slaughtered to ward off
risk of any spillover of the virus.

The WHO advised regular
hand washing and good food
safety and food hygiene prac-
tices. However, it warned
against the application of any
travel or trade restrictions to
countries with a bird flu out-
break.

The agency also suggested
people in close contact with
poultry to get vaccinated
against seasonal human flu, to
reduce the risk that H5N1
could recombine with a human
avian virus.

This comes after an 11-
year-old girl in Cambodia died
after contracting the avian
influenza A (H5N1) virus. 
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From Page 1
The top court said

undoubtedly, the EC is duty-
bound to act fairly and legally
and must abide by the provi-
sions of the Constitution. 

“The fate of the political
parties and its candidates and
therefore of democracy itself to
a great measure is allowed to

rest in the hands of the EC.
While there may be officers
who assist the commission,
vitally important decisions have
to be taken by those who are at
the helm of affairs,” it said. 

“It is the CEC and the ECs
at whose table the buck must
stop,” the bench said. The apex
court said there cannot be any

doubt that the poll panel needs
to perform the enviable task of
remaining aloof from all forms
of subjugation by interference
from the executive.  It said that
an EC, which does not ensure
a free and fair role in the
process, guarantees the break-
down of rule of law, which is
the bedrock of democracy. 

The bench said democra-
cy is fragile and would collapse
if “lip service” is paid to rule of
law. 

The judgment referred to
Article 324 of the Constitution
which deals with the appoint-
ment of members of the EC
and said Parliament has not
passed any law in this regard as

required by the Constitution. 
Article 324 (2) says the EC

consisting of the CEC and
ECs, if any, as the President
may from time to time fix and
their appointments shall, sub-
ject to the provisions of any law
made on that behalf by
Parliament, be made by the
President.

From Page 1
The 19-year-old woman

was allegedly gang-raped by
four men from her village on
September 14, 2020. A fort-
night later, she died at a Delhi
hospital. She was cremated in
the middle of the night in her
village near Hathras.  Her fam-
ily members claimed that the
cremation, which took place
well past midnight, was with-
out their consent and they
were not allowed to bring
home the body one last time.
Several politicians, including
Congress leaders Rahul Gandhi
and Priyanka Gandhi Vadra,
slammed the Adityanath gov-
ernment over the death and the
“hurried” cremation.

There were standoffs with
UP Police when the two lead-
ers, along with other party
members, headed for the vic-
tims’ village. The visit took
place only on the second
attempt. In another episode
linked to the Hathras inci-
dent, Kerala journalist Siddique
Kappan and his companions
were arrested when he was on
his way to the district, the move
triggering another row. The UP
Police claimed that he was
linked to radical organisation
People’s Front of India and was
trying to incite violence. After
two years in jail, he was recent-
ly released on bail. 

From Page 1
But Twitter already had a

version of this rule on the
books in October 2021, a year
before Musk bought the com-
pany for $44 billion, according
to a snapshot of its site rules on
the Internet Archive’s Wayback
Machine. 

The old rule stated that
Twitter has a “zero tolerance
policy against violent threats.
Those deemed to be sharing
violent threats will face imme-
diate and permanent suspen-
sion of their account.”

Twitter also edited and
reshuffled policies, though
some changes appeared pure-
ly cosmetic. 

For instance, the prohibi-
tion of violent threats and
wishing harm on a person or
a group of people was previ-
ously in a section called
“Abusive behavior” and now it
is in a new section called
“Violent Speech Policy.”

From Page 1
Blinken and Lavrov had a very brief interaction on the side-

lines of the G20 Foreign Ministers’ Meeting, a Russian official
said.

“Secretary of State Antony Blinken asked for contact with
Foreign Minister Lavrov, during the second session of the G20
meet,” Russian spokesperson Maria Zakharova said.

She said they had the “contact but there were no talks or a
full-fledged meeting”.  This comes over a week after Russia sus-
pended participation in the New START nuclear treaty with the
US.      

“We must continue to call on Russia to end its war of aggres-
sion and withdraw from Ukraine for the sake of international
peace and economic stability,” Blinken said in his remarks at the
G20 meet.

From Page 1
The relations between the

two countries are the most
tense in the past 60 years
since the brutal clash at the
Galwan Valley on June 15,
2020. Both the sides have held
17 rounds of military level
talks besides several rounds at
the diplomatic level to restore
peace in the border areas.
India has all along maintained
that status quo ante as existing
before May 2020 has to be
restored for normalising rela-
tions with China.

It is the first meeting
between Jaishankar and Qin
after the latter became the
Chinese Foreign Minister in
December. The talks came
nearly eight months after
Jaishankar held a meeting with
the then Chinese Foreign
Minister Wang Yi in Bali on
the sidelines of a G-20 meet-
ing.

During the one-hour
meeting on July 7, Jaishankar
had conveyed to Wang the
need for early resolution of all
the outstanding issues in east-
ern Ladakh.

The External Affairs
Minister had told Wang that
the relationship between the
two countries should be based
on “three mutuals” — mutual
respect, mutual sensitivity and
mutual interests.

On February 22, India
and China held in-person
diplomatic talks in Beijing
and discussed proposals for
disengagement in the remain-
ing friction points along the
LAC in eastern Ladakh in an
“open and constructive man-
ner”. The meeting took place
under the framework of
Working Mechanism for
Consultation and
Coordination on India-China
Border Affairs (WMCC).

From Page 1
The court-appointed Justice

Sapre panel, which will be pro-
vided assistance by the Centre
and other statutory agencies,
including the SEBI chairperson,
will have to submit its report in
a sealed cover within two
months, said the bench which
comprised Chief Justice DY
Chandrachud and Justices PS
Narasimha and JB Pardiwala.
The panel will also suggest
measures to strengthen investor
awareness, the court said,
adding the committee will probe
whether there was any regula-
tory failure in dealing with the
alleged contravention of laws
pertaining to the securities mar-
ket in relation to the Adani
Group or other companies. 

Reacting to the court direc-
tions, Adani group chairman
Gautam Adani tweeted, “The
Adani Group welcomes the
order of the Supreme Court. It
will bring finality in a time
bound manner. Truth will pre-
vail.”  The bench took note of

ongoing probe by the SEBI and
said the market regulator has
not expressly referred to an
investigation into the alleged
violation of the Securities
Contracts (Regulation) Rules
1957 which provide for the
maintenance of minimum pub-
lic shareholding in a public
limited company. 

“Similarly, there may be
various other allegations that
SEBI must include in its inves-
tigation,” it said, directing the
SEBI to also investigate whether
there was any violation of the
Securities Contracts
(Regulation) Rules. The SEBI
will also probe “whether there
has been a failure to disclose
transactions with related parties
and other relevant information
which concerns related parties
to SEBI, in accordance with law”,
it ordered, adding the probe will
also look into whether there was
any manipulation of stock prices
in contravention of existing
laws. 

The top court made it clear
that the market regulator can
also go beyond its directions
with regard to the contours of
the ongoing investigation. 

From Page 1
His appeal comes in the

backdrop of the sharp differ-
ences between Russia and the
West over finding a solution to
end the conflict.  In a meeting
with visiting Italian Prime
Minister Giorgia Meloni, Modi
said India was fully prepared to
contribute to the peace process
to find a solution to the
Ukraine conflict.

“From the very beginning
of the Ukraine conflict, India
has made it clear that this dis-
pute can only be resolved
through dialogue and diplo-
macy. India is fully prepared to
contribute to any peace
process,” Modi said after bilat-
eral talks with Meloni.

In his video message to the
G-20 conclave, the Prime
Minister invoked Mahatma
Gandhi and Buddha to urge
the delegates to draw inspira-

tion from India’s civilisational
ethos and “focus not on what
divides us, but on what unites
us.”

The foreign ministers from
the world’s largest industri-
alised and developing nations
held crucial deliberations on
key global challenges that took
place in the backdrop of the
increasingly bitter rift between
the US-led West and the
Russia-China combine over
the Ukraine conflict.

In their remarks, German
Foreign Minister Annalena
Baerbock, British Foreign
Secretary, James Cleverly and
European Union’s High
Representative for Foreign
Affairs Josep Borrell criticised
Russia for its invasion of
Ukraine while China’s Qin
Gang referred to the 12-point
Chinese peace plan to resolve
the conflict.
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Amid criticism, the
Jawaharlal Nehru

University (JNU) on Thursday
withdrew a notice that stipu-
lated students can face a fine of
Rs 50,000 for violence, abuse
and protesting on campus.
Interestingly, JNU Vice-
Chancellor (VC) Santishree
Pandit claimed that she was not
aware that such a document
was prepared and released.

"I was not aware of such a
circular. I am in Hubli for an
international conference. The
Chief Proctor did not consult
me before releasing the docu-
ment. I got to know about it
through newspapers. 

That is why, I have with-
drawn it," Pandit said. In a noti-
fication, Chief Proctor Rajnish
Kumar Mishra said, “In view of
administrative reasons, the
notification dated 28.2.2023 in
respect of rules of discipline
and proper conduct of students
of JNU is hereby withdrawn.

This has been issued on the
directions of the Hon'ble Vice-
Chancellor.”

This comes after the 10-
page document drew a sharp
reaction from students and
teachers, who termed it dra-
conian.

The document titled 'Rules
of Discipline and proper con-
duct of students of JNU' had
laid out punishments for dif-
ferent kinds of acts like protests
and forgery, and procedures for
proctorial enquiry and record-
ing a statement. 

The punishment ranged
from a fine of Rs 5,000 to Rs
50,000 or rustication and can-
cellation of admission.
According to the now-with-
drawn rules, a student might
face a fine of Rs 50,000 for
physical violence, abuse and
manhandling towards another
student, staff, or faculty mem-
bers. 

According to the now-
deleted document, the rules
came into effect on February 3.

It came after the university wit-
nessed a slew of protests over
the screening of a BBC docu-
mentary.  The rules document
stated that it has been approved
by the Executive Council, the
highest decision-making body
of the university.

Punishments were listed
for 17 "crimes", including
blockage, indulging in gam-
bling, unauthorised occupa-
tion of hostel rooms, use of
abusive and derogatory lan-
guage and committing forgery.
The rules also mention that a
copy of the complaints will be
sent to the parents.

It proposed punishments
for all acts of violence and coer-
cion such as gheraos, sit-ins or
any variation which disrupts
normal academic and admin-
istrative functioning and/or
any act which incites or leads
to violence. 

A fine of up to Rs 20,000
would have been levied.

According to the old rules,
for gheraos, demonstrations

and sexual harassment, the
proposed punishments were
cancellation of admission, rus-
tication and expulsion.

An Executive Council
member, who did not wish to
be named, has said the matter
was not discussed at length in
the EC meeting and "we were
told that the rules have been
created for court matters".
Another Executive Council
member Brahma Prakash
Singh said: "The university
might have planned to stream-
line the process and prepare a
full document but it should
have been discussed in the EC
meeting properly. 

Some of the rules are
absurd." The Akhil Bharatiya
Vidyarthi Parishad's JNU sec-
retary Vikas Patel on
Wednesday termed the new
rules "authoritarian ('tughlaqi')"
while asserting that the old
code of conduct was suffi-
ciently effective. He demanded
a rollback of this "draconian"
code of conduct.

�, �������$�������������"���
&�����"$������&����8���������

�������������� ��������	

Delhi BJP working president
Virendra Sachdeva and

Leader of Opposition in the
Vidhan Sabha Ramvir Singh
Bidhuri said in a joint press
conference that in the last eight
years, the Arvind Kejriwal
Government has made Delhi
the capital of corruption and
scams. 

“Excise scam, education
scam, transport scam, health
scam. The list of scams is
long,” the BJP leaders alleged.
Delhi BJP also decided to hold
public awareness campaigns
against AAP leaders’ corrup-
tion charges and the excise pol-
icy case.

Sachdeva said that Kejriwal
claims that he has given the
country's best health and edu-
cation Minister, but the truth is
that he has given the master-
mind of two scams to the
country, who are in jail today
and despite repeated attempts
not getting bail. 

He said that Kejriwal is say-
ing that he would go to the
public but then he should also
explain why he withdrew the
liquor policy, why he gave ten-
ders to blacklisted companies
and why Satyendar Jain's res-
ignation was not taken for so
many months. Sachdeva said

that it is doubtless that the AAP
is a destructive storm due to
which the administration of
Delhi is at a standstill and anar-
chy is prevailing.

Bidhuri said that today
Kejriwal is talking about devel-
opment but the fact is that the
Government only looted Delhi
by doing scam of thousands of
crores.  

“The Kejriwal
Government, which talks big
about health, has done a scam
in building seven temporary
hospitals, which is under inves-
tigation,” he alleged. He alleged
that Kejriwal was feeling the
need of 15,000 buses before
forming the Government, but
after coming to power he did
not buy a single bus. Kejriwal,

who talked about opening 1000
mohalla clinics, could only
open 350 mohalla clinics in
which now medicines and basic
facilities are not available.

Bidhuri said that today the
roads of Delhi are deplorable.
There is no account of what
happened to the Rs 2500 crore
given by the Central
Government for cleaning the
Yamuna. “Kejriwal, who talks
about education, should tell
why 50 schools were closed.
Delhi ranks 8th in terms of
education,” he said.

He said the Central
Government has built a tunnel
at Pragati Maidan, in which 27
per cent fund was to be given
by the Delhi Government, but
it did not give a single rupee.
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Delhi Lieutenant-Governor
(L-G) VK Saxena has

approved the formation of a
high-level committee to suggest
ways of addressing illegal and
unauthorised telephone com-
munication in the national
Capital's prisons. 

The 10-member panel,
headed by Director General
(Prisons) Sanjay Baniwal, has
been instructed to submit its
recommendations within a
month. The other members are
experts and scientists from
IIT-Madras, IISc-Bangalore,
Defence Research and
Development Organisation, C-
DOT and officers from the
Intelligence Bureau and the
Special Protection Group.

"The committee will
explore suitable jamming solu-
tions emerging in the market
(in addition to the existing
infrastructure) and their test-
ing in prisons to check their
effectiveness in blocking
incoming/outgoing calls, SMS

and data services on prison
premises," a Raj Niwas official
said. In Tihar, the country’s
largest prison which houses
close to 18,000 undertrials,
there is not a single mobile
phone jammer that is capable
of blocking 4G signals.
Between 2008 and 2012, 31
mobile phone jammers were
installed in Tihar and Rohini
jails.  These jammers were
effective in blocking 2G and 3G
services. However, after the
introduction of 4G services,
these became ineffective, he
said.  As a result, the annual
maintenance contracts for
these 31 jammers were not
renewed after November 2016.
Subsequently, a committee con-
stituted under the then-
Director General (Prisons) pro-
posed and decided on an alter-

native solution in the form of
Towers for Harmonious Call
Blocking System (T-HCBS),
for blocking 2G/3G/4G signals.
This system was chosen for its
ability to block 5G signals as
well, the official said. This sys-
tem entailed installing one or
more "special towers" on the jail
premises.  

The T-HCBS, which follow
a hybrid approach to jam-
ming, were installed in various
Delhi prisons. However, despite
being effective to a large extent,
the system could not prevent
telephone communication in
totality, the official explained.
These towers were also block-
ing calls and data services of the
general public in residential
areas around the prisons, he
added.

"It was also learnt that if the
dominant T-HCBS or the sec-
ond layer tower fails to gener-
ate signals, the third layer
tower can also provide signals
to execute calls and, therefore,
100 per cent call blocking
could not be achieved," he

said. This apart, factors such as
non-coverage of dark areas,
shadow areas, multi-path prop-
agation, fading and atmos-
pheric conditions, among oth-
ers also affected the T-HCBS's
functioning. 

To address these concerns,
based on the actual situation on
the ground, officials felt a need
to explore other existing and
emerging solutions to curb the
use of mobiles and SIM cards
in the prisons and to ensure
that no communication is pos-
sible on the premises, he added.

A cell phone is a prohibit-
ed item inside prison, but it is
smuggled by prisoners when
they go out for court hearings.
The prisoners even hide the
phone in their body cavities
and take it inside. 

There are many instances
of prisoners swallowing cell
phones to smuggle it inside.
Apart from this the phones are
also thrown by accomplices of
the prisoners from main road,
outside prison complex, inside
prison.
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The AAP will launch door-
to-door campaigns and

hold 2,500 ‘mohalla sabhas’
and ‘nukkad sabhas’ to reach
out to Delhiites and inform
them about the ‘dictatorship’ of
the BJP.  On Thursday, a meet-
ing was chaired by Delhi State
convenor Gopal Rai and it was
decided to organise ‘mohalla
sabhas’ and ‘nukkad sabhas’ to
reach out to Delhiites and
inform them about the misuse
of probe agencies by the
Central Government.

After the meeting, Rai said
that on Friday a volunteer
meeting will be held in all 70
Assembly constituencies in
Delhi to expose the BJP. After
that, on Saturday, the party will
hold mohalla sabhas at the State
level. Further, on Sunday and

Monday, meetings will be held
in every polling station of
Delhi. Eventually on March 10,
‘nukkad sabhas’ will be held  in
every neighbourhood of Delhi.

Rai said, “PM Modi has
adopted an authoritarian
approach and arrested the
country’s best education
Minister Manish Sisodia and
also misused the central agen-
cies to keep Satyendar Jain in
jail.”

On Wednesday, Chief
Minister Arvind Kejriwal held
a meeting with all his MLAs
and Councillors and asked
them to reach out to Delhiites
and tell them the truth of the
case. “Every plot and conspir-
acy of the BJP will be given a
strong answer. Our party work-
ers will reach out to the people
and reveal to them how the
central agencies were misused
by the Modi Government to
arrest our leaders. Our ‘nukkad
sabhas’ in every neighbour-
hood will reveal the conspira-
cy organised by Modi to stop
AAP,” he said.
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Delhi Transport Minister
Kailash Gahlot took over

the charge of his newly allo-
cated departments on
Thursday and held meetings
with the related Secretaries
and Commissioners.

Secretary (Power),
Principal Secretary (Finance
and Planning), and
Commissioner (Excise)
apprised the Minister of the sta-
tus of ongoing projects and
schemes in a series of meetings,
the Government said in a
release. The Minister also dis-
cussed the preparation of the
budget with the officials and
asked them to ensure the time-
ly completion of pending
works. In the statement,
Gahlot said that all the
Secretaries and Commissioners
have been directed to expedite
the pending works and ensure
the timely completion of the
projects. He further said,
"Under the able leadership of

Chief Minister Arvind
Kejriwal, we are working on a
war footing to present a citizen-
centric and progressive budget.
I would like to assure the
Delhiites that the upcoming
budget will prove to be a mile-
stone in achieving the goals of
making Delhi a world class city
for its citizens."

The Minister further said,
"We will take forward the good
works done in various fields by
this Government in the last 8
years. Presenting a people-
friendly budget is our priority
and we are working towards it."

Gahlot had recently been
allocated the Finance,
Planning, Public Works, Power,
Home, Urban Development,
Irrigation and Flood Control,
Water departments in addition
to the responsibility of all other
departments not specifically
allocated to any minister after
Delhi Deputy Chief Minister
Manish Sisodia resigned from
the government after his arrest
by the CBI in the excise case-
and subsequent denial of bail.
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The AAP on Thursday
hailed the Supreme Court

ruling on the appointment of
election commissioners as
"historic", saying it will help
strengthen democracy with
an impartial functioning of the
poll panel. 

Delhi Chief Minister
Arvind Kejriwal hailed the
Supreme Court decisions on
the appointment of election
commissioners and matters
involving the business empire
of industrialist Gautam Adani
as landmark orders.  "Truly
landmark orders by Hon'ble
SC on both EC and Adani
issues. We welcome both the
orders," Kejriwal said in a
tweet.

For a long time, questions
were being raised on the func-
tioning of the Election
Commission (EC), the AAP's
national spokesperson Sanjay
Singh told a press conference
here, reacting to the apex
court's decision.

The Supreme Court has
ruled that the appointments of
the chief election commis-
sioner and election commis-
sioners will be made by the
president on the advice of a
committee comprising the
prime minister, the leader of
opposition in the Lok Sabha
and the chief justice of India.

A five-judge Constitution
bench headed by Justice KM
Joseph, in a unanimous ver-
dict, held that this norm will
continue to hold good till a law
on the issue is enacted by
Parliament.

The apex court said if the
leader of opposition in the Lok
Sabha is not there, the leader
of the single-largest opposition
party will be in the committee
to appoint the chief election
commissioner and election
commissioners. 

Singh said the Supreme
Court's decision is "significant,
historic and worth welcom-
ing". "This will help maintain
fairness in the functioning of
the EC," he said.

The Rajya sabha MP of the
AAP leader alleged that before
announcing poll dates, the
EC "waits" for the prime min-
ister and home minister to
"conclude their rallies, public
meetings and making
announcements". 

The apex court's decision
on the appointment of election
commissioners will  help
strengthen India's democracy
and the Constitution, he
added.
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Ajournalist has alleged cyber
fraud with her by a

"Europe-based person" with
whom she got connected
through an online dating app,
prompting the Noida Police to
launch an investigation into the
case.  

The journalist (39) work-
ing with a TV news channel
claimed she lost Rs 66,000
which she had to pay to the
“customs office” in Mumbai to
help the suspect whose "euro
one lakh cash" got seized upon
landing in India, they said.

The suspect identified
himself as Manvik Bukka, a
plastic surgeon who was born
in Pune but is now based in the
Netherlands.

“We first came in contact
on January 16, 2023 on the
Bumble dating app. We start-
ed chatting and he also intro-
duced me over the phone to his
mother. 

“He left on January 31,
2023 from Amsterdam and
landed in Mumbai on February
1. I got a call from someone
from the customs office and she
said that Manvik brought
around 1 lakh euro cash in
India which was seized,” the
journalist stated in the FIR.

“Manvik asked me to
transfer Rs 45,000 as customs
fees and Rs 50,000 as conver-
sion fees to transfer money into
an Indian account that is his
SBI account. 

“I gave Rs 66,000 but fell
short and could not give more,”
she added.

The complainant said she
was later informed that the
authorities had to send Manvik
back to Amsterdam on
February 2 and after landing he
was in touch with her till
February 6 but thereafter she

did not get any message or call
from him.

A Noida police official said
the FIR has been lodged under
Indian Penal Code section 420
(cheating) and under provi-
sions of the Information
Technology Act at the Sector 20
police station. 

“An investigation has been
launched into the case, which
is now being probed by the
Information Technology Cell of

the Noida police,” the police
official said.  

Meanwhile, the police
urged citizens to be cautious
during online fund transfers
and report any cyber offense
immediately at the national
helpline number 1930 or at 112.

Noida and Greater Noida
residents can also use the local
police's dedicated helpline
number 0121-4846100 to
report any cyber offense.
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A37-year-old senior
Directorate General of

Civil Aviation (DGCA) officer
and his wife allegedly died by
suicide at their home in South
Delhi’s Defence Colony on
Wednesday. The deceased were
identified as Ajay Pal Singh and
Monika, 32, residents of Hudco
Place in South Delhi. Singh
worked as an operations man-
ager at the DGCA, said the
police.

The police received a PCR
call regarding a possible suicide
at a flat in Block-3A, Transit
Camp Hudco Place, at 2.49 am.
The call was made by Ajaypal's
friend Ashish Tiwari, a resident
of Mahavir Enclave in Palam.
When the police reached the
spot, they found Monika lying

unconscious with froth oozing
from her mouth. She was taken
to Safdarjung Hospital, where
she was declared dead, Deputy
Commissioner of Police
(South) Chandan Chowdhary
said. Her neighbours revealed
that Ajaypal allegedly com-
mitted suicide earlier in the
night. He was an operation offi-
cer at the Directorate General
of Civil Aviation cell near Jor
Bagh metro station,
Chowdhary said.

Monika had allegedly
found Ajaypal in an uncon-
scious state and taken him to
a hospital, where he was
declared dead. Later, she came
home, consumed a poisonous
substance and killed herself, the
police said.  The couple got
married on November 26. No
suicide note was recovered

from the house and no foul
play is suspected, the police
said.  Their neighbours told the
police that they used to have
frequent arguments.  Ajaypal's
elder brother Yogendrapal said
he last spoke to him on
Wednesday. 

"They used to fight often
over petty issues. My brother
used to tell me about their
fights. I spoke to him around
1 pm on Wednesday when he
was in office. He told me that
everything was going smooth-
ly.

"I asked him to come home
on Holi so that we could talk to
them. When I was speaking to
him, everything seemed fine
and I did not have any idea that
he would take such a step,"
Yogendrapal said. BS
Ghritlehare, his brother-in-

law, said he received a call from
Yogendrapal, telling him to
reach Delhi."I am posted with
Chhattisgarh Police and
received a call from Yogendrpal
about the incident. He lives in
Mumbai and asked me to reach
Delhi as soon as possible.  "The
couple used to have petty fights
and I spoke to them several
times. Everyone is shocked by
them ending their lives,"
Ghritlehare said.

Monika's brother said, "We
were at home in Bhopal
(Madhya Pradesh) when we got
to know about the incident. We
reached Delhi in the morning.

"She was my younger sister.
Everything was going fine
before this. Had we got any
intimation about any issue, we
would have immediately
come."
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The Delhi Police has regis-
tered a case against a man

for allegedly pronouncing
instant "triple talaq", an offence
under a law enacted in 2019 to
protect Muslim women from
this menace, on his wife. 

Efforts are being made to
arrest the accused, a property
dealer, who has been abscond-
ing since the incident came to
the fore, police said.  On July 7,
2022, the 52-year-old accused
allegedly abused and shouted
"Talaak- Talaak- Talaak" before
throwing his wife out of the
house, police said.

The matter came to light
after the woman, aged 50,
approached officials at
Bhajanpura police station in
northeast Delhi with a com-
plaint of domestic violence
against her husband.

According to the police,
the woman who has six chil-
dren from the wedlock stated
in her complaint that her hus-
band left her and married a
transgender which was amica-

bly terminated under social
pressure from their communi-
ty.  However, her husband later
married another woman and is
residing somewhere in
Kardampuri. "He was later
pressuring her to vacate the
house and also threatened her
of dire consequences. 

On July 7, 2022, her hus-
band abused her and shouted
"Talaak- Talaak- Talaak before
throwing her out of the house,"
said a senior police officer
quoting the complainant.

Deputy Commissioner of
Police (Northeast) Joy Tirkey
said the victim's complaint was
sent to Crime Against Women
Cell for counselling.
Accordingly, on the basis of her
complaint, a case under section
4 of The Muslim Women
Protection Of Rights On
Marriage Act has been regis-
tered at the Bhajanpura police
station and further investiga-
tion in the case is in progress.

On August 1, 2019,
Parliament approved a bill that
proposed making "instant
"triple talaq" a criminal offence.
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Aheated exchange of words
was witnessed in the

Supreme Court on Thursday
between Chief Justice D Y
Chandrachud and Supreme
Court Bar Association (SCBA)
president Vikas Singh in a case
related to allotment of land for
lawyers' chambers with the CJI
directing the senior lawyer not to
raise his voice and leave the
court.  During the mentioning of
cases, the SCBA president told a
bench of CJI and justices PS
Narasimha and JB Pardiwala
that he was struggling to get the
matter listed for the last six
months.  "The Appu Ghar land
came to the Supreme Court on

a petition by the SCBA and the
Bar was given only one block
with reluctance. The construc-
tion on the land was to begin
during ex-CJI N V Ramana's
tenure. For the last six months,
we are struggling to get the mat-
ter listed. Treat me like an ordi-
nary litigant," Singh said. 

The CJI then remarked,
"You can't demand land like
this. You tell us the day we are sit-
ting idle for the whole day."  To
this, Singh replied, "I am not say-
ing that you are sitting idle for the
whole day. I am only trying to get
the matter listed. If it is not done,
I will have to escalate and take it
to your lordships' residence. I
don't want the Bar to be taken
like this."  Chandrachud then got
agitated and said, "Don't threat-

en the chief justice. Is this a way
to behave? Please sit down. It will
not be listed like this. Please leave
my court. I will not list like this.
I will not be cowered down by
you."  "Mr Vikas Singh, please
don't raise your voice. As a pres-
ident, you should be mentor and
leader to the Bar. I am sorry, you
are reducing the level of dialogue. 

You have filed an Article 32
petition, claiming that the land
allotted to the Supreme Court
should be handed over to the Bar
for construction of chambers. We
will deal with the matter when it
comes. Please don't try and twist
our arm to give you the relief you
want," the CJI said.  "You are ask-
ing for a land allotted to the SC
to be given to the Bar. I have
announced my decision. It will be

taken on 17th and it will not be
first on board," he added.  The
SCBA president said, "If my
lords want to dismiss it, please do
it. But don't do that it is not list-
ed."  The CJI replied, "I have
announced my verdict. It's on
March 17 and it will not be list-
ed at serial number 1, Mr Singh."
The senior lawyer refused to slow
down and said the Bar has
always supported the court.  "I
never want to be unreasonable
but I am forced to do so in this
case," he said.  Chandrachud then
told Singh, "I am the chief justice.
I have been here since March 29,
2000. I have been in this profes-
sion for 22 years. I have never
allowed myself to be browbeat-
en by a member of the Bar, liti-
gant or anyone else. I will not do

that in the final two years of my
career."  As the mentioning of the
cases ended, senior advocate
Kapil Sibal, who was present in
the court for Shiv Sena case, apol-
ogised to the bench on behalf of
the bar and said,  "I'm sorry for
what happened this morning. I
apologise. There is a Lakshman
Rekha that none of us should
cross. I don't think that the bar
should transgress the limits of
decorum," 

The CJI said,"There is no
reason to behave like this. We sit
here the whole day and take up
70-80 matters.For all these mat-
ters, I sit with my staff in the
evening and give them dates."

Senior advocate Neeraj
Kishan Kaul also expressed apol-
ogy over the issue.
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New Delhi: As the Ukraine
conflict continues for more
than a year now, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi on
Thursday said India was fully
prepared to contribute to the
peace process to find a solution
to the Ukraine conflict.

"From the very beginning
of the Ukraine conflict, India
has made it clear that this dis-
pute can only be resolved
through dialogue and diplo-
macy. India is fully prepared to
contribute to any peace
process," Modi said after bilat-
eral talks with visiting Italian
Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni.

Addressing the media here
alongside Modi, Meloni said

Italy hoped that India, during
its G-20 presidency, plays a
central role in facilitating and
negotiating the process for ces-
sation of hostilities in Ukraine.

Modi said he and the
Italian Prime Minister voiced
concerns over the adverse
impact the Ukraine conflict has
had on developing countries.
He said all countries have been

impacted by the food, fertilis-
er and fuel crisis triggered by
the Ukraine conflict.
"Especially, developing coun-
tries have been affected
adversely. 

We voiced our concerns on
this issue and stressed on joint
efforts to address these issues,"
Modi said.  His remarks on the
Ukraine crisis come at a time
when foreign ministers of G-20
countries are meeting here. As
regards bilateral ties between
India and Italy, Modi said both
the countries have decided to
elevate their bilateral ties to a
strategic partnership, opening
a new chapter on defence coop-
eration. PNS
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The Congress hope to regain
it lost turf in the North East

by allying with Left party for
the Assembly elections in
Tripura, Meghalaya and
Nagaland were dashed again
with yet another round of dis-
mal performance at the back-
drop of resurrection move
through Bharat Jodo Yatra and
a non-Gandhi president in
Mallikarjun Kharge.

However the only silver
lining for the struggling grand
old party came over three
assembly bypolls win in
Maharashtra, West Bengal and
Tamil Nadu. Congress said the
assembly election results in
the northeastern states of
Tripura, Nagaland and
Meghalaya were "disappoint-
ing" for it, but touted its victo-
ry in three assembly bypolls in
as many states as "encourag-
ing".

While the party managed
to open its account in
Meghalaya and Tripura, it
failed to win any seat in
Nagaland. In the last polls in
2018, the Congress had failed
to win any seat in Tripura and
Nagaland. In Meghalaya, it did

emerge as the single largest
party with 21 seats, but could
not hold on to its MLAs and
failed to form government
then. The major loss of face was
however in Tripura, where the
Congress alliance with Left
could not catapult itself beating
the anti-incumbency against
BJP that closely managed to
retain.  

Which means of the 180
assembly seats that went to
polls in the three states last
month, also the first electoral
battle of 2023, Congress could
win only 8. Icing on the cake
for Congress came from the
win of Sagardighi assembly
bypoll in West Bengal, Kasba
Peth in Maharashtra and Erode
East in Tamil Nadu. In assem-
bly elections of 2022, the

Congress could win just one –
Himachal Pradesh- of the
seven state polls. It lost Uttar
Pradesh (only 2 seats), Goa
(19), Manipur, Punjab (18),
Uttarakhand (11) and Gujarat
(17).

Other States where
Congress is in power are
Rajasthan and Chhattisgarh. In
Rajasthan, the tussle between
chief minister Ashok Gehlot
and his former deputy Sachin
Pilot have been at loggerheads
and washing dirty linens in
public. However the brighter
side in planning for the party
comes from Karnataka.

The elections results have
come as a disappointment to
Kharge, who at recently con-
cluded 85th plenary session of
the party in Raipur, invoked for

beginning of a “new Congress.”
Now, what it considers to be a
new Congress and fully
revamped, the grand old party
is expecting high from five
states - Madhya Pradesh,
Rajasthan, Chhattisgarh,
Karnataka and better its tally in
Telangana, - from where the
Rahul Gandhi led Bharat Jodo
Yatra traversed during his 3500
km Kanniyakumri to Kashmir
Yatra.

Congress is hopeful from
another north east state
Mizoram making it sixth State
to go polls this year ahead of
the major Lok Sabha 2024 for
which several like minded par-
ties from Opposition camp are
hobnobbing to take on the
Modi’s political might who
himself it set to score a hatrick
given the present political
equations.

Congress chief spokesman
Jairam Ramesh said the party
would soon assess assembly
poll results and take corrective
measures to strengthen organ-
isation. "Our performance will
be strong five years later,"
Ramesh insisted pointing to
fact that party fielded youth
candidates in northeastern
states this time with an eye on
future.
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Opposition parties on
Thursday welcomed the

Supreme Court's ruling on the
appointments of the Chief
Election Commissioner and
election commissioners, saying
the landmark judgment would
pave the way for free and fair
elections in the country.
Welcoming the verdict
Congress demanded that the

same formula be applied to the
Enforcement Directorate (ED)
as well.

While the Congress said
insulating EC from
Government influence &
dependence will secure the
integrity of the electoral
process, Trinamool Congress
chief and West Bengal Chief
Minister Mamata Banerjee
termed the verdict is a victory
of democracy. "Supreme
Court's landmark order is a
democratic victory! We wel-
come the decision of the
Constitution Bench on the
appointment of Election
Commissioners and Chief
Election Commissioner. Will of
the people prevails over the ill-
fated attempts of the oppressive
forces!" she said on Twitter.

Party MP Derek O'Brien said
the ruling will transform the
"Extremely Compromised EC"
to an "Extremely Competent
EC".

While AAP leader and
Rajya Sabha member Sanjay
Singh also said that the judg-
ment will strengthen democ-
racy, Shiv Sena leader and
member of the upper house
Priyanka Chaturvedi hailed
the Supreme Court and called
the judgment a "landmark"
order. "Truly landmark order
from Supreme Court on top
appointments of EC. A panel
comprising PM, Leader of
Opp/opposition leader of
largest political party in Lok
Sabha & the CJI for the top
appointments in Election
Commission. Earlier it was

the PM recommending names
to the President," she said in a
tweet.

Congress spokesperson
Abhishek Singhvi termed the
SC decision on appointments
of election watchdog officers as
historic and said steps are
required to be taken to stop the
misuse of agencies and insti-
tutions by the BJP-led govern-
ment.  

Currently, appointments
on posts, such as those of the
CBI chief, CVC, NHRC chair-
man and Lokpal, are effected by
a three-member committee
consisting of the prime minis-
ter, the CJI and the leader of
opposition. 

"We strongly welcome the
historic decision of the
Supreme Court, wherein it

held that the chief election
commissioner must be
appointed by way of a com-
mittee comprising the prime
minister, the CJI and the leader
of opposition (or the leader of
the single-largest party),"
Singhvi told at AICC Press con-
ference.

CPI (M) also welcomed the
Supreme Court verdict and
said it is a step in the right
direction to ensure the inde-
pendence of the poll body.  In
a statement, the Left party
said, "This is a step forward in
the direction of strengthening
the independent authority and
functioning of the Election
Commission which alone is
mandated to conduct a free and
fair election under Article 324
of the Constitution.” 
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After the BJP scored clear
election victories  in

Tripura  and Nagaland, Prime
Minister  Narendra  Modi on
Friday described them as emer-
gence of "new ideology" in the
North-East and blamed back-
wardness of the region to the
"vote bank politics" of the
Congress.

Modi was accorded a warm
welcome by the party workers
when he reached at  BJP head-
quarters after his party scored
poll wins Tripura and Nagaland
and set to be in coalition power
in Meghalaya.

" Today whenever I could
watch TV, I saw results of
Northeast all over...This is not
a result of less distance between
hearts but a reflection of a new
ideology. Now Northeast is
not far from Delhi or from
hearts", said Modi addressing
the enthusiastic supporters.

BJP president JP Nadda
and Union home minister
Amit Shah welcomed the

Prime Minister at the event. In
his speech, Modi blamed pre-
vious governments for the
backwardness of the NE.
"Providing tap water, electric-
ity, gas connections &houses in
the Northeast was not even on
their list of work...previous

govts escaped from difficulties
& left people here to suffer. our
such efforts have made the
country for the first time fight
against poverty", he said amidst
cheering workers. Even after
seven decades, there was no
electricity in Northeast, Modi

said. The Prime  Minister said
"Nagaland where majority is
Christian has posed faith in
BJP." Stressing that all com-
munities were voting for the
BJP, he said "we have seen in
Gujarat polls how tribals voted
for BJP. Minority was made to
fear BJP, but we also busted that
myth". Lashing-out at the
Congress  the Prime  Minister
said "Your (Congress) hatred
towards small states will deci-
mate the party. 

BJP was termed Bania
party, middle class party, but we
have broken that perspective".
Congress always focused on
vote bank politics, he said.
"Rivals saying Mar ja Modi,
(Die Modi), but people are say-
ing 'Mat ja Modi' (Modi don't
go away)

"Lotus blooming even after
some people wishing to dig
Modi's grave", he said. Modi
said daughters of Tripura have
supported BJP wholeheartedly.
A woman has reached
Assembly in Nagaland for the
first time,he said. 
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The Sagardighi by-polls in
Murshidabad district on

Thursday saw the Congress-
Left alliance handing down a
stunning defeat to the ruling
Trinamool Congress barely a
year and a half after it roared
back to power in the State
Assembly elections in 2021
with 212 out of 294 seats reduc-
ing the Left-Congress to a
naught for the first time post
Independence.

Congress’ Byron Biswas
trounced his nearest rival
Debashis Banerjee of the TMC
by a whopping margin of
23,000 votes. While the
Congress polled 47.35 percent
votes as against TMC’s 34.94
percent --- a good 5 percent less
than what it got in 2021 --- the
BJP which had secured about
23 percent votes in 2021

stopped at 13.94 percent votes.
Biswas, bagged 87,667

votes, while Debasish Banerjee
of the TMC garnered 64,681
votes. BJP’s Dilip Saha received
25,815 votes.

In 2021 the Left and the
Congress contested from
Sagardighi separately. A strong
Left bastion since 1978 before
falling into the TMC hands,
Sagardighi went to the
Congress for the first time
since 1972 prompting party
Lok Sabha Leader and Pradesh
Congress president Adhir
Chowdhury to say that
Thursday’s result was the
“beginning of the end of
Mamata Banerjee in Bengal.”

Arithmetically the TMC
which won Sagardighi by
50,000 votes one and a half year
ago was in deficit of 73,000
votes compared to what it got
in 2021, psephologists said

adding “a ruling party losing a
by-election is anything but
normal … which means
Sagardighi could well be a
trend-setter for the coming
days.”

Curiously the TMC’s defeat
comes barely a few months
ahead of the crucial panchay-
at elections and little more
than a year before the 2024

general polls.
Curiously as well,

Sagardighi comes barely a few
months after top TMC bosses
like Partha Chatterjee and
Manik Bhattacharya going to
jail on charges of large-scale
corruption in school recruit-
ment jobs. It also comes after
self-styled TMC “don” --- of
neighbouring Birbhum district

--- and party national executive
member Anubrata Mondal
going to jailon charges of cat-
tle smuggling.

Sagardighi results assume
importance against the back-
drop of the fact that 65 percent
of the voters here belong to the
minority community which in
respect of the entire State has
otherwise been voting ---
almost en bloc --- for Mamata
Banerjee ever since 2014 gen-
eral elections.

Reacting to the Thursday’s
triumph Chowdhury said, “the
results here show that Mamata
Banerjee is not invincible and
that she also can be vanquished
… The message given by the
people from this by-election
that harder days are going to
come for the TMC and that
Sagardighi is going to be the
trend setter in times to come.”

He however said that the

people at ground level could
have united against the “TMC’s
large-scale corruption hooli-
ganism and arrogance which
might have seen that many sup-
porters of the TMC or even the
BJP might have given vote to us.”

Her usual self the Chief
Minister however refused to
concede defeat saying the
Sagardighi was the product of
an unholy alliance between
the Congress, Left and the BJP.
“This is an immoral alliance
between the Congress, CPI(M)
and the BJP  which got 22 per-
cent votes in 2021 but trans-
ferred 8 percent vote share to
the Congress,” Banerjee said
adding her party would in any
case continue to tow the Ekla
Chalo line.

“We will not ally with any
party in 2024 and contest the
elections on our own,” Banerjee
said.
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The passengers of 12872
Tit l agarh- to-How rah

Ishpat Express on Thursday
had a providential escape when
a power bank (mobile charger),
being charged by some pas-
senger suddenly exploded cre-
ating panic and a small fire
inside the D7 coach of the run-
ning train.

Fortunately for the pas-

sengers the train had just
passed the Banstala station on
its way to Kharagpur when the
incident occurred prompting
the passengers to pull the chain
and stop it.

While the passengers
poured water on the plug point
which had caught fire “soon the
railway staff from Banstala
reached the spot with fire
extinguishers and put out the
flames,” sources said adding
there was no injury.
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The residents of 'smart city'
Jammu have started chas-

ing a new dream of trans-
forming the 'city of temples'
into a 'solar city' soon.

To realise this dream, the
UT administration is also fully
geared up to successfully
implement the Government of
India’s Grid-connected Rooftop
Solar Scheme, Phase-II to
ensure that the electricity needs
of the city are fully met from
solar energy.

According to official
sources, "more than 5 Mega
Watt (MW) capacity has
already been installed on the
residential buildings in differ-
ent parts of Jammu city".

To generate more aware-
ness and showcase different
options  a seven day long Solar
expo was orgnaised by the
Jammu and Kashmir Energy
Development  Agency (JAKE-
DA) in Jammu.

The expo received a
healthy response. Around 29
exhibitors from across the
country displayed their prod-
ucts/technologies.

One of the exhibitors
Pradeep Sharma of PK
Premium Solar Solutions told
The Pioneer, "during the week
long 'Solar' expo in Jammu a
large number of local resi-
dents showed keen interest in
switching over to solar power".

He said,  "JAKEDA has
already set a target of installa-

tion of 200 MW grid-tied
rooftop solar power plants on
approximately 50,000 residen-
tial buildings in Jammu city
under its “Solar City Mission”
at an estimated cost of Rs 1040

crore. The project will be com-
pleted by March, 2024 and
will have a lifetime of 25 years".

He said the government
has already subsidized instal-
lation of solar power panels on

residential houses at the cost of
Rs. 58,739, Rs. 53,995, Rs.
52,594, and Rs. 51,309 for
Category-A (Up to 1 kW),
Category-B (> 1 kW to 2 kW),
Category-C (> 2kW up to 3
kW), and Category-D (> 3
kW up to 10 kW), respective-
ly.

Commissioner Secretary,
Science and Technology,
Saurabh Bhagat while inau-
gurating a week long mega
Solar Expo at Rail Head said
that the initiative wil l
immensely help in raising
awareness among the people
about the benefits of rooftop
solar plants.

He reaffirmed that the
UT Government is committed
to provide all support to ven-

dors and the people while ask-
ing people to get maximum
benefit from the scheme.

He asked JAKEDA to
organize more such awareness
camps and expos across other
areas of Jammu city so that
people would know about
rooftop solar plant and its
financing pattern and scheme.

Commissioner Secretary
also apprised of various ben-
efits being extended by the
Union Ministry of New and
Renewable Energy and
Government of Jammu and
Kashmir under Grid
Connected Rooftop Solar
(GCRT-SPV) and PM-
KUSUM schemes.

He informed that under
GCRT-SPV, which entails a

collective subsidy of 65 per
cent, the Domestic Consumers
of DISCOM’s can offset their
monthly electricity bills under
Net-Metering mechanism and
under PM-KUSUM scheme
which is primarily meant for
upliftment of farmers. The
farmers can install subsidized
Solar Powered Pumps upto 10
HP capacity, for irrigation of
their farmlands with a choice
of AC/DC surface and sub-
mersible pumps.

He added that the project
is also expected to provide
employment opportunities to
around ten thousand youth of
Jammu and Kashmir.

J&K has a good potential
for solar energy and the renew-
able energy capacity would

help to bridge a part of its
power requirement. Under the
new budget in PM KUSUM
Scheme, 375 Solar Water
Pumps will be installed in
2022-23 providing electricity
benefit to 47159 souls, direct
agriculture benefit to 18750
souls, and indirect agriculture
benefit to 160000 souls.

With the implementation
of the project, J&K will bene-
fit from the generation of
approximately 280 million
units of energy annually, with
a corresponding reduction in
carbon emissions of approxi-
mately 5.44 million tons,
besides reaping gains from
savings on account of inter-
state transmission losses to the
tune of 224 million units.
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Rajasthan Chief Minister
Ashok Gehlot on

Thursday announced a relief
package of Rs 5 lakh each for
families of Junaid and Nasir,
whose charred bodies were
found in Haryana's Bhiwani
district after they were abduct-
ed from Bharatpur.

"The state government will
provide Rs 5 lakh compensa-
tion each to the wives and chil-
dren of both the deceased. An
amount of Rs 1 lakh each will
be provided as cash whereas a
fixed deposit of Rs 4 lakh each
will be done so that the depen-
dent families do not face any
problem in the education and
marriage of the kids," he told
reporters.

The chief minister had
met the family members of
Junaid and Nasir at a tempo-
rary arrangement made near a
helipad in Ghatmeeka village.

He was accompanied by

Tourism Minister Vishvendra
Singh, Minister of State for
Education and local MLA
Zahida Khan, Congress state
unit chief Govind Singh
Dotasra, Chief Secretary Usha
Sharma and DGP Umesh
Mishra. Nasir (25) and Junaid
alias Juna (35), both residents
of Ghatmeeka village in
Bharatpur district of
Rajasthan, were allegedly
abducted by cow vigilantes on
February 15 and their bodies
were found inside a burnt car
in Loharu in Bhiwani in
Haryana on the morning of
February 16.

Nasir is survived by his
wife, while Junaid is survived
by his wife, six children and a
mentally challenged brother.

Gehlot also said that he
will talk to his Haryana coun-
terpart Manohar Lal Khattar
to take the incident with
utmost seriousness as it is of
similar nature to the incident
that happened in Udaipur

where a tailor was hacked to
death.  He said his government
is committed to arresting the
accused at the earliest and sub-
mit the charge sheet. Such a
crime deserves nothing less
than death penalty, he said.

A total of nine accused,
including Bajrang Dal member
Monu Manesar who runs a
cow protection group, and
Srikant Pandit, whose mother
lodged a complaint against
the Rajasthan Police, have
been named in the case so far.

The accused have been

booked under sections 143
(unlawful assembly), 365 (kid-
napping), 367 (grievously hurt
after kidnapping) and 368
(wrongfully keeping in con-
finement) of the Indian Penal
Code (IPC). Two more IPC
sections -- 302 (murder) and
201 (causing disappearance
of evidence) -- were later
added, police said.

Junaid had a criminal
record of cattle smuggling and
five cases were registered
against him at different police
stations, they said.
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Nationalist Congress Party
chief (NCP) Sharad Pawar

on Thursday expressed reser-
vations on the composition of
the committee formed to hear
the breach of privilege notice
against Shiv Sena (UBT) leader
Sanjay Raut.

Speaker Rahul Narvekar
on Wednesday set up a 15-
member privileges committee
of the House for 2023-24 to be
headed by BJP legislator Rahul
Kul, amid uproar over Raut
allegedly calling the
Vidhimandal (state legislature)
"chor-mandal" (council of
thieves). In a series of tweets,
Pawar said the complainant has
been entrusted with the task of
justice delivery and members
who demanded strict action
against Raut are part of the
privileges committee. "How
can one expect justice," he

asked. Terming Raut's com-
ments serious and an insult of
the legislature, the speaker had
said he would conduct an
inquiry and give his ruling on
March 8.

The committee comprises
three MLAs of the NCP, two
members of the Congress, two
independent MLAs supporting
the ruling alliance, two MLAs
of the Eknath             Shinde-
led Shiv Sena and six BJP
MLAs. No MLA of the Uddhav
Thackeray-led faction of the
Shiv Sena found a place on the
panel.

Pawar said Raut's com-
ments need to be seen in total-
ity.

����� C�D�

Acourt in Bihar on Thursday
awarded life sentence to

the prime accused in one of the
bloodiest massacres in the
state's history by an outlawed
Maoist outfit, which had
hacked to death nearly 40 peo-
ple three decades ago.

District and Sessions Judge,
Gaya, Manoj Kumar Tiwari,
also slapped Ram Chandra
Yadav alias Kirani with a fine
of Rs 3.05 lakh, holding him
guilty under the Terrorist and
Disruptive Activities
(Prevention) Act and Sections
302 (murder) and 307 (attempt
to murder) of the IPC.

Kirani was named in the
massacre that took place in
Bara village of Gaya district on
February 12, 1992, when 37
upper caste Bhumihars were
butchered by the Maoist
Communist Centre (MCC).

Central Bihar hogged the
limelight in the 1980s and
1990s for a chain of retributive

violence involving ultra-Left
guerrillas and private militia of
upper caste landlords.

The Bara massacre had
been described by the MCC as
"revenge" for killing of dalits
elsewhere by the 'Savarna
Liberation Front', one of the
many upper caste militias that
had cropped during the time,
the most notorious being the
'Ranvir Sena', which was held
responsible for the Laxmanpur
Bathe massacre of Jehanabad,
where 67 dalits were killed.

Kirani's counsel Tariq Ali
told reporters after the verdict
that "we are not satisfied and
look forward to challenging the
trial court order before the
Supreme Court, since TADA
cases cannot be heard by high
courts".
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The ruling BJP suffered
major jolt in Maharashtra

on Thursday, as the Congress
– a constituent of the
Opposition Maha Vikas
Aghadi (MVA -- snatched away
from it its traditionally strong-
hold seat of Kasba Peth con-
stituency in Pune in the State
Assembly by-poll after a gap of
27-long years.

However, in what came as
a consolation, the BJP retained
the neighbouring Chinchwad
Assembly seat for which the by-
poll was held along with that of
Kasba Peth.    

Congress nominee
Ravindra Dhangekar – who
was the joint candidate of the
MVA -- romped home in
Kasba Peth constituency with
a comfortable margin of 10,950
votes against the BJP candidate
Hemant Rase. While
Dhangekar polled 73,194 votes,
the BJP’s Rasane secured 62,244
votes.In Chuinchwad, BJP’s
Ashwini Jagtap, widow of for-
mer sitting MLA, trounced the
Opposition NCP candidate
Nana Kate by a handsome
margin of 36,070 votes.

While Ashwini polled
1,35,494 votes, Kate managed
to get 99,424 votes.

Independent candidate and
rebel Uddhav Thackeray-led
Shiv Sena nominee Rahul
Kalate --who had been sup-
ported by the Prakash
Ambedkar-led Vanchit
Bahujan Aghadi – played a role
of a spoil sport for the NCP
candidate, walked away 40,075
votes.  Had Kalate not contest-
ed the by-poll, the NCP had a
chance winning the seat.

The two Assembly by-polls
have been necessitated by the
death of Kasba Peth’s sitting
MLA Mukta Tilak --great-
grand-daughter-in-law of the
freedom-fighter Bal Gangadhar
Lokmanya Tilak – and

Chinchwad’s sitting legislator
Laxman Jagtap from
Chinchwad, both from the BJP.

Today’s was the second
occasion when the Opposition
MVA has won a by-election
ever since hands with the
Eknath Shinde-led Shiv Sena

and toppled the Uddhav
Thackeray-led MVA govern-
ment in June last year. Earlier,
in November last year, the
MVA-backed Shiv Sena candi-
date  Rutja R. Latke had an easy
walk-over in the Andheri East
Assembly by-elections.
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In a major offensive against ter-
rorists  operating from

Pakistani soil, the National
Investigation Agency (NIA) on
Thursday attached the property
of Pakistan-based Jammu and
Kashmir ( J&K) terrorist
Mushtaq Zargar, the founder
and chief commander of terror
group Al Umar Mujahideen,

who was released along with
Masood Azhar, the notorious
Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM) chief,
in exchange of passengers of the
hijacked Indian Airlines flight
814 (IC 814) at Kandahar in
1999. 

Zargar alias Latram was also
involved in the kidnapping of
former Union Home Minister
Mufti Mohammad Sayeed’s
daughter, Rubaiya Sayeed in
1989.

“Zargar’s two Marlas house
(Khasra No. 182) at Ganai
Mohalla,  Jamia Masjid,
Nowhatta, Srinagar, has been
attached under the provisions of
Unlawful Activities (Prevention)

Act,” the NIA said in a statement.  
The procedure was carried

out on Thursday by a team of
NIA along with the representa-
tives of district administration
and local police, the agency said.

Zargar is a ‘Designated
Individual Terrorist’ under the
UA (P) Act and has been oper-
ating from Pakistan ever since
his release and has been funding
terror activities in the Valley, it
said.

Zargar was earlier associat-
ed with Jammu and Kashmir
Liberation Front (JKLF) and
was responsible for several ter-
ror attacks in J&K. He has also
been involved in other heinous

crimes, including murders, and
has a close association with
other terror outfits such as the
Al-Qaeda and JeM.

Zargar was designated a ter-
rorist by the Union Government
under the Fourth Schedule of the
UA (P) Act

He grew up in Nowhatta area
of Srinagar and joined the JKLF.
In 1989 he was one of the mem-
bers who kidnapped Rubaiya
Sayeed and negotiated her
release in exchange of five ter-
rorists.

He was arrested on May 15,
1992 and was released from jail
on December 31, 1999, as part of
the Indian Airlines Flight 814

hostage exchange deal. 
Before targeting security

forces and civilians in the
Kashmir Valley Zargar had gone
to Pakistan to obtain illegal arms
training.

Last year while designating
Zargar as a terrorist the Home
Ministry notification had clear-
ly stated that Zargar is a threat
to peace, not only to India but
across the world, with his con-
tacts and proximity to radical
terrorist groups like the Al-
Qaeda and JeM and the Central
Government believes that Zargar
alias Latram is involved in ter-
rorism and he is to be notified as
a terrorist under the UA (P) Act.
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The digital world has
brought us to the age
of 24-hour thereby
creating a type of

behavioural addiction where
events have directly or indi-
rectly started affecting our
lives. In today’s fast-paced
environment, we are constan-
tly connected to our devices,
and it has overwhelmed us at
times too. In a hyper-connect-
ed world, being ‘online’ or
‘available’ is the new normal.
Going offline or disconnect-
ing from the digital world is
something that is reserved for
someone who can afford to
use the technology at will ra-
ther than treat it as a neces-
sity. The technology that has
enabled us to stay connected,
live faster and have fuller lives
has given birth to a new
norm or terminology “Digital
Detox”.

Digital detox refers to a
period where the person
avoids or abstains from the
use of electronic devices such
as smartphones or computers
connected to the internet to
reduce stress and focus more
on their well-being and inter-
action with others. A digital
detox can be as extreme or
light as one wants it to be. By
disconnecting, the eyes and

the body are allowed to rest
and recharge. Excessive
screen time causes eye strain,
headaches and even distort-
ed sleep patterns. According
to the research, in many sit-
uations continuous scrolling
has proven to be harmful to
mental as well as physical
health. The addiction has
even led to obsessive-compul-
sive behaviour, anxiety and
depression. Not only this,
continuous use of work on
mobile phones or computers
causes inflammation of the
tendons of the thumb, and
causes back, neck and shoul-
der pains too. Deleting or
uninstalling the most
unessential applications,
scheduling time to silence
notifications, participating in
activities without posting or
posing for a few days or
weeks, having no or low

social media usage, and
spending more time with
families in terms of vacations
or short picnics are a few ways
to reduce the screen time and
break the chain of digital
addiction. Digital detox opens
avenues for awareness and
insight for everyone in some
way or the other. Listed here
are the top 5 benefits of an
occasional digital detox:-
1. Improved Mental and
Physical Health: A digital
detox thereby helps giving the
brain a break from the con-
stant stimulation of notifica-
tions and news followed by
relaxation and reduced stress
levels. 2. Increased Produc-
tivity: Since the individual will
be away from the use of dig-
ital devices, such detox will
help reduce distractions and
allow an individual to focus
on tasks and activities that are

of utmost importance, there-
by increasing productivity.
3. Improved relationships:
Doing a digital detox is tak-
ing charge of how an individ-
ual spends his time and ener-
gy followed by what they give
attention to. It helps them to
realise what they want more
in life. 4. Encourages Crea-
tivity: A digital detox will help
an individual to focus more
on their personality, intelli-
gence, and knowledge there-
by broadening prospects and
helping in overcoming prej-
udices. 5. Promotes Self
Reflection: Doing a digital
detox is taking charge of how
an individual spends his time
and energy followed by what
they give attention to. It helps
them to realise what they
want more in life.

Undoubtedly, the digital
age has brought a seismic
change to our networking and
efficiency but being open to
change will help conquer the
fear of not being available
online always. Naturally, the
first few days of digital detox
will be tough, but once these
behaviour triggers begin to
weaken, everything will fall
into its place.
(The author is a teacher at a

reputed school in Delhi)
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domestic production and reduce the
country's dependence on imported lithi-
um. The policy aims to facilitate the pro-
duction of lithium-ion batteries and
support the electric vehicle industry in
India, which is part of the country's
broader push towards a sustainable,
green energy future.

According to reports, India current-
ly imports around 80% of its lithium
requirements, primarily from countries
like China, Australia, and Chile. However,
the increasing demand for lithium-ion
batteries in electric vehicles and other
applications has prompted the Indian
government to focus on the domestic pro-
duction of lithium.

The lithium policy will aim to estab-
lish a robust supply chain for lithium,
from mining to processing to battery pro-
duction, with a focus on creating incen-
tives for domestic production and ensur-
ing the environmentally sustainable min-
ing of lithium reserves. It will also seek
to promote research and development in
lithium technologies, as well as facilitate
collaborations between academia, indus-
try, and government agencies.

The government plans to work with
domestic companies to develop a com-
petitive lithium-ion battery industry,
which will support India's goal of becom-
ing a global hub for electric vehicle man-
ufacturing. The policy is also expected to
create job opportunities, boost econom-
ic growth, and reduce the country's
dependence on fossil fuels.

The development of a lithium 
policy is a significant step towards
achieving India's sustainable energy goals
and promoting a clean energy future.
However, it will require substantial
investments and collaborations between
industry players, research institutions,
and government agencies to make it a
reality. Nonetheless, the policy is an
encouraging sign that India is commit-
ted to developing a strong domestic 
supply chain for critical raw materials 
like lithium, which will benefit the coun-
try's economy, environment, and society
in the long run.

Rajpal Singh Chouhan | Ujjain
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Sir — Whatever was said and done, the
Madavrao Scindia displayed poor adver-
tisement for test match cricket as wick-
ets fell like ninepins on the opening day.
We missed out on competitive games in
the Border-Gavaskar Trophy as the wick-
ets couldn't last for 3 days. Spin bowlers
dominated the scene of action in this
series. It is a matter of concern for
International cricket as we make pitch-
es for getting a spot in the WTC final and
fooling around in the gentleman's game
of cricket. Having seen test match crick-
et for the last 60 years it is a matter of now
or never situation. The pity is that even
the ICC is not questioning the quality of
pitches in India. The goodwill amongst
cricket playing conditions should be
pruned up not by just playing IPL but by
playing competitive cricket in bilateral
series played in India 

Akhilesh Krishnan | Calcicut
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Sir — In India, if you ask average people
on the street whether they want gender
equality to smash the patriarchy, most
people won't have an answer and won't
even know what that means. This
includes even the urban population.
Most liberal types in India, at max, will
talk about oppression and suppression,
that's it. Similarly, if you talk about inter-
caste marriage or inter-religion marriage,
most people will oppose that. India is a
deeply conservative and traditional soci-
ety with a usual, small share of liberal
retards going around and even those will
be majorly concentrated in the non-stem
educated urban populace. All the progres-
sive talk of smash caste, and smashing the
patriarchy, is pushed by the elites and
society has to play catch-up with them. 

Jayanthi Subramaniam | Mumbai
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Sir — The Indian government has recent-
ly announced its intention to develop a
comprehensive lithium policy to promote

� ' � � ! � / 	 ( 6 � � ' � � 	 + ,

����������������� �!
��������6��(?���)��������L >������)��������L ����&��(6��(?���)�������?

��������	�
���	�� 
�������������

�4

������������������������:
��,,�4*,'5�'6��4789-��(:'9�

	""������#������
�$%$��

 5����&

���������� ���$� ������$<0����@������� ��! "#&&#1! &6�&&7#�#85&61

)*����������	��������.3�������
��
��������������	�
�����	�
�"���������
�������	���������	�
����

�
������������������������������������6����
����������������������)����������������
���)�������������(����������&����������

�������������������)�����������������&�������
H��������H����.����&���H����6�����(��������
���������H�������������)��&����,�����H��������
��H������������������&����������,�,��������H�
����������������&�)�.����������,)��&���������
����)��������(���������))�(�����)��������))

�)�����(����6
	�������������'���������)����)����������

�����)�������H�������+�))������&�)�.����,���
 8M80������)���������������))�����3�����,����
����(���������������(���������(�������C����
(����)�&�6�	�������)�&������)��������������&��
���������)�������������,��������(�&�����(
��������)����)������6���������(�H�������&�������
&�)������ ������ ����� ���� �)�,)�� ��������� ��� &��
,����� ����)�� ������ ���� &�)�.�� �� �����)��
�))�(������ ��� �)�(��� ��� ����� ���(����6� ����
�����)����� +�))������&�)�.�����.���������� ���
���&���������������&�)�.�K������6�����������H���
�������������������������������&��������
������ ���,��� ��,� ��������� �������&'� ���
������������������������������)�����+�))������&�)�.�
���������������(����6�

&�;-<���68���/��=-4��>���������

report was more like beating
around the bush. However, a
section of the media was in a
hurry because for them it was
an opportunity to attack
Modi due to his alleged prox-
imity with Adani. Opposition
and media trained their guns
which were loaded with can-
nons supplied by a foreign
agency. For perspective, when
Air India placed an order for
aircraft then leaders from
US, UK and French wel-
comed this move and called
it historic which is going to
create jobs and improve their
economy. Had this happened
in India, the entire opposition
would have alleged that the
PM is on the payroll of the
company and he is selling the
country.

George Soros is a billion-
aire who long ago admitted in
an interview that he is only
interested in making money,
and he can’t and doesn't look
at the social consequences of
what he does. The man is
known for making money out
of the financial crisis (e.g.,
breaking the Bank of England
in 1992, and the Asian finan-
cial crisis in 1997) for which
he has no regret. He has
pledged 1bn USD to stop
‘nationalist’. He calls for the
furtherance of democracy
but he is funding organisa-
tions that decline Israel’s right
to exist, the only democracy

in west Asia. The man is try-
ing to project himself as a
messiah but his modus-
operandi indicates that he is
more into influencing politics
and making the money out of
the chaos. He has a history of
funding the organisations
which fuel unrest and his
organisation Open Society
Foundation launched India-
specific funds in 2014 (when
Modi came to power). Instead
of celebrating this man’s
involvement in our internal
affairs, every Indian should be
cautious about the evil
designs which he and his
organisation perpetrated in
the past.

On the second question
related to the impact of these
developments, it can be safe-
ly concluded that BJP has
delivered a fool toss ball and
the shot is going to hit the
stands. Very often Congress
which is the largest opposi-
tion party gets linked with
foreign entities which are not
so friendly with India. In a
television discussion a few
years back, Mani Shankar
Aiyar requested Pakistan to
help Congress come back to
power. A confidential MOU
between Congress and the
Chinese Communist Party
becomes a topic of discussion
whenever Indo-China rela-
tions go sour. The shady past
of the Congress and attack on

Modi from foreign soil is giv-
ing a message that ‘Bharat
Jodo Yatra’ was only a façade
and the grand old party has
allies who want to break our
nation. Keeping the politics
aside, such blatant accusa-
tions and interference in our
internal affairs is a clear sign
that the West is still living in
a colonial hangover and they
are unable to digest our rise
in the global order.

The recent attack on
Modi by BBC, Hindenburg
and Soros has given new
weapons to BJP’s arsenal.
New age BJP knows to har-
vest every opportunity which
has now been given to it on
a platter. The ruling party has
rightly started giving a 
message to the people of this
country that foreign parties
are now hand-in-glove with
the opposition and they 
want to intervene in our
democratic process. No mat-
ter how much Congress
wants to distance itself from
these legitimate questions,
it's going to haunt them in the
upcoming parliamentary
elections. After all, we are the
largest democracy and the
people of this country will
have the last word. 

(The writer is a Chartered
Accountant, author 

and public policy analyst.
The views expressed are 

personal)
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Indians and India’s politics
are getting a lot of atten-
tion from foreign press
and individuals/institu-
tions having vast resources

at their disposal. BBC,
Hindenburg and George Soros
are resourceful and they possi-
bly influence the opinion-mak-
ing process. Two important
questions need a thorough
analysis of this entire episode.
The first question is whether the
foreign individuals/institutions
who are raising questions on
India are impartial in their
approach, and can their report
be taken as gospel? The second
question is will there be any
impact on Indian politics due to
their active and apparent
involvement and if yes, then in
which direction?

BBC is known for its 
partisan reporting and it has
been banned twice in India.
Left-leaning articles and docu-
mentaries are not new for the
foreign press. Many British law-
makers have slammed the pro-
paganda document which has
been released by the BBC. They
have gone to the extent of 
saying that Modi has been exon-
erated by the judiciary and the
documentary insults the 
democratically elected Prime
Minister of the largest democra-
cy in the world.

Politics is not a place for
saints and this is equally applic-
able to the financial world. US
short seller firm Hindenburg
accused Indian conglomerate
Adani Group of wrongdoings
and also disclosed that it has
taken short positions in the
Adani group. A short seller
makes money when the stock
price of the entity in which it
holds a position goes down and
therefore it was prudent for the
Indian media to look into the
merits of the accusations
because the Hindenburg report
can’t be taken at face value
when it has vested interest in the
downfall of stock and such
apparent conflict of interest rais-
es questions on ethics as well.

Instead of raising concrete
questions on financial perfor-
mance, liquidity, solvency, debt
position, pledged assets by pro-
moters, cash flow to debt/inter-
est (coverage ratio), profitabili-
ty, corporate governance etc., the
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The Ministry of Education, in the
recently presented union bud-
get for FY 2023-24, has a share
of ?1,12,898.97 crores which is
nearly 8% more from the pre-

ceding year and constitutes the highest
ever allocation to the education sector. The
focus of this budget is on some key imper-
atives of Education 4.0 viz., outcome-
based education, skill development,
Research & Development, technology-
enabled learning, teachers’ training &
recruitment and access to print and dig-
ital learning material across the country.
Consequently, the learning system will
help bridge the skill-gap and produce a
technology-skilled workforce with glob-
al competencies, capable of meeting the
requirements of IR 4.0 and providing solu-
tions to contemporary issues. This exem-
plifies that the government is committed
to making education a key driver of
growth for inclusive development.

We all agree that India urgently needs
to bring skill development on par with
academic excellence. Developed countries
have already witnessed a major shift
from knowledge-based to technology-dri-
ven economies. With a view to leverag-
ing the benefits of the latest and emerg-
ing technologies in the solution-produc-
tion-distribution chain, a provision has
been made in this budget for the skill
development of youth in new-age disci-
plines like Coding, Artificial Intelligence,
Robotics, Mechatronics, Internet of
Things and 3D Printing, Drones, etc.
under PMKVY 4.0. This will help elevate
the quality of human excellence in tune
with the demands of an ever-evolving
technology-driven economy. The budget
provides for the setting up of 30 Skill India
International Centres across the country
to help promote interdisciplinary research
for developing cutting-edge applications

(The writer is Vice-
Chancellor, Central

University of Punjab,
Bathinda. The views

expressed are personal)

to transform critical sectors and
provide solutions for sustainable
development. 

Concurrently, the provision
for setting up three centres of
excellence for Artificial Intelligence
will help develop youth with com-
petencies to leverage new tech-
nologies for innovations in differ-
ent spheres of human endeavour.
The target of training 47 lakh
youths in 3 years under PMKVY
4.0, National Apprentice Scheme,
on-the-job training in partnership
with industry in new-age courses
is indeed a commendable decision
as it will help create a huge pool of
technically skilled youth to turn
India into an IT superpower.
Additionally, the decision to
extend the stipend to 47 lakh
youth under the National
Apprenticeship Promotion Scheme
through direct transfer benefits
will help boost employability and
the practical application of skills.
This will also promote the integra-
tion of critical thinking and prob-
lem-solving capabilities through a
dynamic and diverse curriculum.
One hundred fifty-seven nursing
colleges will be attached to the
existing 157 medical colleges that
will help overcome the shortage of
trained health workers as was felt
during the Corona pandemic. 

The digital learning ecosystem
is the new normal. A prerequisite
for creating such a system is the
integration of ICT with education
including digital teachers, digital
learners, digital quality content and
digital connectivity. As such, the
provision in this budget for creat-
ing a National Digital Library and

other IT enablers is appreciable. 
Budgetary provision for setting

up one hundred 5G services
enabled labs as incubators in engi-
neering institutions across geogra-
phies to develop apps is an initia-
tive with far-reaching conse-
quences. Allocation for three
Centres of Excellence in Artificial
Intelligence is a major boost for
realizing the mission of 'Make AI
in India and Make AI Work for
India'. This will also leverage the
benefits of AI in all spheres of
human indulgence. Facilitating
states to provide access to nation-
al digital library resources will
increase the enrolment ratio in
rural India, besides restoring the
fast-dwindling reading habits. The
online training platform is yet
another initiative to help train
youth in a unique and speedy
manner. These will help create a
conducive learning environment
and nurture communication and
creative skills among students. 

The provision for profession-
al development of teachers through
reskilling and up-skilling on crit-
ical components like curriculum
design, development, enrichment,
transaction, innovative pedagogy
& assessment and ICT implemen-
tation for ensuring access to qual-
ity learning has been made for the
first time. District Institutes of
Education & Training will be revi-
talised into vibrant institutes of
excellence for empowering teach-
ers with these attributes. The deci-
sion to recruit 38,000 teachers for
740 Eklavya Model Residential
Schools is an intelligent decision
for the delivery of uniform quali-

ty education across the nation. 
The vision of NEP2020 to

make education equitable and
inclusive will be furthered with the
setting up of the National Digital
Library along with physical
libraries at panchayats and wards.
This move shall make quality con-
tent accessible to millions of needy
learners across the country and
will help cope-up with the learn-
ing loss accrued owing to corona
pandemic. Concurrently, this is
also an initiative to ensure age-
appropriate reading material to
inspire people to resume studies
that they abandoned due to socio-
economic reasons. 

Facilitating students to learn
English and regional languages in
partnership with non-governmen-
tal organisations will improve
their understanding of culture
and its local and regional variants.
National Book Trust and
Children's Book Trust are to
ensure the availability of books in
regional languages. 

These budgetary provisions
are expected to fast-track the
implementation of NEP 2020 and
achieve its end objectives of trans-
forming the extant education sys-
tem into a learner-centric system
relevant for the 21st Century and
reaping the benefits of the demo-
graphic dividend of  'Amrit Kaal
Peedhi' and helping them become
champions of Amrit Yatra. A full-
day webinar in six parallel sessions
on the 25th of February on these
provisions of the budget demon-
strates the commitment of the
Government to speedy imple-
mentation.
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Disability inclusion is a
matter of justice and
investment in our com-

mon future and shared pros-
perity. However, there has not
been much change in our atti-
tude or ground realities regard-
ing facilitating the accessibili-
ty of persons with disabilities
in India after 75 years of
Independence. It shocked
many when former Prime
Minister Dr Manmohan Singh
was moved from the front
row of the Rajya Sabha to the
last. Dr Singh (90), now uses a
wheelchair and his ‘ease of
mobility’ was cited as the rea-
son for this change in the allo-
cation of his seat in the Upper
House of Parliament. This
issue brings back the focus on
the challenges of accessibility
for the disabled. It is important
to take a pause here and imag-

ine the plight of millions of dis-
abled people who have to com-
mute daily via public transport,
visit local grocery stores,
ATMs, use pavements, etc.
when there is absolutely no city
that is 100% disabled-friendly
in India. For decades, disabil-
ity has been viewed as an also-
do subject. Yet governments as
well as other stakeholders have
taken many initiatives to
address the issues around dis-
ability. Still, as the former PM’s
case suggests, there are yawn-
ing gaps when it comes to uni-
versal access in public places.
The not-so-satisfying out-
comes raise questions about the
strategy and methodology of
these interventions. The
Government of India, under its
Accessible India campaign,
launched a program to make
Central and State government

buildings accessible. After the
deadline for this campaign
expired in June 2022, the
Government reported that out
of 1100 Central Government
buildings, 1030 were made
fully accessible, while only 595
out of 1423 selected buildings
had been made fully accessible.
Similarly, railway stations and
airports have been upgraded to
make these more accessible. 

All this work, in compli-
ance with the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities Act 2016, is
good, but only addresses a part
of the problem. In addition to
ensuring compliance with pro-
visions of this progressive Act,
we need to concertedly work
towards a focussed push on
expanding infrastructure sup-
port, institutional remodelling
of our work culture, continued
mass awareness and sensitiza-

tion programs, sustained pol-
icy dialogues and capacity
building for people employed
in the disability sector. The first
and foremost task is to expand
accessible infrastructure.
NCERT's 8th All India School
Education Survey (AISES)
brought some startling facts on
schooling facilities for chil-
dren with disabilities. Out of a
total of 58,76,273 teachers,
only 1.32% (80,942) teachers
have received any kind of
training in inclusive education.
Out of the total schools in the
country, only 10% have
handrails, 4% have adapted labs
and 8% have adapted toilets.
Out of 12,99,902 schools,
Braille books are available in
89,145 (6.86%), Braille Slate
and Stylus in 88,775 (6.83%),
Taylor Frame in 88,399
(6.80%), Abacus in 1,08,441

(8.34%), Hearing-aid in 94,882
(7.30%), Computer and
Software in 1,00,334 (7.72%)
and Audio-visual in 1,09,647
(8.44%) schools. This lack of
accessibility is acting as a major
hurdle in the holistic growth of
disabled children and has led
to children and parents opting
for open education. The
nation’s poor track record in
enabling employment for dis-
abled people is another area of
concern since this is intricate-
ly linked with the issue of
accessibility. The RPWD Act
mandates a 4 per cent reserva-
tion in government jobs for
disabled people. However, the
record may be dismal - in the
Central government, for
instance, against 2036 appoint-
ments in 2018, the figure went
down to 1709 in 2019, and
1375 in 2020. Add to this, the

rigid criteria of employment for
disabled people resulted in
many vacant posts. With rea-
sonable accommodation,
enabling an accessible work
ecosystem, and assistive tech-
nologies, many persons with
disabilities can be included in
the workforce. This involved
addressing the attitudinal 
barriers towards disability in
society, deep-rooted stigma,
and stereotypes.

An NCPEDP-Javed Abidi
Fellow carried out an indepen-
dent audit of various tourist
spots of Rishikesh, the Yoga
Capital for the world and
Dehradun in Uttarakhand to
check for accessibility. It found
loopholes in accessing tourist
spots by persons with disabil-
ities. Persons with disabilities
are important to our socioeco-
nomic, cultural, and political

ecosystem. Unfortunately, they
do not get what they need to
live a dignified life. However,
for them, the ease of living
remains a distant dream.

The social model of dis-
ability focuses on the interac-
tion between a person and
their environment, thereby
highlighting the role of society
and various institutions – gov-
ernment and private – in com-
bating the stigma attached to
people with disabilities. Private
sectors, government procure-
ments, and tenders – do not
adhere to the accessibility needs
of persons with disabilities.
Unless we create a culture that
supports, promotes, and
includes disability in all 
aspects of life, the vision of
building a truly accessible,
inclusive, and self-reliant India
seems very far off.
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(The writer is Executive
Director, National Centre for
Promotion of Employment for

Disabled People, a cross-
disability organisation working

on advocacy for disabled
people)
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Baghdad (AP): The United
Nations chief on Wednesday
praised Iraq for its repatriating
citizens detained in neighbor-
ing Syria on suspicion of ties to
the Islamic State group and
pledged international support
for the country’s efforts to
regain stability and security.

UN Secretary-General
António Guterres spoke to
reporters during a rare visit to
Baghdad, his first in six years,
ahead of this month’s 20-year
anniversary of the 2003 U.S.-
led invasion that toppled
Saddam Hussein. 

The years that followed
Saddam’s overthrow saw wide-
spread sectarian violence and
the rise first of al-Qaida in the
region and later, the extremist
Islamic State group, which at
one point controlled wide
swaths of territory, including
Iraq’s second-largest city,
Mosul. “We recognize that the
challenges Iraq is facing did not
arise overnight,” Guterres said,
speaking at a news conference
alongside Iraqi Prime Minister
Mohammed Shia al-Sudani.
“They are the product of
decades of oppression, war,
terrorism, sectarianism and
foreign interference.”

He praised the formation
of Iraq’s new government in
October, after a yearlong polit-
ical stalemate, and the country’s
“ambitious and forward-look-
ing reform agenda.” He also
pledged U.N. Support for sys-
tematic governance reforms
and for measures to address
Iraq’s looming water crisis,
which experts expect to be
exacerbated by climate change.

Guterres commended Iraq
for repatriating its citizens
from northeastern Syria, par-
ticularly from al-Hol camp,
which holds tens of thousands
of women and children — pri-
marily the wives, widows and
children of IS fighters — in
what human rights groups have
described as dangerous and
squalid living conditions.

���� �=��=�

When European Union chief
Ursula von der Leyen visited

Britain last week, some joked on social
media: Can you please bring us some
tomatoes? 

People in the UK have had to
ration salad staples like tomatoes and
cucumbers for the past two weeks amid
a shortage of fresh vegetables. Shelves
of fresh produce in many stores have
been bare, and most major supermar-
kets have imposed limits on how
many salad bags or bell peppers cus-
tomers are allowed to buy. 

Officials blame the problem on
recent bad weather in Spain and North
Africa, saying the shortages could
persist for up to a month. But many
people were quick to point out that
other European countries don’t seem

to be suffering the same challenges,
leading some to wonder if it was a con-
sequence of Britain’s divorce from the
EU.

A look at some of the factors con-
tributing to what one European broad-
caster has called Britain’s “vegetable
fiasco”: 

	��������
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Unusually cold temperatures in

Spain and heavy rain and flooding in
Morocco — two of the biggest toma-
to suppliers to the UK — have led to
poor yields and are cited as the prima-
ry cause of the shortage. 

In Spain, farmers blame recent
freezing temperatures following record
heat and dry conditions last year.
Heat and drought in Europe last year
also are affecting vegetable harvests in
other countries, including Germany.

Separately, the Netherlands, anoth-
er major tomato producer, has seen a
drop in output because skyrocketing
energy bills tied to Russia’s war in
Ukraine meant many growers could-
n’t justify the cost of turning on the
LED lights in their greenhouses this
winter.  Vegetable growers in the UK
Have reported that they, too, were
forced to leave their greenhouses
empty. Richard Diplock, managing
director at the Green House Growers
based in southern England, said his
energy costs are some six times high-
er compared with previous winters. 
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The shortages in Britain — and

contrasting pictures of full vegetable
shelves in supermarkets in mainland
Europe — led to a degree of Brexit
schadenfreude in some EU news out-

lets. Experts say extra bureaucracy and
costs associated with Brexit have
played a part, though they stress it’s not
a main factor. 

“One hypothesis for fewer exports
to the UK Is that if supply is con-
strained, why would you go to extra
paperwork (to export to Britain)?” said
Michael Winter, a professor of agricul-
tural change at the University of
Exeter. “If transaction costs are greater
for exporting to one country compared
to another, that’s going to dictate
where you go.”
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Farmers say another factor is how

Britain’s biggest supermarkets have
sought to stay competitive by keeping
prices as low as possible even as food
costs have spiked, a major driver of
inflation that’s at the highest levels in

decades. In some EU countries, like
Germany, there are no empty shelves,
but the prices for fresh vegetables have
shot up massively. British supermarkets
are reluctant to pay more or charge cus-
tomers so much, Diplock said. 
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Even if energy costs hadn’t risen so

much, British growers would not come
close to making up for the shortfalls in
imported produce, Diplock said.
During the winter, domestic UK
Production only accounts for 5% or less
of tomatoes and cucumbers sold in
British supermarkets. 

The National Farmers’ Union has
warned for months that overreliance on
imported fresh produce leaves the UK
vulnerable to unpredictable weather
events and other external factors like
the war in Ukraine. 
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SpaceX launched four astronauts to
the International Space Station for

NASA on Thursday, including the first
person from the Arab world going up
for an extended monthslong stay.

The Falcon rocket bolted from
Kennedy Space Center shortly after
midnight, illuminating the night sky as
it headed up the East Coast. 

Nearly 80 spectators from the
United Arab Emirates watched from the
launch site as astronaut Sultan al-
Neyadi — only the second Emirati to
fly to space — blasted off on his six-
month mission. 

Half a world away in Dubai and
elsewhere across the UAE, schools and
offices planned to broadcast the launch
live. 

Also riding the Dragon capsule
that’s due at the space station on Friday:
NASA’s Stephen Bowen, a retired Navy
submariner who logged three space
shuttle flights, and Warren “Woody”
Hoburg, a former research scientist at
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
and space newbie, and Andrei Fedyaev,
a space rookie who’s retired from the
Russian Air Force.

“Welcome to orbit,” SpaceX Launch
Control radioed, noting liftoff occurred
four years to the day after the capsule’s
first orbital test flight. “If you enjoyed
your ride, please don’t forget to give us
five stars."

The first attempt to launch them
was called off Monday at the last
minute because of a clogged filter in the
engine ignition system. 

“It may have taken two times, but
it was worth the trip,” Bowen said. 

They will replace a US-Russian-
Japanese crew that has been up there
since October. The other station resi-
dents are two Russians and an American
whose six-month stay was doubled,

until September, after their Soyuz cap-
sule sprang a leak. A replacement
Soyuz arrived last weekend.

Al-Neyadi, a communications engi-
neer, served as backup for the first
Emirati astronaut, Hazzaa al-Mansoori,
who rode a Russian rocket to the space
station in 2019 for a weeklong visit. The
oil-rich federation paid for al-Neyadi’s
seat on the SpaceX flight.

He thanked everyone in Arabic and
then English once reaching orbit.
“Launch was incredible. Amazing,” he
said.

The UAE’s minister for public edu-
cation and advanced technology, Sarah
al-Amiri, said the long mission “pro-
vides us a new venue for science and sci-
entific discovery for the country.” 

“We don’t want to just go to space
and then not have much to do there or
not have impact," said the director gen-
eral of the UAE’s space center in Dubai,
Salem al-Marri. 

The Emirates already have a space-
craft orbiting Mars, and a mini rover is
hitching a ride to the moon on a
Japanese lander. Two new UAE astro-
nauts are training with NASA’s latest
astronaut picks in Houston. 

Saudi Prince Sultan bin Salman was
the first Arab in space, launching
aboard shuttle Discovery in 1985. He
was followed two years later by Syrian
astronaut Muhammed Faris, launched
by Russia. Both were in space for
about a week.

Al-Neyadi will be joined this spring
by two Saudi astronauts going to the
space station on a short private SpaceX
flight paid by their government. 

“It’s going to be really exciting, real-
ly interesting” to have three Arabs in
space at once, he said last week. “Our
region is also thirsty to learn more.” 

He’s taking up lots of dates to share
with his crewmates, especially during
Ramadan, the Muslim holy month
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Republican presidential aspi-
rant Vivek Ramaswamy on

Wednesday said he is taking
former president Donald
Trump’s agenda of ’America
First’ to the next level to get the
job done. 

The 37-year-old told Fox
News in an interview that
observing foreign policy is all
about prioritization. He called
for decoupling from the
Chinese economy, but said it is
not going to be easy.

“I am taking the Trump
America first agenda to the
next level to actually get the job
done, Maria, and I believe I am
leading and will continue to
lead this field with the specifici-
ty of policy proposals and
vision that I put on the table,”
he said. 

The Indian-American
politician said he is also the
only candidate in modern
Republican memory who’s
committed to ending affirma-
tive action in this country.
That is something the
US President can do by
executive order canceling
Lyndon B Johnson era orders,
he claimed.

“A decoupling from the
Chinese economy will involve
some level of sacrifice, but we
can make those sacrifices if we
know what we are sacrificing
for. That is this thing we call
America. At the end of the day,
we got into this mess, in part by
using capitalism as a vehicle to
spread democracy when in fact,
China was just using mercantil-
ism on the other side,” he said.

“So what do we need to do?
We need to take, I would say,
dramatic steps to be able to
actually declare economic inde-
pendence and pull the econom-
ic rug out from under China.
Now they’re actually vulnera-
ble... Xi Jinping did a lot of
damage to the Chinese econo-
my last year to hold on to
power for his third term,” he
said. 
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Two Indian nationals were among five
persons arrested by US border author-

ities after they were apprehended for ille-
gally crossing into the country from
Canada by boat. 

US Border Patrol agents from the
Detroit Sector arrested the five foreign
nationals during a smuggling attempt
near Algonac in the US state of Michigan,
a statement by the US Customs and
Border Protection (CBP) said on
Wednesday. 

It said Border Patrol dispatchers mon-
itoring the remote video surveillance sys-

tem late in night on February 20 observed
a vessel on the St. Clair River cross the
international border near a known smug-
gling route and immediately contacted
agents in the area. 

The agents responded to the area and
immediately encountered five people in the
vicinity of where the vessel was observed
heading towards the shoreline. The five
people admitted that they had crossed the
border from Canada, by boat. 

Agents also observed two migrants
completely drenched and shivering due to
the frigid temperature. The individuals told
the agents that they had fallen into the river
while climbing out of the boat. 

All five persons were then taken into
custody and transported to a local station
for processing. 

“During the processing stage of the
investigation, agents identified two subjects
from India, and the remainder from
Nigeria, Mexico, and the Dominican
Republic,” it CBP said. 

The persons are being processed for
US immigration violations. 

“The smuggler tried to take advantage
of darkness and freezing temperatures to
mask his criminal activity. Bad people will
go to great lengths to avoid arrest, placing
themselves and others in danger,” Chief
Patrol Agent Robert Danley said. 
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Jerusalem (AP): Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu and his allies on Thursday denounced pro-
testers as “anarchists” after they massed outside a Tel Aviv
salon where his wife was getting her hair done — a chaot-
ic end to a day of demonstrations against the government’s
plan to overhaul the judiciary.

Sara Netanyahu has long been a polarising figure in
Israel, and the incident late Wednesday in a posh neigh-
bourhood in Tel Aviv reflected Israel’s emotionally
charged divide over the overhaul, seen by opponents as
an existential threat to the country.

Demonstrators outside the salon chanted, “shame,
shame” — but did not try to force their way inside.
Hundreds of police were sent to the scene and eventu-
ally escorted her into a limousine.

Meanwhile, Netanyahu and his political partners
showed no signs of easing up on a push to pass a series
of bills to overhaul Israel’s judiciary.
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Tesla says it will cut the cost of its
next generation of vehicles in

half, largely by using innovative man-
ufacturing techniques and smaller fac-
tories.

CEO Elon Musk and other exec-
utives outlined the goals during a 3
1/2-hour investor day presentation at
Tesla’s Austin, Texas, headquarters
Wednesday as they presented the
company’s third master plan.

The changes could bring the cost
of a new generation of vehicles to
around $25,000. Many investors were
hoping to catch a glimpse of the next
generation vehicles, but Musk said
they wouldn’t be shown until a prop-
er product unveiling. 

“We’d be jumping the gun if we
answer your question,” about the new
vehicles, he told an analyst.

Shares of Tesla fell nearly 6% in
after-hours trading during the presen-
tation that ended just after 8 pm
Eastern time.

Musk announced that Tesla plans
to build a new factory in Mexico near
Monterrey. Company executives said
it will not take production from any
other factories, where Tesla expects to
expand production. They said the
Mexican plant would build the next
generation of vehicles, which also will
be built at other factories.

It’s likely that the next generation
vehicles will be smaller than the cur-
rent ones to bring the prices down, but
that wasn’t clear from the presentation.
Many automakers build smaller vehi-
cles in Mexico to save on labor costs
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The UN human rights office
Thursday said any submis-

sions made by representatives
of the so-called “United States
of Kailasa (USK)”, founded by
Indian fugitive Nithyananda, at
its public meetings in Geneva
last week were “irrelevant” and
will not be considered in the
final outcome drafts.

Confirming the participa-
tion of the so-called “USK
representatives” at two of its
public meetings - registration
to which was open to everyone,
the Office of the High
Commissioner for Human
Rights (OHCHR), however,
said they were prevented from
distributing promotional mate-
rial and their “tangential”
speech was not taken into con-
sideration.

The comments by the
OHCHR spokesperson came
even as videos and images
showing a USK representative
speaking on behalf of the fic-
tional state on “indigenous
rights and sustainable develop-
ment” at one of the events went
viral on social media. The two
events were held on February
22 and 24.

“Registration for such pub-
lic events is open to NGOs and
the general public. Anyone
can submit information to the
treaty bodies, who will use
their judgment to determine
the credibility of the submis-
sions received,” the OHCHR
spokesperson said when asked
about their participation.

“On 24 February, at
CESCR’s general discussion,
when the floor was opened to
the public, a USK representa-
tive spoke briefly. As the focus
of the statement was tangential
to the topic at hand, it will not
be taken into consideration by
the Committee in the formula-
tion of the General Comment,”
the spokesperson added.

There was no immediate
comment from India’s perma-
nent mission in Geneva.

However, India’s former
Permanent Representative at

UN, TS Tirumurti, described it
as a “complete abuse” of UN
procedures.

“It’s a complete abuse of
UN procedures to have repre-
sentatives of an organisation
run by a fugitive from law
address the UN as NGOs or
otherwise. India has been con-
sistent in calling for a robust
process to ensure that only
credible NGOs get accredited.
However, this call has not been
heeded to,” he said.

“While NGOs continue to
have an important say in a
range of global issues, we need
to preserve the integrity of the
UN, which is a member State
driven organisation,” the for-
mer diplomat added.

Vijayapriya Nithyananda,
who claimed to be “the perma-
nent ambassador of (so-called)
the United States of Kailasa”,
can be seen making her inter-
vention in videos from the
event and has triggered ques-
tions over the group’s involve-
ment at sessions addressed by
the likes of former Australian
prime minister Julia Gillard
and other human rights
experts.

Nithyananda, a self-pro-
claimed godman, is wanted in
India on several charges of rape
and sexual assault – allegations
he denies. He claims to have
founded the “United States of
Kailasa (USK)” in 2019 and
according to its website, counts
“two billion practising Hindus”
among its population.
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Indian-American Republican
presidential candidate Nikki

Haley has said that Pakistan is
home to at least a dozen terror-
ist organisations and it should
not receive any aid from the
US, ramping up her attack on
America’s adversaries.

The 51-year-old two-term
Governor of South Carolina
and the former US
Ambassador to the United
Nations formally launched her
2024 presidential bid last
month.

“Pakistan is home to at
least a dozen terrorist organi-
sations. #CutEveryCent,” Haley
tweeted Wednesday.

Over the past few days,
Haley has been speaking on US
foreign policy and asserting
that the US should not give any
financial assistance to countries
that are friends and allies of
China and Russia.

On Sunday, Haley in an
op-ed in the New York Post
wrote that if voted to power, she
will cut foreign aid to countries
like China and Pakistan which
hate America. In an interview
with Fox News on Sunday, she
repeated her pledge to cut US
foreign aid to countries that are
friends and followers of Russia

and China, the two adversaries
of the US.

Haley, who announced her
candidacy on February 14 is all
set to appear at Conservative
Political Action Conference as
a star speaker along with her
former boss and former pres-
ident Donald Trump.

As per the schedule, she
will speak on Friday morning

and another presidential can-
didate Vivek Ramaswamy is
scheduled for Friday after-
noon. According to Haley, the
Biden administration resumes
military aid to Pakistan, though
it’s home to at least a dozen ter-
rorist organisations and its
government is deeply in hock
to China.

She said that as the US

ambassador to the UN, she
strongly supported then-pres-
ident Donald Trump’s decision
to cut nearly USD 2 billion of
military aid to Pakistan because
that country supported ter-
rorists who kill American
troops.

“It was a major victory for
our troops, our taxpayers and
our vital interests, but it didn’t
go nearly far enough. We’ve still
given them way too much in
other aid. As president, I will
block every penny,” she added.

Born Nimrata Nikki
Randhawa to immigrant
Punjabi Sikh parents, Haley is
the third Indian-American to
run for the US presidency in
three consecutive election
cycles. Bobby Jindal ran in
2016 and Vice President
Kamala Harris in 2020.

Days after Haley
announced her White House
bid, Indian-American tech
entrepreneur Ramaswamy,
another Republican, also
launched his 2024 presidential
bid. Before entering the presi-
dential ballot, Haley has to win
the Republican Party’s presi-
dential primary which will
start in January next year. 

The next US presidential
election is scheduled to be
held on November 5, 2024. 
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Former British Prime Minister Boris
Johnson on Thursday poured cold

water on current premier Rishi Sunak’s
new Brexit deal with the European
Union, saying he would “find it hard”
to vote for it in Parliament.

Johnson said he hoped Sunak’s deal
would work, but argued that that it did
not amount to “the U.K. taking back
control” — a key Brexit slogan.

The government has been bracing
for a response from Johnson, a strong
backer of Brexit who was ousted from
office by ethics scandals in July 2022.
Johnson is widely believed to hope for
a political comeback, and blames
Conservative colleagues including
Sunak for bringing him down.

Johnson left office with an unre-
solved dispute between the U.K. and the
bloc over trade rules for Northern
Ireland, the only part of the U.K. that
shares a border with an EU member
nation. 

Under Sunak, the two sides struck
a deal, which was announced on
Monday. 

The “Windsor Framework” agree-
ment will ease customs checks and
other hurdles for goods moving to
Northern Ireland from the rest of the
U.K. that were imposed after Brexit to
maintain an open border between the
north and its EU neighbour the
Republic of Ireland. The open border
is a key pillar of Northern Ireland’s
peace process.

But Northern Ireland’s British
unionist politicians have yet to give it
their blessing. They worry that accept-
ing any aspect of EU trade rules will
undermine Northern Ireland’s place in
the United Kingdom.
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The British navy seized anti-
tank missiles and fins for

ballistic missile assemblies dur-
ing a raid on a small boat head-
ing from Iran likely to Yemen,
authorities said Thursday, the
latest such seizure in the Gulf
of Oman. 

The seizure by the Royal
Navy comes after other seizures
by French and US Forces in the
region as Western powers
increase their pressure on Iran,
as it now enriches uranium
closer than ever to weapons-
grade levels. It also comes as
regional and international
powers try to find an end to the
yearslong war gripping Yemen,
the Arab world’s poorest coun-
try, and as Iran arms Russia in
its war on Ukraine. 

The raid took place Feb. 23
after an American aircraft
detected a small boat heading
from Iran, with a helicopter
from the Royal Navy frigate
HMS Lancaster giving chase to
the vessel, the British Defense
Ministry said. The boat tried to
reenter Iranian territorial water,
but was stopped before it could. 

Inside the boat, British
troops found Russian 9M133
Kornet anti-tank guided mis-
siles, known in Iran as
“Dehlavieh,” the U.S. Navy’s
Mideast-based 5th Fleet and
the British navy said. Those
weapons have been seen in

other seizures suspected to be
from Iran and bound for
Yemen. 

Also on board were small
fins that the US Navy identified
as jet vanes for medium-range
ballistic missiles. Iranian com-
ponents have helped build a
missile arsenal for Yemen’s
Houthi rebels, who have held
the country’s capital, Sanaa,
since 2014. 

A United Nations resolu-
tion bans arms transfers to
Yemen’s Iranian-backed Houthi
rebels. Tehran long has denied
arming the rebels, despite phys-
ical evidence, numerous
seizures and experts tying the
weapons back to Iran. 

“This seizure by HMS
Lancaster and the permanent
presence of the Royal Navy in
the Gulf region supports our
commitment to uphold inter-
national law and tackle activi-
ty that threatens peace and
security around the world,”

British Defense Secretary Ben
Wallace said. 

Vice Adm. Brad Cooper,
the commander of the
American 5th Fleet, said in a
statement that this was the
“seventh illegal weapon or drug
interdiction in the last three
months and yet another exam-
ple of Iran’s increasing malign
maritime activity across the
region.”

Iranian state media did
not immediately acknowledge
the seizure. Iran’s mission to the
United Nations did not imme-
diately respond to a request for
comment.

The war in Yemen has
deteriorated largely into a stale-
mate and spawned one of the
world’s worst humanitarian
crises. However, Saudi-led
airstrikes haven’t been record-
ed in Yemen since the kingdom
began a cease-fire at the end of
March 2022, according to the
Yemen Data Project.
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Rescuers using cranes and heavy
machinery on Thursday searched the

wreckage of trains involved in a deadly
collision that sent Greece into national
mourning and prompted strikes and
protests over rail safety. 

The death toll from Wednesday’s
head-on crash involving a passenger train
and freight carrier remained at 43 as
crews continue to check the burned out
and twisted rail car remains for more
bodies. 

More than 50 people remained hos-
pitalised, most in the central Greek city
of Larissa, some in serious condition.
Railway workers’ associations called
strikes, halting national rail services and
the subway in Athens, to protest work-
ing conditions and what they described
as a lack of modernisation of the Greek
rail system.

Wednesday’s collision occurred near
the small town of Tempe in northern
Greece, when a freight train loaded
with heavy construction equipment
smashed into a passenger service on
Greece’s busiest line between Athens and
the country’s second largest city,
Thessaloniki. 

More than 300 people were on board
the train, many of them students return-
ing from a holiday weekend and annual
Carnival celebrations around Greece.

As Greece reeled from its deadliest
ever train disaster, Pope Francis and
European leaders sent messages of sym-
pathy. Among them were the Turkish

Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu,
whose country is recovering from dev-
astating earthquakes last month.
Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy sent a message in Greek,
writing “The people of Ukraine share
the pain of the families of the victims.
We wish a speedy recovery to all the
injured.”

A stationmaster arrested following
the rail disaster is due to appear in court
Thursday as a judicial inquiry tries to
establish why the two trains travelling in

opposite directions were on the same
track.

Transport Minister Kostas
Karamanlis resigned following the crash,
his replacement tasked with setting up an
independent inquiry looking into the
causes of the accident.

“Responsibility will be assigned,”
Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis said
in a televised address late Wednesday
after visiting the scene of the collision.
“We will work so that the words never
again”.
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Manila (AP): Malaysian
Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim
urged the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations to speak
up and hold Myanmar’s military
leaders accountable for blatant
human rights violations, but said
the country should remain in the
regional bloc.

Anwar, who took office in
November, has become one of the
most vocal critics in ASEAN of
Myanmar’s military, which seized
power from the democratically
elected government of Aung San
Suu Kyi in 2021.

In a visit to the Philippines,
he discussed the Myanmar crisis
with President Ferdinand Marcos
Jr. On Wednesday and called on
ASEAN to explore new ways to
persuade Myanmar’s ruling gen-
erals to halt the violence, saying
it is affecting the region.

“They need to do more
because it is causing us a major
problem, we have 200,000
(Myanmar) refugees in Malaysia
alone,” Anwar told The
Associated Press after delivering
a lecture Thursday at the
University of the Philippines, at
which he received an honorary
degree for advocating democra-
cy and fighting corruption.

In his lecture, Anwar urged
ASEAN to speak up on atrocities
in Myanmar and not be
restrained by the group’s bedrock
principles of deciding by con-
sensus and non-intervention in
each other’s domestic affairs.
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Islamabad (PTI): A
Pakistani court on Thursday
quashed the charge of causing
mischief against a high-ranking
retired Army general and
ordered his immediate release
from police custody.

Lt General (retd.) Amjad
Shoaib, a prominent support-
er of former prime minister
Imran Khan, was arrested by
the Islamabad police on
Monday after a first informa-
tion report was registered
against him. Shoaib, who was
accused of inciting the public
against national institutions,
was remanded to police cus-
tody for three days. Shoaib was
presented before a district and
sessions court at the end of his
three-day remand. Additional
Sessions Judge Tahir Abbas
Supra conducted the hearing.

His lawyer Mian Ashfaq in
his argument termed the case
as “bogus” as the accused did-
n’t target any community in his
TV talk. "He is owning the
statement he has given during
the TV program. We are stand-
ing by our statement,” the
lawyer said. The lawyer further
said that the late night TV pro-
gram in question had ended at
11 pm and none of army per-
sonnel or civil servants the next
day came forward to file a com-
plaint.
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A38-year-old Indian-origin
nurse, who fled Australia

after allegedly murdering an
Australian woman in 2018
was charged on Thursday, a
day after he was extradited
from India.

Rajwinder Singh was
charged by the police with one
count of murder and is expect-
ed to appear before the Cairns
Magistrates Court court on
Friday, The Guardian news-
paper reported.

Singh is accused of mur-
dering 24-year-old Toyah
Cordingley in October 2018,
whose body was discovered by
her father at a beach after she
failed to return home from
walking her dog.

The accused, an
Australian citizen, fled the
country after killing
Cordingley four years ago,
leaving behind his wife and
three children, and was carry-
ing an AUD 1 million reward
on his arrest.

Singh was nabbed by the
Delhi Police on November 25
last year.

The Interpol had issued a
Red Corner Notice against
him, following which the
Patiala House Court issued a
non-bailable warrant on
November 21 under the extra-

dition act.
In an extradition hearing

in the Melbourne Magistrates
Court in Victoria on
Wednesday, prosecutors told
the court that police had DNA
evidence linking Singh to the
murder, ABC News reported.

“Our primary focus has
always been ensuring justice
for Toyah, her family and

friends without compromising
the investigation,” Detective
Inspector Sonia Smith was
quoted as saying in the report.

Smith added that she was
“relieved” that Queensland
police relationships with their
federal and international
counterparts had resulted in
the extradition, the report
said. 
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Hungary has further delayed
a vote on ratifying Sweden

and Finland’s NATO accession
bids, according to an updated
schedule published on Thursday
on the National Assembly’s web-
site, the latest in a series of post-
ponements that have frustrated
Western allies.

The delay, which pushes the
vote back by two weeks to the
parliamentary session beginning
March 20, comes as Hungary
remains the only NATO member
country besides Turkey that has-
n’t yet approved the two Nordic
countries’ bids to join the
Western military alliance.

Hungary’s populist prime
minister, Viktor Orban, has said
that he is personally in favour of
the two countries joining NATO,
but alleged that the governments
in Stockholm and Helsinki have
“spread blatant lies” about
Hungary which have raised ques-
tions among lawmakers in his
party on whether to approve the
bids. In a radio interview on
February 24, Orban confirmed
that Hungary would send a par-
liamentary delegation to Sweden
and Finland to seek “clarification”
on such issues before the ratifi-
cation could come to a vote in

parliament. “It’s not right for
them to ask us to take them on
board while they’re spreading bla-
tant lies about Hungary, about the
rule of law in Hungary, about our
democracy and about life here,”
Orban said. “(How) can anyone
want to be our ally in a military
system while they’re shameless-
ly spreading lies about Hungary?
So let’s stop for a friendly word
and ask them how this can be.”

The delays, which have come
in succession since July 2022,
have frustrated some in the
European Union as well as mem-
bers of Hungary’s opposition
parties. In comments in
Hungary’s parliament on
Wednesday, Agnes Vadai, a lib-
eral lawmaker and a former sec-
retary of state in Hungary’s min-
istry of defence, criticised the gov-
erning Fidesz party for the
numerous delays, and accused
them of deliberately dragging
their feet on the vote. “This
could have been a quick and sim-
ple issue in Hungary’s parliament,
but it wasn’t. It wasn’t because
there was always some excuse or
stalling tactic from the governing
party,” Vadai said, adding that dis-
patching a parliamentary dele-
gation to Sweden and Finland
was “the newest trick to post-
pone.”
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Russian officials accused
Ukrainian saboteurs of

crossing into western Russia
and attacking local villages on
Thursday, an accusation that
Ukraine denied, warning that
Moscow could use the claims
to justify stepping up its own
assaults in the ongoing war.

The exact circumstances of
the incident reported in the
Bryansk region were unclear,
including what the strategic
purpose of such an attack
might be. 

If confirmed, it would be
another indication following
drone attacks earlier this week
that Kyiv could be stepping up
pressure against Moscow by
exposing Russian defensive
weaknesses, embarrassing the
Kremlin and sowing unease
among Russian civilians.

Russian President Vladimir
Putin blamed Ukrainian “ter-
rorists” for an incursion, claim-
ing that they deliberately tar-
geted civilians, including chil-
dren.

“It was yet another terror
attack, another crime,” Putin
said during a video call. “They
infiltrated the area near the
border and opened fire on
civilians.”

While Russian war hawks
have expressed dismay about

what they saw as Putin’s reluc-
tance to declare martial law and
a sweeping mobilization of sol-
diers, the Russian leader’s com-
ments Thursday’s didn’t appear
to signal any such moves.

Putin said the attack in the
Bryansk region, which he
blamed on “neo-Nazis”, con-
firmed that Russia did the
right thing by launching its
“special military operation” in
Ukraine. “I repeat again: They
will not succeed and we will
finish pushing them out,” he
said. 

Putin is set to chair a week-
ly meeting of his Security
Council on Friday. Asked by
reporters whether the attack in
Bryansk could warrant a
change in the status of the con-
flict, Kremlin spokesman
Dmitry Peskov responded with
a coy “I can’t say for now.”

Peskov said that Putin can-
celed a planned trip to south-
ern Russia set for Thursday and
was receiving reports on the sit-
uation from the regional gov-
ernor. 

Thursday’s apparent incur-
sion came just days after Putin
ordered the Federal Security
Service to tighten controls on
Russia’s border with Ukraine.

Ukrainian presidential
adviser Mykhailo Podolyak
described the Russian reports
as “a classic deliberate provo-

cation”.
Russia “wants to scare its

people to justify the attack on
another country (and) the
growing poverty after the year
of war”, he tweeted, suggesting
that the attack was the work of
Russian partisans.

Amid conflicting initial
reports, Russia’s Federal
Security Service said fighting
with the sabotage unit was
taking place in the Bryansk
region. 

The Federal Security
Service was quoted by the
Russian state Tass news agency
as saying that “activities to
eliminate armed Ukrainian
nationalists who violated the
state border” were underway.

Tass, citing Russian law
enforcement, reported earlier
that the saboteurs were holding
up to six people hostage. The
local governor said the group
had fired on a vehicle there,
killing one man and wounding
a 10-year-old child.

Tass reported, citing an
unnamed security official, that
two villages in the Bryansk
region — Sushany and
Lyubechane — were under
attack by “several dozen armed
fighters”.

Alexander Bogomaz, the
governor of the Bryansk region,
which borders Ukraine, said
the group fired on a vehicle in

Lyubechane, killing one man
and wounding a child. He also
said that a Ukrainian drone
struck a house in the Sushany,
setting it ablaze.

On Tuesday, drones that
the Kremlin said were launched
by Ukraine flew deep inside
Russian territory, including
one that got within 100 kilo-
meters (60 miles) of Moscow.

Ukraine’s military intelli-
gence representative, Andrii
Cherniak, saw the Russian
claims as evidence that it is fac-
ing what Kyiv alleges is an
uprising among its own dis-
gruntled people.

“This was done by the
Russians, Ukraine has nothing
to do with it,” he told The
Associated Press.

Cherniak noted that a
group calling itself the Russian
Volunteer Corps had claimed
responsibility for the attack in
a video where they urge
Russians to rebel.

The Russian Volunteer
Corps describes itself as “a
volunteer formation in the
Armed Forces of Ukraine”.
Little is known about the group
and it’s not immediately clear
if the group indeed has any ties
with the Ukrainian military.
Nor was it clear from the
Corps statement what action it
took and what specific objec-
tives it wanted to achieve.
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Chief Economic Advisor V
Anantha Nageswaran on

Thursday expressed hope that
the GDP growth for the current
financial year will exceed the
projected 7 per cent in view of
the expected revision of high
frequency data.

On Tuesday, the second
advance estimate released by
the National Statistical Office
(NSO) maintained the growth
projection of 7 per cent as was
projected in the first advance
estimate which was released in
January.

"Given the high frequency
indicators and the pace at
which they are recovering, I do
believe that the current year's
(GDP numbers)... Are more
likely to (be) revised upward
than downward," he said here.

Real GDP or GDP at

Constant (2011-12) Prices in
the year 2022-23 is estimated at
Rs 159.71 lakh crore as against
the first revised estimate of
GDP for the year 2021-22 of Rs
149.26 lakh crore.

The growth in real GDP
during 2022-23 is estimated at
7 per cent as compared to 9.1
per cent in 2021-22, the NSO
had said. The growth slowed to
4.4 per cent in the October-

December quarter, mainly due
to a contraction in the manu-
facturing sector, as per the
data released by the NSO.

On Tuesday, the NSO
revised GDP growth data for
the past three years -- 2019-20,
2020-21 and 2021-22 -- and
also released the second
advance estimate of GDP for
2022-23.

While the growth rate for
2021-22 has been revised up by
40 basis points to 9.1 per cent
from 8.7 per cent, the GDP for
2020-21 too has been revised
upwards to (-) 5.8 per cent
from (-) 6.6 per cent.

For 2019-20 also, the
growth has been revised
upwards to 3.9 per cent from
3.7 per cent.

Nageswaran said the rising
interest rates need not neces-
sarily be a cause of lower
growth but simply reflects the

fact that there is healthy under-
lying demand for credit.

Real interest rate is not very
high at the moment, he said,
adding there is pent up demand
in certain sectors.

About rural inflation
remaining high, he said it does-
n't take into account the fact
that bulk of the population may
be getting their essential food
grains at zero cost.

On the economic benefit of
digitisation, he said that digi-
tal transactions enable increase
in formalisation.

"My guesswork is that it is
adding between 30 and 50
basis points per annum to the
provisional GDP... Nobody has
yet done the proper estimation
of what the digital infrastruc-
ture is adding to the overall
potential economic growth
(and) that needs to be worked
out," he said.
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Leading US global equity
boutique, GQG Partners,

has completed a Rs 15,446-
crore ($1.87-bn) investment
in a portfolio of Adani com-
panies. The investments are
across Adani Ports and Special
Economic Zone Limited
(APSEZ), Adani Green Energy
Limited (AGEL), Adani
Transmission Limited (ATL)
and Adani Enterprises Limited
(AEL), according to an Adani
press release.

GQG announced on
Thursday the completion of a
series of secondary block trade
transactions in the Adani com-
panies which are all listed.

The investment has made
GQG a key investor in the
development and growth of
critical Indian infrastructure,
the release said. “Jefferies India
Private Limited acted as a sole
broker for the transaction.”

Rajiv Jain, chairman and
CIO of GQG Partners, said: “I
am excited to have initiated
positions in the Adani compa-

nies. Adani companies own
and operate some of the largest
and most important infra-
structure assets throughout
India and around the world.”

Gautam Adani is widely
regarded as among the best
entrepreneurs of his generation,
Jain said. “We believe that the
long-term growth prospects
for these companies are sub-
stantial, and we are pleased to
be investing in companies that
will help advance India’s econ-
omy and energy infrastructure,
including their energy transi-
tion over the long-run.”

Adani Group CFO
Jugeshinder (Robbie) Singh

said: “We are delighted to com-
plete this landmark transaction
with GQG. We value GQG’s
role as a strategic investor in
our infrastructure and utility
portfolio of sustainable energy,
logistics and energy transition.
This transaction marks the
continued confidence of glob-
al investors in the governance,
management practices and the

growth of Adani Portfolio of
companies.”

GQG is one of the world’s
leading global and emerging
markets investor with excep-
tional long-term track records.
It manages more than
AUD$130 billion (US$92 bil-
lion) in client assets as of
January 31, 2023, said the
release.
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Embattled tycoon Gautam
Adani on Thursday wel-

comed the Supreme Court
order of a time-bound probe
into allegations levelled by
Hindenburg Research against
his group, saying this will bring
finality and truth will prevail.

Shortly after a bench head-
ed by Chief Justice D Y
Chandrachud passed the order,

Adani tweeted: "The Adani
Group welcomes the order of
the Hon'ble Supreme Court. It
will bring finality in a time
bound manner. Truth will pre-
vail."

The Supreme Court on
Thursday asked markets regu-
lator Sebi to complete an inves-
tigation into US short-seller
Hindenburg's allegations
against Adani Group within
two months.
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Market benchmarks ended
nearly 1 per cent lower

on Thursday amid weak trend
in global equities and contin-
uous foreign fund outflows.

The BSE Sensex tumbled
501.73 points or 0.84 per cent
to settle at 58,909.35. During
the day, it tanked 544.82 points
or 0.91 per cent to 58,866.26.

The NSE Nifty declined
129 points or 0.74 per cent to
end at 17,321.90.

"Nifty continued its down-
move today after a one day
rise, pulled down by weak
Asian cues," said Deepak
Jasani,  Head of Retail
Research, HDFC Securities.

From the Sensex pack,
Maruti, Axis Bank, Tata
Consultancy Services, Nestle,
Infosys,  Mahindra &
Mahindra, Tech Mahindra and
Bharti Airtel were the major
laggards.

Power Grid, Sun Pharma,
HCL Technologies, Larsen &
Toubro and UltraTech Cement
were the gainers.

In the broader market,
the smallcap gauge declined

0.22 per cent and midcap
dipped 0.13 per cent.

Among the sectoral
indices, teck declined 1.33 per
cent, IT fell by 1.24 per cent,
bankex (0.87 per cent), auto
(0.85 per cent), financial ser-
vices (0.73 per cent) and con-
sumer durables (0.59 per cent).

Energy, utilities, oil & gas,
power, realty and services
were the gainers.

In Asian markets, Japan,
China and Hong Kong ended
lower, while Seoul settled in
the green.

Stock markets in Europe
were trading lower during the
afternoon trade. The US mar-
kets had ended mostly lower

on Wednesday.
"Global markets turned

back to selling mode with the
US 10-year bond yield cross-
ing 4 per cent as a fresh set of
US data suggested that infla-
tion will remain elevated for a
longer period. Rising bond
yields are driving foreign
money out of emerging mar-
kets, and as a result, FIIs were
net sellers in the domestic
market for the sixth consecu-
tive day," said Vinod Nair,
Head of Research at Geojit
Financial Services.

International oil bench-
mark Brent crude advanced
0.51 per cent to USD 84.74 per
barrel.
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Power prices are expected to
remain firm next fiscal on

the back of elevated demand
growth of 5.5-6 per cent, and
the demand is set to close this
fiscal up 9.5-10 per cent over
8.2 per cent last fiscal, a report
said on Thursday.

The fears of a heat wave has
seen the short-term power
prices soaring by a full 151 per
cent. This was on the back of
a 42 per cent on-year spike in
prices in February, Crisil said
in a report.

The demand growth would
mark a decadal high rate of
growth and almost double the
20-year average of 5.2 per cent,
the report added.

The report noted that
demand growth weighed in at

7.7 per cent in February and
averaged 10 per cent for the 11
months of the current fiscal
despite a high base of fiscal
2022 due to extreme weather
events and robust industrial
and manufacturing activity.

March is unlikely to see any
let up amid early warnings on
possible heat waves in northern
and central regions this sum-
mer, the report said.

According to Hetal
Gandhi, a director with the
agency, a hotter-than-usual
summer with a high probabil-
ity of multiple heat waves is
expected to keep power
demand growing even next
fiscal at 5.5-6 per cent, despite
two straight years of robust
growth. The first half should
see even higher growth.

On generation, non-hydro

renewable sources are estimat-
ed to account for 11 per cent
this fiscal and their share is
expected to rise a notch next
fiscal, with solar and wind
accounting for 13 per cent.
Hydro power accounts for
another 11 per cent now.

But with limited storage
capacities, thermal capacities
will continue to shoulder the
burden of meeting any sudden
surge in demand, especially in
the summer when water levels
in hydro projects drop. In fact,
the share of hydro dropped to
8 per cent last summer from
average 11 per cent for the full
year.

Meanwhile, power plants
using imported coal, aggregat-
ing to 17 GW, or 8 per cent of
the total thermal capacity, were
operating at a low plant load

factor of 21 per cent as of
February, massively down the
aggregate thermal plant load
factor of 63 per cent. And
nearly 97 per cent of these
imported capacities are owned
by private players, she said,
adding, as a result, short-term
power prices have surged.

To tame the prices, the
power ministry has floated a
tender to buy 1.5 GW from

plants using imported coal
with untied capacity for one
month (April 10–May 10).

Though there is 8-GW
overall untied thermal capaci-
ty available, the share of
imported coal based plants
without short and medium
term power purchase agree-
ments in this untied capacity
remains a monitorable.

According to Surbhi

Kaushal, an associate director
at the agency, the government
aims to pump this entire 1.5
GW to the short-term market
at no cost to tame prices.

Imported coal plants will
bid on fixed tariff with an
upside of price on variable
charge indexed at Rs 5.34/kWh.
This implies a 20 per cent
mark-up on variable charge of
Rs 4.4 at an estimated Rs 7,500
per tonne imported coal prices
for Q1FY24. The move is in
addition to the government's
move to invoke Section 11 of
the Electricity Act, mandating
all plants using imported coal
to operate at full capacity,
enabling better supply position.

Coal stocks remain at 12
days with the plants, com-
pared to 14 days over the past
35 months, and all wheels are

focusing on getting coal sup-
plies on stream. Structural
steps such as fast-tracking coal-
based rail transportation pro-
jects are also being expedited.

However, short-term mar-
kets have reacted. A surge in
demand has led to purchase
bids surpassing the sell bids in
the short-term market by 6
GW on average in the past 15
days. The result is a 42 per cent
on-year increase in prices in
February and a 151 per cent
increase on the first day of
March.

The market clearing price
in the day-ahead market
(DAM) on the Indian Energy
Exchange breached Rs
6.5/kWh in February, which is
the highest level seen in the
past eight months.

In 2022, the purchase-sell

bid differential started turning
positive in the first week of
March, averaging over 3.5 GW.
High prices forced the Central
Electricity Regulatory
Commission to intervene and
reduce the price upper limit
from Rs 20/kWh to Rs 12/kWh
in April. Despite this, positive
differential averaged over 10
GW in April-May 2022, push-
ing up prices to Rs 10/kWh on
average over the period.

Crisil expects DAM prices
to average Rs 6-6.5/kWh this
fiscal, compared to average of
Rs 3.1//kWh in fiscals 2015-19.
Average price for next year in
DAM market is expected to
remain under Rs 7-8/kWh,
with almost non-operational
gas-based power generation of
24 GW to become competitive
with falling gas prices. 
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Agriculture Minister
Narendra Singh Tomar on

Thursday urged small and mar-
ginal farmers to grow more
millets, which can help address
malnutrition in India and the
world.

Millets like ragi and jowar
are grown with less water but
has high nutrition. However,
these miracle cereals were kept
out thinking it was poor man's
food, he said.

In his inaugural address at
the annual 'Krishi Vigyan Mela'
here at Pusa campus in the
national capital, Tomar said
millets are grown by small and
marginal farmers, and not by
big farmers. Amid the problem
of malnutrition and challenges
of climate change, India took
the lead and the current year is
being celebrated as the inter-
national year of millets across
the world, he added.

According to Tomar, mil-
lets are not only high in nutri-
tion but also fetch good price
for farmers, and it will be good
for small and marginal farmers,
who comprise 80 per cent of

the total farming community in
India.

"We are eating well but not
nutrition rich food... There is a
problem of malnutrition not
only in India but in many
parts of the world. We can
address the malnutrition prob-
lem by growing more millets,"
Tomar noted.

India is a major millets
producing nation. If huge
demand is created for millets
and millets-based products,
income of small and marginal
farmers can be enhanced, he
said, and added the govern-

ment is making efforts to cre-
ate the market for millets and
encourage value-addition.

To brand them beyond
'poor man's food', the govern-
ment took a cautious decision
of naming eight types of mil-
lets as "Sree Anna", indicative
of having better nutrition than
wheat and rice, he said.

For export of Indian mil-
lets, the minister said the gov-
ernment plans to facilitate par-
ticipation of exporters, farmers
and traders in 16 International
Trade Expos and Buyer-Seller
Meets (BSMs).
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The domestic steel industry
has sought a roadmap to

ensure 161 million tonnes of
coking coal is available for
scaling up the country's annu-
al steel making capacity to 300
million tonnes by 2030.

Coking coal and iron ore
are the two key raw materials
used for manufacturing steel
through the blast furnace route.
While iron ore is available
domestically, the industry is
dependent on imports for cok-
ing coal.

At the sixth meeting of the
Advisory Group for Integrated
Steel Plants (ISP), a presenta-
tion on the roadmap to ensure
availability of 161 MT of cok-
ing coal for future expansion of

steel industry to 300 MT
(Million Tonnes) capacity as
per NSP 2017 was made by
Indian Steel Association (ISA),
sources said.

The presentation was made
to Union Minister for Steel
Jyotiraditya Scindia and other
senior officials of the min-
istry.

It was agreed upon that
future course of action may be
charted for exploring the pos-
sibility of expanding the
sources of coking coal espe-
cially from Russia, Mongolia,
Canada and USA, the sources
said.
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Gold prices declined by Rs
295 to Rs 55,700 per 10

grams in the national capital on
Thursday amid weak global
trends, according to HDFC
Securities.

In the previous session,
the precious metal had settled
at Rs 55,995 per 10 grams.

Silver also tumbled by Rs
640 to Rs 64,380 per kg.

"Spot gold prices in the
Delhi markets traded at Rs
55,700 per 10 grams, down Rs
295 per 10 grams," said Saumil
Gandhi, Senior Analyst -
Commodities at HDFC
Securities.

In the overseas markets,
both gold and silver were trad-
ing lower at USD 1,831 per
ounce and USD 20.80 per

ounce, respectively.
"Comex gold prices traded

weaker in the Asian trading
hours on Thursday as investors
continue to worry about the
prospect of further monetary
tightening from major central
banks," Sriram Iyer, Senior
research analyst at Reliance
Securities, said.
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Jishnu Barua has become the
new chairperson of power

regulator Central Electricity
Regulatory Commission
(CERC).

"Union Minister for Power
R K Singh administered the
oath of office and secrecy to
Jishnu Barua, chairperson,
Central Electricity Regulatory
Commission (CERC), here
today," a power ministry state-
ment said.

Barua has been appointed
chairperson of the CERC on
February 27, 2023.

Barua was chief secretary
of Assam from October 2020 to
August 2022. Prior to this, he
had been additional chief sec-

retary to Assam looking after
various departments of the
state from August 2017 to
October 2020.

Post-retirement, Barua
held the charge of chairperson
of Assam Power Distribution
Company Ltd.

Barua holds M.Phil degree
in Defence and Strategic
Studies, PG (History) Degree
and Graduation (Philosphy)
degree. During his interaction
with the new CERC chairper-
son, Singh commended the
good work done by him during
his stint as chairperson of the
Assam Power Distribution
Company Ltd and said that the
power system in the country
has improved significantly in
recent years.
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The Delhi High Court on
Thursday said it is "amaz-

ing" that two elected
Governments have set up Delhi
Metro Rail Corporation
(DMRC) which now says it has
no money to pay the arbitral
award to the Reliance
Infrastructure-owned Delhi
Metro Express Private Limited
(DAMEPL). 

The court asked the com-
petent authority of DMRC to
attend the proceedings so that
a holistic view can be taken
regarding the funds available
with the corporation. "I have
before me two sovereign and
elected governments who have
set up this corporation and we
are told that it has no money to
honour the award," Justice
Yashwant Varma said while
listing the matter for further
hearing on Friday.

The high court was hearing

an execution petition filed by
DAMEPL against the DMRC
over the arbitral award passed
in its favour on May 11, 2017.

An arbitral tribunal had
ruled in favour of DAMEPL,
which had pulled out of run-
ning the Airport Express metro
line over safety issues, and
accepted its claim that running
the operations on the line was
not viable due to structural
defects in the viaduct through
which the train would pass.

Hearing the submissions
advanced by the counsel for
Central and Delhi government,
which are stakeholders in
DMRC, that they are not liable

to pay the arbitral award of the
corporation, the high court
said imagine the message being
sent outside. "It is amazing that
there are two elected govern-
ments who have set up this cor-
poration and today we are told
the law. The corporation set up
by two governments has no
money and it is defunct. Let us
not distance ourselves so far
which is untenable in law.
Imagine what message you are
conveying outside that there is
a government corporation
which is refusing to deal with
an award," the judge said.

The central and Delhi gov-
ernments were invited to par-

ticipate in the proceedings
because DMRC's stand was
that it has no funds, the court
said.In pursuance to court's
earlier direction, the Centre
submitted that it has taken a
decision on March 1 and has
refrained from according sanc-
tion for the attachment of
properties of DMRC.

"Sanction for attachment of
the properties of DMRC can-
not be accorded by the answer-
ing respondent (Centre) since
that would result in closure of
DMRC and bring the city of
Delhi to a halt. 

"Such a situation will cause
significant inconvenience to
the public and impact law and
order in the city. The answer-
ing respondent, being the cus-
todian of the public good, can-
not permit such circumstances
to ensue," the Ministry of
Housing and Urban Affairs
said in an affidavit filed in the
court.
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had run out of extra lives when he
stared down five consecutive match
points in the second-set tiebreak
against Alejandro Davidovich
Fokina.

But the Russian managed to
rally back from 1-6 down in the
breaker to force a decider, then
squeezed past Davidovich Fokina
1-6, 7-6 (8/6), 7-6 (7/3) to keep his
title Dubai title defence alive.

It was the third time this sea-
son that Rublev has saved match
points en route to victory, having
also done so against Holger Rune
in the Australian Open fourth
round and against Griekspoor in
Doha last week.

"I don't even have any emotions
now because in my head, the
match was done," said Rublev on
Wednesday.

"When you're three times lucky,
almost last three tournaments —
Australian Open, Doha and Dubai
— three tournaments in a row, it's

like, how many more Christmas
presents can I have there?"

Rublev, who is trying to be-
come the first back-to-back Dubai
men's champion since Roger
Federer in 2014-15, will face Dutch-
man Botic van de Zandschulp in
the quarter-finals.

Third-seeded Daniil Med-
vedev, a champion in Rotterdam
and Doha in recent weeks, claimed
an 11th straight win with a 6-4, 6-
2 win over Alexander Bublik.

"I think confidence is more
important than fatigue, because you
don't want to stop," said Medvedev
who faces Borna Coric in
Thursday's last-eight.

Italian world number 67
Lorenzo Sonego upset fourth seed
Felix Auger-Aliassime 7-6 (7/4), 6-
4 for his first top-10 win of the sea-
son and fifth of his career.

He next takes on Germany No.
7 seed Alexander Zverev in the last-
eight stage.
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Novak Djokovic is hoping the
Paris 2024 Games will be his

most successful Olympics to date,
as he continues to chase the gold
medal that has so far eluded him.

After notching an impressive
straight-sets victory over Dutch
world number 39 Tallon Grieks-
poor on Wednesday to reach his
13th Dubai quarter-final in as
many appearances, Djokovic spoke
about his ambitions for the Olympic
Games next year.

"I hope that I'll be able to play
healthy for next year's Paris Olym-
pics," said Djokovic, whose best
showing at the Games so far came
in 2008 when he won bronze in sin-
gles.

"It's going to be played on clay
at Roland Garros, I'm familiar
with those grounds, so I hope that
the best Olympic result for me will
come there."

Two of Djokovic's 22 Grand
Slam titles have come at Roland
Garros, in 2016 and 2021.

With a far more straightfor-
ward display compared to his
opening round in Dubai, Djokovic
extended his undefeated run this
season to 14-0 — and his overall
winning streak to 19 matches – with
a 6-2, 6-3 victory over Griekspoor,
who is one of the most improved
players on tour these past two
months.

It was a clean performance
from Djokovic, who dropped just
two points behind his first serve and
fired 29 winners against a mere six
unforced errors.

"It's been a great evening for me
tonight. Yesterday I really had to
work hard to get a win," said five-
time Dubai champion Djokovic,
who squeezed past world No.130
Tomas Machac with a third-set
tiebreak victory in the first round.

"Tonight I think right from the

blocks, from the beginning I was
sharp."

Djokovic broke at the start of
the match before play was inter-
rupted due to light rain. The brief
delay did nothing to disrupt the top
seed's rhythm though, as he com-
fortably scooped the opening set in
34 minutes.

The 35-year-old leapt to a 3-0
lead in the second set but had to
battle through a marathon 16-
minute game to make it 4-0.

Djokovic was broken on his
first attempt at serving out the
match but he recovered immediate-
ly, improving to 2-0 head-to-head
against Griekspoor with a one-hour
21-minute victory.
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Djokovic will next square off

with weekend Marseille champion
Hubert Hurkacz for a place in the
semi-finals.

Andrey Rublev thought he
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Liverpool moved into the
Premier League's top six as
goals from Virgil van Dijk

and Mohamed Salah deepened
Wolves' relegation fears with a 2-
0 defeat at Anfield.

Jurgen Klopp's men were
again far from the force of
recent seasons, but have now
taken 10 points from a possible
12 in their last four league
games to remain in the hunt for
a top-four finish.

The Reds close to within six
points of fourth-placed Totten-
ham with a game in hand over
Spurs still to come. Wolves
remain just three points above
the relegation zone in 15th as the
visitors were made to pay once
more for the lack of a goal threat
going forward.

A fourth meeting between
the sides in less than two months
bred boredom rather than con-
tempt for the first 45 minutes.

Harvey Elliott headed wide
the best chance of the opening
half and then tested Jose Sa with
a drive from outside the box.

One week on from Liver-
pool's record-equalling home
European defeat in a 5-2 humil-
iation at the hands of Real
Madrid, there was far less to get
the crowd at Anfield off their
feet.

But Klopp sees signs of
progress in a fourth consecutive
Premier League clean sheet.

"We had a knock against
Real Madrid," said the German
coach. "We played a really good
first half then we started the sec-
ond really bad. We looked a lot

more stable today, we have to
carry that on."

Klopp should at least have
more forward options to choose
from for the run in with Diogo
Jota back available and Luis
Diaz close to a return.

A foul by Jota on Max
Kilman denied Darwin Nunez
the opening goal midway
through the second half as the
Uruguayan's strike was ruled out
after a VAR check.

But Jota did have a hand in

breaking the deadlock as he teed
up Van Dijk to head into an
unguarded net after Sa had par-
ried the Dutch centre-back's
first effort. The home side's
second goal was much more like
the Liverpool of old as Wolves
were cut open by a rapid counter
attack.

Konstantinos Tsimikas
played a one-two with Cody
Gakpo before the Greek gal-
loped into the Wolves box and
picked out Salah to force the ball

in with his thigh for his 20th goal
of the season.

A rampant Manchester
United will pose a far tougher
test of Liverpool's road to recov-
ery when the Red Devils visit
Anfield on Sunday.

"It's a big game anyway,
against a team in form," added
Klopp. "We have to be ready, and
we will give them a big fight."

Wolves boss Julen Lopetegui
lamented his side's second half
performance as they were

unable to match the highs of a
3-0 win over Liverpool when the
sides met at Molineux last
month.

"I think that we did not play
in the game plan we had in our
head. In the first half much bet-
ter, in the second we did not
keep the ball. It was a shame, but
they deserved to win," said
Lopetegui.

"Today is not easy for me to
keep positive thinking, maybe in
a few days."
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Gabriel Martinelli starred
as Arsenal moved five

points clear at the top of the
Premier League with a 4-0
rout of struggling Everton on
Wednesday.

Bukayo Saka broke Ever-
ton's stubborn resistance late in
the first half before Brazilian
forward Martinelli doubled
Arsenal's lead at the Emirates
Stadium. Martin Odegaard
bagged the third and Martinelli
wrapped up Arsenal's biggest
victory since October on a
night that could serve as anoth-
er landmark moment in their
surge towards the title.

It was essential for Mikel
Arteta's side to win their game
in hand on second-placed
Manchester City as the title race
approaches its climax.

With 13 games left, the vic-

tory keeps Arsenal in pole
position to win the title for the
first time since Arsene Wenger's
'Invincibles' in 2003-04.

"Once we scored the first
goal, the game unlocked. We
needed a magic moment and
Bukayo produced that. After
that we grew and deserved to
win the game," Arteta said.

"It's a statement that we're
here and want to continue to do
this."

After wobbling during a
run of three league games
without a win that culminated
with City knocking them off
top spot with a 3-1 win at the
Emirates, Arsenal have boun-
ced back impressively.

Three successive wins since
the City defeat have taken the
Gunners to 60 points, which is
their joint-highest total after 25
Premier League fixtures, along
with that famous 2003-04 cam-

paign and 2007-08.
"I'm delighted when I see

the team play the way we want
to. This league is a different
story," Arteta said.

"We had big proof of that
at Goodison. I'm really happy
with the maturity and quality
we showed."

Sean Dyche started his
Everton reign with a shock 1-
0 win against Arsenal at
Goodison Park on February 4.

But Everton have lost three
times and won just once since
then, leaving them sitting third
bottom of the table. Everton
have played a game more than
all the teams around them at
the bottom and remain the
league's lowest scorers this sea-
son with just 17 goals.

Unless Dyche can fix their
malaise, Everton are in grave
danger of playing in the second
tier for the first time since 1954.

����#��3��<��;

Alejandro Garnacho and Fred
struck late as Manchester

United came from behind to
beat West Ham 3-1 and reach
the FA Cup quarter-finals on
Wednesday but Tottenham were
stunned by Championship side
Sheffield United.

In the evening's other fifth-
round ties, fourth-tier Grimsby
embarrassed Premier League
strugglers Southampton 2-1 and
Burnley beat 10-man Fleetwood
1-0. Manchester United, who
made six changes to the team
that started Sunday's League
Cup final win against Newcastle,
lacked fluency in front of an
expectant Old Trafford crowd.

United goalkeeper David
de Gea thwarted Michail
Antonio when the West Ham
forward bore down on goal
midway through the opening
period and Emerson Palmieri
flashed an inviting ball across the
box.

United manager Erik ten
Hag brought on Casemiro for
Scott McTominay at half-time

but the home side remained
sluggish. Said Benrahma made
them pay in the 54th minute,
rifling the ball past De Gea after
the home defenders stopped,
thinking the ball had gone out
for a throw-in.

The goal prompted Ten
Hag to introduce top-scorer
Marcus Rashford but Antonio
had a glorious chance to double
West Ham's lead, only to be
denied again by De Gea.

Casemiro had the ball in the
net in the 72nd minute but his
header from a Bruno Fernandes
free-kick was ruled out for off-
side following a VAR review.

United finally drew level five
minutes later when Fernandes
sent in a corner and Nayef
Aguerd headed into his own
goal.

The home side — still on a
high after ending their six-year
trophy drought at the weekend
— poured forward in search of
a winner.

They got their reward when
Argentine teenager Garnacho
produced a superb right-footed
curler in the 90th minute to edge

United ahead followed by a
stoppage-time strike by Fred.

"The best teams never stop
believing," United captain Harry
Maguire told ITV. "I am not say-
ing we are one of the best teams
yet.

"We have a lot to do but we
are getting there, we are taking
steps forward... It felt like the
Stretford End was sucking the
goal in at the end there."
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Tottenham were dumped

out of the FA Cup by Cham-
pionship opposition for the sec-
ond year in a row after Iliman
Ndiaye fired promotion-chasing
Sheffield United to a 1-0 win at
Bramall Lane.

Spurs, who started Harry
Kane on the bench, conceded in
the 79th minute and could not
find a way back, with Kane
heading an Ivan Perisic cross
over deep into injury time.

Championship leaders
Burnley needed a 90th-minute
goal from Connor Roberts to
edge out the 10 men of League
One Fleetwood.
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Ez Abde's fine solo goal
earned Osasuna a slim 1-0

Copa del Rey semi-final first
leg win over Athletic Bilbao on
Wednesday.

The on-loan Barcelona
winger burst into the box early
in the second half and drilled
home superbly to separate the
teams in an even clash at El
Sadar.

Osasuna, who last reached
the semi-finals 18 years ago,
eventually losing in the final
against Real Betis, will take a
narrow lead to the San Mames

for the second leg on April 4.
Athletic have won the cup

23 times, more than any other
side apart from Barcelona, and
were playing in the semi-finals
for the fourth consecutive sea-
son.

However, the last time they
won the competition was back
in 1984, and the Basque side
have lost six times in finals
since then.

"It was a very even game,
and that start to the second half
and moment of genius from
Abde gives us a little advan-
tage," said Osasuna coach
Jagoba Arrasate.

"In general the two teams
neutralised each other well,
and there weren't many oppor-
tunities."

"The game was scrappy, I
don't know if it was because
both teams had a lot of respect
for each other, but there was no
one team who kept the ball,"
said Athletic coach Valverde.

"The game was broken up
with Abde's goal, we threw our-
selves into it (after that), we
went forward more and more,
but it wasn't to be."

Real Madrid host rivals
Barcelona in the other semi-
final first leg on Thursday.
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Burnley boss Vincent Kompany will return to
Manchester City in the FA Cup quarter-

finals, while Manchester United host Fulham in
the last eight. Kompany has a statue outside City's
Etihad Stadium after winning four Premier
League titles during 11 years as a player.

The former Belgium captain is leading Burn-
ley back to the Premier League in his first mana-
gerial job in England with the Clarets 12 points
clear at the top of the Championship.

But Burnley needed a late Connor Roberts
goal to see off League One Fleetwood Town on
Wednesday to reach the quarter-finals.

United are still in the hunt for four trophies
in Erik ten Hag's first season in charge after the
newly-crowned League Cup winners came
from behind to beat West Ham 3-1 at Old Traf-
ford. Grimsby's reward for shocking South-
ampton 2-1 is a trip to Brighton in the last eight.

Sheffield United host Blackburn in an all-
Championship tie after the Blades beat
Tottenham 1-0.
DRAW IN FULL:
�Manchester City v Burnley �Manchester Utd
v Fulham �Brighton v Grimsby �Sheffield Utd
v Blackburn. Ties to be played the weekend of
March 17-19.
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Marseille were dumped out of the
French Cup in the quarter-finals

in sensational fashion on Wednesday
as the tournament favourites lost 7-6
on penalties at home to second-divi-
sion outsiders Annecy after a 2-2 draw
at the Velodrome.

OM were strongly fancied to go all
the way and win the competition after
beating Paris Saint-Germain in the pre-

vious round, but instead they went out
against opponents who had never
previously reached the quarter-finals.

Jordan Veretout had Marseille in
front at half-time after opening the
scoring on his 30th birthday, but
Annecy equalised early in the second
half through young Ivorian striker
Moise Sahi.

Defender Kevin Mouanga then
headed Annecy in front, and the
home side squandered a chance to

equalise when Alexis Sanchez had a
penalty saved, a spot-kick that had been
awarded for handball following a VAR
check.

Yet Marseille, the 10-time French
Cup winners, did equalise in the 96th
minute when a cross by teenage sub-
stitute Francois Regis Mughe sailed into
the net to the delight of the home fans.

With no extra time before the final,
that meant penalties, but it was Annecy,
sitting in mid-table in Ligue 2, who pre-
vailed in sudden death when
Marseille's Leonardo Balerdi put the
crucial kick wide.

"That was great! This is why we do
this job," said the Annecy coach,
Laurent Guyot.

"I am pleased for the players,
many of whom are new to Ligue 2 and
whose careers have been a bit chaot-
ic. We will savour this on the bus
home."

Annecy, who were a regional
league club a decade ago, now join
three top-flight sides in Thursday's
draw for the semi-finals, with Lyon,
Nantes and Toulouse already having
progressed. Holders Nantes remain on
course to retain the trophy after beat-
ing Lens 2-1 earlier on Wednesday with
Andy Delort scoring two penalties for
the Canaries.
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India were staring at a rare
defeat at home despite
Cheteshwar Pujara's plucky

half-century as veteran Austra-
lian off-spinner Nathan Lyon
flattened the hosts with his
eight-wicket haul on day two of
the third Test here Thursday.

India did well to end
Australia's first innings at 197,
conceding a 88-run first innings
lead after Steve Smith's side
began at 156 for 4 but negotiat-
ing quality spin in favourable
conditions remained a chal-
lenge for them.

The hosts were bowled out
for 163 in their second innings,
which means that Australia
need just 76 runs to cherish a
rare Test win in India, who have
lost only two Tests at home in
the last 10 years.

India have lost to only Eng-
land (February 2021) and
Australia (February 2017) in the
past decade and both were crus-
hing defeats.

Australia had won by a
massive 333-run margin in Pune
while England had hammered
India by 227 runs in Chennai.

Australia bring the best out
of Pujara (59 off 142) and that
was on full display at the Holkar
Stadium but he did not get the
support that was needed from
the other batters as India came
up with another underwhelm-

ing batting performance on a
rank turner.

India were in the game as
long as Pujara was there but a
sensational catch from Steve
Smith at leg-slip towards close of
play put the visitors on cusp of
a memorable victory.

Lyon ended with remark-
able figures of eight for 64 in 23.3
overs. Siraj getting bowled while
attempting a wild slog brought
stumps on day four with India's
innings lasting 60.3 overs.

Besides being impressive
with the ball, the Australians
were brilliant in the field, espe-
cially with the momentum-
changing catches of Pujara and
Sheryas Iyer (26 off 27).

The shot selection of Shub-
man Gill and Virat Kohli left a
lot to be desired as Lyon bossed
over the home team.

After being reduced to 79
for four at tea, Pujara and Iyer's
counter attacking 35-run stand
raised hopes of a fighting sec-
onds innings lead but a flying
Usman Khawaja took a stunning
catch at mid-wicket to send back
the latter. Iyer went for horizon-
tal shots against spinners, espe-
cially Kuhnemann, and execut-
ed them well until a moment of
brilliance from Khawaja got the
better of him.

Gill (5), coming into the side
in place of K L Rahul, suffered
his second failure of the game
after getting beaten in the flight

by Lyon. He went for an ugly
hoick but ended up getting cas-
tled.

Lyon also got rid of India
skipper Rohit (12), who was
trapped in front after misjudg-
ing the length of the ball.

Kohli's (13) was adjudged
LBW after attempting a pull off
left-arm spinner Matthew
Kuhnemann on a track offering
spin and uneven bounce.

Pujara looked the most solid
of the Indian batters. He used his
feet brilliantly. Pujara hit the first
boundary of the innings, a cover
drive, by stepping out to Lyon.

He mostly played on the
front foot but stayed back to put
a short ball from Kuhnemann
between the mid-on and mid-
wicket fielder. Four balls later, he
came down the track for a con-
fident straight drive.

He was dropped on 50, a
tough chance at cover, before
coming up with the shot of the
innings. Ishan Kishan came out
with a message towards close of
play. The content of that message
could not be confirmed but
what followed was a massive six
over mid-wicket as Pujara step-
ped out to a rampaging Lyon.

In the morning session, the
pace-spin combination of
Umesh Yadav and R Ashwin ran
through the Australian batting
line-up.

After a rather quiet first
hour, when only 30 runs were

scored in 16 overs without any
wicket, India lost their last six
wickets for just 11 runs after
starting the day at 156 for four.

Ashwin and Yadav took
three wickets each to script
India's fightback after a forget-
table opening day.

Though India did not pick
up any wicket in the first hour,
they did not allow Peter Hands-
comb (19 off 98) and Cameron
Green (21 off 57) easy runs with
Mohammed Siraj and Jadeja
keeping things tight.

As it has been the case
throughout the series, the wick-
ets came in a heap after India
broke the resistance of Hands-
comb, whose ultra defensive
innings came to end with an
inside edge flying to Iyer at
short-leg off Aswhin.

Ashwin surprisingly had to
wait for almost an hour to get his
first over of the day and when he
did, the wily operator made the
ball talk. He got also rid of Alex
Carey (3) and Lyon (5) to end
with figures of three for 44 in
20.3 overs.

Umesh, who targeted the
stumps successfully, trapped
Green in front by getting one to
straighten slightly off middle-
stump in his very first over.

He cleaned up the tail by
bowling fast and straight from
round the wicket, leaving
Mitchell Starc (1) and Toddy
Murphy clueless (0).
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Australia need only 76 runs to
complete a memorable Test

win in India but the wicked
nature of the pitch has kept the
home team pacer Umesh Yadav
hopeful going into day three.

Fourteen wickets fell on the
opening day while 16 batters got
out on Thursday. The pitch is
offering plenty of turn and
uneven bounce has also made
the batters' job harder.

Umesh acknowledged that
his team has not put enough
runs on the board but it still has
an outside chance.

"In cricket anything can
happen. We will try our best and
bowl tight lines. It is not an easy
wicket, whether it is our batters
or theirs. It is not easy to step out
and hit.

"The ball is keeping low as
well, so you can't be sure about
stepping out.

"The runs are less but we
will stick to tight lines and push
as much as we can," said Umesh,
who did his job with the ball on
Thursday morning by providing
three wickets.

The 35-year-old, who does-

n't get to play regularly at home
with India going with only two
pacers, bowled his heart out in
the first session to help the
hosts limit Australia to 197 in
their second innings after
resuming the day at 156 for four.

Umesh bowled fast and
straight with a scrambled seam
and let the surface do the rest.
He trapped Cameron Green in
front with a beauty that held its
line after landing on middle
stump. Mitchell Starc and Todd
Murphy could also do little
against a charged up Umesh and
saw their stumps being dis-
mantled.

"My plan on this surface was
to bowl straight and push for a
wicket or two. As a fast bowler,
I have to hit the deck hard and
bowl in the right areas. I have
played most of my cricket in
India, my mindset is always to
get a wicket."

On the scramble seam, he
added, "There was seam move-
ment that is why I tried the
scrambled seam. If it was not
swinging, it was seaming.
Whatever length I bowled there
was seam movement and skid-
ding after pitching."
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Afit-again Navdeep Saini bowled a
brisk first spell to rattle the Madhya

Pradesh top-order after Yash Dhull's
quick half-century took Rest of India to
a commanding 484 on the second day of
the Irani Cup, here on Thursday.

Saini (2/15) looked in good rhythm
and generated fair bit of pace on a dead
track to peg MP back before Yash Dubey
(53 batting) and Harsh Gawli (47 batting)
added 97 runs for the unbroken fourth
wicket to take the hosts to 112 for 3 in
their first innings at stumps.

In a match like Irani Cup, the
national selectors usually don't just look
at the numbers but also at specific play-
ers with specific purpose.

One such player is Saini, who missed
the entire Ranji Trophy season due to
abdominal muscle strain and had to
undergo extensive rehabilitation work at
the National Cricket Academy (NCA).

Asked to bowl in the second session
of the day, he did hurry the MP batters
with pace and movement off the track.

It was Bengal seamer Mukesh Kumar
(1/27), who got the first breakthrough for
the Rest as he angled one across for debu-
tant southpaw Arham Aquil (0), who
clearly didn't look ready for this level dur-

ing his brief stay at the crease.
He didn't look happy with the

caught-behind decision but had to trudge
back without troubling the scorers.

Saini then got into the act as he
bowled beautifully on the off-stump
channel and just got enough movement

to force the batters to play his deliveries.
A hint of an away movement saw MP

skipper Himanshu Mantri jab at the deliv-
ery and Dhull, nicely warmed up and
alert at second slip, pulled off a good
catch.

Subham Sharma (4) got a boundary

but never looked comfortable against
Saini, whose nip-backer was good
enough to find him plumb in-front.

However once the ball started getting
older, Dubey and Gawli didn't face too
many problems in negotiating the other
bowlers.

The track has nothing in it for the
bowlers and while the MP duo didn't
have the range and flair of players like
Yashasvi Jaiswal and Abhimanyu Easwa-
ran, they didn't find bowlers other than
Saini very difficult to negotiate.

The third medium pacer Atit Seth
wasn't intimidating and bowled enough
loose balls to be punished.

With the pitch showing no signs of
wear and tear, India A left-arm spinner
Saurabh Kumar also didn't trouble the
MP batters as there was hardly any devi-
ation from track on offer.

Rest failed to get a breakthrough dur-
ing the final session of the day but are
favourites to get a huge first-innings lead
as MP still need 373 runs to get ahead.

Earlier in the day, only Dhull showed
positive intent with 55 off 71 balls that
had eight fours to his credit.

But Rest batters after a total domi-
nation on day one couldn't replicate that
show as they lost seven wickets for 107
runs.
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Star batter Jemimah Rodri-
gues admitted on Thursday

that India's heartbreaking loss
against Australia in the semi-
final of the Women's T20
World Cup is still haunting the
players, adding that the Wo-
men's Premier League (WPL)
would help ease the pain a bit.

Jemimah and India captain
Harmanpreet Kaur's 69-run
fourth-wicket stand had put
India in pole position to push
for victory but the end of their
partnership led the side to a
five-run defeat against Meg
Lanning's Australia.

"It has taken a while, hon-
estly. We were in South Africa
for two days after the semis

(loss). Everyone was not in a
great headspace. But coming
here (for WPL), being with the
family for two days (has helped
ease the pain)," Jemimah said
during a Delhi Capitals event
in Mumbai. "Obviously it (the
loss) keeps haunting us but at
the same time the WPL is a
blessing in disguise because we
are directly into this tourna-
ment, which will help us keep
our mind off the negative
thoughts and those things that
keep haunting us. (We will)
keep working harder — that is
how we can shift our focus," she
added.

Jemimah said she feels the
WPL will help India unearth
players who will make a differ-
ence in the future. "We have

been pushing the doors for a
very long time, we are getting
there, we are getting very close.
But I am sure the WPL will
change a lot for women's crick-
et. You will find many super-
stars coming out from it, many

leaders, or many match win-
ners, I would say," she said.

Jemimah, who played a
sensational knock against
Pakistan in the T20 World
Cup opener, said some early
lows in her career helped shape

her career.
"What has not changed in

the last five years is my height,
it has remained the same but
mentally I have grown a lot and
that is what international crick-
et does to you," she expressed.

"When I started, I had
really few good series and then
it was up and down. I made a
comeback and played the
World Cup, Commonwealth
Games. It has not been easy but
if I get an opportunity (to go
back) to change my journey, I
would not change a single
thing, because every moment,
especially the low times, has
prepared me to become the
player I am today," Jemimah
added.

"One thing I have also

learnt is that maturity does not
mean you will not make a mis-
take, or get it right 10 times in
a row. Maturity is when you
pick yourself up after a fall. This
is one thing that has stuck with
me, especially after the time I
was dropped from the (50-
over) World Cup team because
I always thought 'you cannot
make a mistake' or you cannot
fall. But life happens, you make
mistakes... It is all about how
you pick yourself up from
there," Jemimah said.

The five-team Women's
Premier League begins on
March 4 at the DY Patil Sta-
dium in Mumbai and runs
until March 26, with top play-
ers from around the world set
to take part.
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New Zealand have named an
unchanged squad for the

two-Test series against Sri Lanka
at home that recently defeated
England by just one run at
Wellington. New Zealand
Cricket (NZC) on Thursday
announced a 13-member squad
under captain Tim Southee for
the series beginning on March
9, with no surprises, although
rookie seamer Jacob Duffy, leg-
spinner Ish Sodhi, and injured
pace bowler Kyle Jamieson have
been excluded.

Former captain Kane
Williamson will continue to be
the batting mainstay along with
Tom Latham, Henry Nicholls,
Devon Conway, Daryl Mitchell
and Will Young, while Tom
Blundell will keep wickets dur-
ing the Sri Lanka series.

Wagner will spearhead the
pace-bowling department along

with Southee, Matt Henry, Blair
Tickner and Scott Kuggeleijn.

While reigning World Test
champions New Zealand are out
of contention for a berth in the
WTC final, Sri Lanka are still in
with a chance and a 2-0 sweep
for the Islanders could help

them make it to the title round.
NZC also announced that

they will play a three-match
T20I series against the United
Arab Emirates in August on
their way to England for white-
ball commitments.

It will be only the second

time that New Zealand will
play the UAE in a full interna-
tional, following the 1996 World
Cup ODI between the two sides
at Faisalabad, in Pakistan.

"In terms of the global crick-
et family, it's important we keep
helping each other, and growing
the game on an international
scale. NZC has a close relation-
ship with the Emirates Cricket
Board and our players are very
familiar with the environment,"
said NZC chief executive David
White in a statement.

The matches will be played
on August, 17, 19 and 20, with
the venues yet to be confirmed.

New Zealand Test squad for
Sri Lanka Tests: Tim Southee (c),
Tom Blundell (wk), Michael
Bracewell, Devon Conway, Matt
Henry, Tom Latham, Daryl
Mitchell, Blair Tickner, Neil
Wagner, Scott Kuggeleijn, Henry
Nicholls, Kane Williamson and
Will Young.
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Australia's World Cup-win-
ning skipper Meg Lanning

will lead Delhi Capitals (DC) in
the inaugural edition of the
Women's Premier League
(WPL) while India's star batter
Jemimah Rodrigues will be her

deputy, the franchise announced
on Thursday.

Lanning, 30, recently cap-
tained Australia to their record
sixth title win in the T20
Women's World Cup, where
they beat hosts South Africa in
the title clash.

Lanning is the third Austra-
lian cricketer to be named cap-
tain by WPL teams with Beth
Mooney set to skipper Gujarat
Giants and Alyssa Healy taking
charge of the UP Warriorz.

"It is a very proud moment
for me," said Lanning after
being named the Delhi Capitals
captain.

"… first to be involved in a
franchise like Delhi Capitals
and to be named the captain is
a huge honour and it is some-
thing that l am very much look-
ing forward to.

Lanning has played 132
T20Is for Australia, making
3405 runs.
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England head coach Brendon
McCullum believes the

upcoming IPL will not "jeopar-
dise" Ben Stokes' Ashes return
and expressed faith in Chennai
Super Kings' medical team to
look after the premier all-
rounder.

Struggling with a recurring
left knee injury, the English
skipper bowled only nine overs

in the two-Test series against
New Zealand. He also looked in
pain during his knock of 33 in
their dramatic one-run defeat
here.

"I don't think he's jeopardis-
ing it (by playing the IPL). The
Chennai set-up is excellent in
looking after their players and
they've a very good medical
team and he will be well looked
after," McCullum was quoted
saying by ESPNCricinfo.

"The skipper has a strong
mind and he knows how to get
right for the big moments. His
life is that, right? So I don't have
any concerns."

Stokes was the third most
expensive buy at the IPL 2023
auction, where CSK snapped
him for Rs 16.25 crore.

The most lucrative franchise
league is set to get underway on
March 31 with CSK taking on
defending champion Gujarat
Titans in Ahmedabad.

The tournament will con-
clude on May 28, while the five-
Test Ashes will begin at
Edgbaston on June 16. The
Stokes-led England would be
looking to reclaim the series for
the first time since 2015.

England's Ashes winners
Michael Vaughan and Steve
Harmison, however, have urged
Stokes not to play in the IPL.

But McCullum looked at the
bigger picture and said Stokes
would be keen to write the
"Ashes script".
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