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Even as the Centre on
Thursday specifically asked

Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka,
Telangana, Gujarat and
Maharashtra to focus on test-
ing, genome sequencing for
Covid-19 samples of interna-
tional passengers, and imple-
mentation of Covid-appropri-
ate behaviour, States across the
country are getting in the
action mode to tackle not only
Covid-19 but also H1N1 and
influenza caused by H3N2
which are gradually moving
northwards.

To meet the emergency, the
Delhi Government is setting up
isolation wards, assembling a
team of doctors and stocking
up on medicines; Puducherry
has closed down schools till
March 26 in the light of H3N2
concerns.

Maharashtra has reported
two suspected deaths due to the
H3N2 virus — an MBBS stu-
dent from Ahmednagar, who
had tested positive for both
H1N1 and H3N2, and a 74-
year-old man from Nagpur
who tested positive for H3N2
— and 361 H3N2 cases. 

Continued on Page 2
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Embroiled in a great deal of
controversy for his “democ-

racy in peril” remarks during
his recent visit to London, for-
mer Congress president Rahul
Gandhi on Thursday claimed
the whole “tamasha” around his
remarks in the UK has been
created by the Government to
divert attention from the Adani
issue. 

Making his first appear-
ance upon his return to India,
Rahul asserted it is a “test of
Indian democracy” as to
whether he would be allowed
to respond to the allegations by
the BJP in Parliament.

Addressing a Press confer-
ence at the AICC headquarters,
Rahul said the question before
the country is whether after
four BJP leaders made allega-
tions about a Member of
Parliament that person would
be given the same space as
them in Parliament or he
would be “told to shut up”.

He reiterated that the alle-
gations have been made in
Parliament by four ministers
and it was “my democratic
right” to have the opportunity
to respond to that in
Parliament. “So if Indian
democracy was functioning, I
would be able to say my piece
in Parliament,” he said.

Rahul met Speaker Om
Birla urging him to allow him
to speak in the Lok Sabha. “I

went to Parliament this morn-
ing with the idea of putting
(forward) what I have said or
what I feel on the floor of the
House. Four ministers have
raised allegations against me in
Parliament, it is my right to be
allowed to speak on the floor
of the House,” the former
Congress chief said.

“I told him (the Speaker)
that people from the BJP have
made allegations against me
and as an MP, it is my right to
speak,” he said, adding that the
Speaker was “non-committal”
and just smiled.

Rahul said he is hopeful
though not very sure that he
would be allowed to speak in
Parliament on Friday.

Rahul said he had asked
some fundamental questions
about the relationship between
the Prime Minister and Adani
Group chairperson Gautam

Adani. The whole idea is that
all those questions must not be
on the table, he said.

“More importantly whose
money is in these shell com-
panies, who is this unknown
person whose money is in
these shell companies. As an
MP, I would like to first place
my statement on the floor of
the House and then after that
I would be happy to have a dis-
cussion with you all,” Rahul
said briefing the media.

“So, actually what you are
seeing is a test of Indian
democracy, after four BJP lead-
ers have made allegations about
an MP, is that MP is going to be
given the same space that those
four members were given or is
he going to be told to shut up.
That is what the question is
before this country right now,”
Rahul said 

Continued on Page 2
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The BJP on Thursday
launched a fresh salvo on

Congress leader Rahul Gandhi
for his “democracy under bru-
tal attack” remark in the UK,
with party leaders, including
Union Ministers, demanding
an apology from the former
Congress president leader for
“speaking the language of anti-
India forces”.

“We speak in the interest of
the public, but all the anti-India
forces and gang have the same
language and line. The lan-
guage spoken by Rahul Gandhi
is the same language spoken by
those working against India,
conspired against India. He
will have to apologise in
Parliament. It is our duty to
seek his apology,” said Union
Law Minister and party leader
Kiren Rijiju.

Senior BJP leader  Ravi
Shankar Prasad said, “We will
campaign across the country
for an apology from Rahul
Gandhi. It’s his habit to speak
baseless things. Not for once
did he say today that he’s deny-
ing his remarks made in the

UK. How long will Rahul
Gandhi mislead the country?
The BJP reiterates that he said
that ‘America and Europe
should take note of India’s
democratic backsliding’. It’s his
habit to insult the feelings of
Indians by criticising Indian
democracy abroad.” 

Mukhtar Abbas Naqvi,
senior BJP leader and former
Union Cabinet Minister,  said
the on-going “deliberate disin-
formation drive” against Indian
Parliament, Constitutional
institutions and democratic
values is being carried out “not
by chance but by choice”. 

Continued on Page 2

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


�	�������	��� � 45��6

The Border Roads
Organisation (BRO) on

Thursday restored the strategic
supply lines by throwing open
the mighty Zojila Pass in a
record number of 68 days.

Labeled as the crucial life-
line between the Kashmir
Valley and Ladakh, the reopen-
ing of Zojila Pass, located on
the Srinagar-Kargil-Leh road
(NH-1) at a height of 11,650
feet, is set to boost India’s
defence preparedness in the
Ladakh sector amid ongoing
standoff with China.

Likewise, the Razdan Pass,
which provides the only road
connectivity between the Gurez
Sector and the Kashmir Valley,
has been successfully reopened
after a gap of just 58 days.

Other important passes at
Sadhna, Pharkiyan Gali and
Zamindar Gali were kept open
throughout this winter.

Speaking on the occasion
at Zero Point, Zojila Pass, Lt
Gen Rajeev Chaudhry, Director
General Border Roads, said,
“Early opening of the Zojila
and Razdan Passes will facili-
tate the augmentation of sup-
ply of essential goods and ser-
vices for people of Ladakh and
Gurez Valley.”

He reiterated the BRO’s
commitment towards nation
building and service to the peo-
ple. During the interaction, he
said that the trial movement of
vehicles was conducted suc-
cessfully today, adding that
the decision to open the road
for civil traffic will be taken by
the civil administration after

the conduct of joint inspection.
Trial convoys of vehicles

have been successfully passed
through Zojila, thereby ensur-
ing that the Pass remained
closed for only 68 days this year
as compared to 73 days last year
and 160-180 days in the yes-
teryears.

In a written statement, the
BRO said, “With the renewed
focus on infrastructure 
development and augmenta-
tion of connectivity to the
northern borders in recent
years, there has been a strate-
gic requirement of minimising
the closure of Zojila Pass dur-
ing winters.”

It also said that the BRO
ensured that the Zojila Pass was
kept open for traffic till as late
as January 6 this year, thereby
creating a new historic prece-

dent of its kind. 
The advantage which

accrued by keeping Zozila open
till this late can be assessed by
the fact that almost 13,500
vehicles crossed the Pass
between November-end 2022
and January 6.

The snow-clearing opera-
tions were launched in the
first week of February. The
snow-clearance teams were
pushed into immediate action
by Project Beacon and Project
Vijayak from Sonamarg and
Dras ends of Zojila.

After sustained and relent-
less efforts, initial connectivi-
ty across the Zojila Pass was
established on March 11.
Improvement and widening of
the road surface has been car-
ried out since then to facilitate
safe passage of vehicles.   
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Two Army pilots, including
a Lt Colonel and a Major,

were killed on Thursday when
their helicopter crashed during
an operational sortie in
Arunachal Pradesh. 

A probe was ordered to
ascertain the cause of the
mishap. The deceased were
identified as Lt Colonel VVB
Reddy and Major Jayanth A.

Giving details here, Army
officials said an Army Aviation
Cheetah helicopter flying an
operational sortie near
Bomdila, Arunachal Pradesh,

lost contact with the Air Traffic
Control) around 9.15 am.   

Five search parties of the
Indian Army, Sashtra Seema
Bal (SSB) and Indo-Tibetan
Border Police(ITBP) were
immediately launched. 

The wreckage of the air-
craft was found near the village
Banglajaap, East of Mandala. 

“With regret we inform
that the pilot and the co-pilot
of the helicopter lost their lives
in the accident.  An investiga-
tion is being ordered to ascer-
tain the cause of the accident,”
they said.

According to reports, the
Lt Colonel and Major were on

board the Cheetah moving
from Senge to Missamari when
the Cheetah crashed near
Mandala. The ageing Chetak
and Cheetah helicopters with
the IAF and the Army are in
dire need of replacement, even
as they form the lifeline of the
forces in high-altitude areas. 

There are around 200
Cheetah and Chetak heli-
copters in service at present.

Earlier in the day, Rohit
Rajbir Singh, the superinten-
dent of police, Special
Investigation Cell (SIC), said
villagers had found the crashed
chopper ablaze in Dirang, and
informed district officials.
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In a major boost to self-
reliance in defence manu-

facturing, the Government on
Thursday approved weapon
procurement projects worth
�70,500 crore. All the systems
will be bought from Indian
companies under the Buy
Indian-IDDM (Indigenously
Designed, Developed and
Manufactured) category. 

The go-ahead was given
against the backdrop of ongo-
ing tension with China and to
maintain operational readi-
ness to counter Pakistan.
Giving details here, Defence
Ministry officials said the nod
was given to the Defence
Acquisition Council (DAC)
chaired by Defence Minister
Rajnath Singh here. It is the
apex body to approve propos-
als by the three Services. 

The final clearance is
accorded by the Cabinet
Committee on Security (CCS)
headed by the Prime Minister. 

Elaborating upon the
details, officials said out of the
total proposals, Indian Navy
proposals constitute more than
�56,000 crore, which largely
includes indigenous BrahMos
missiles, Shakti Electronic
Warfare (EW) systems and
Utility Helicopters-Maritime. 

The Navy proposes to pro-
cure 200 additional Brahmos
worth over �15,000 crore.
While this additional procure-
ment of BrahMos missile sys-
tem will enhance the mar-
itime strike capabilities and
anti-surface warfare operation,
the addition of Utility
Helicopters will multiply the
operational readiness of the
Indian Navy in the domain of
Search and Rescue Operations,
Casualty Evacuation and
Humanitarian Assistance
Disaster Relief (HADR).

Similarly, Shakti Electronic
Warfare systems will equip
and modernise the frontline
ships to counter any Naval
Operations by the adversaries. 

Continued on Page 2
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In fresh trouble for jailed for-
mer Deputy Chief Minister

Manish Sisodia, the CBI on
Thursday booked him in a
new case related to alleged
misuse of official position and
financial impropriety in the
Government’s Feedback Unit
(FBU) which was also used for
“political snooping”.

Currently, under the cus-
tody of the Enforcement
Directorate, the AAP leader
who is the prime accused in the
snooping case. Five others were
booked by the CBI on Tuesday
for alleged criminal conspira-
cy, criminal breach of trust,
forgery and relevant provi-
sions of the Prevention of
Corruption Act, officials said. 

The CBI booked Sisodia,
1992-batch IRS officer Sukesh
Kumar Jain, who was then
secretary of vigilance, retired
Central Industrial Security
Force Deputy Inspector
General Rakesh Kumar Sinha,
who was working as special
adviser to Chief Minister
Arvind Kejriwal and Joint
Director in the FBU, they said.

Besides, former Joint
Deputy Director of Intelligence
Bureau Pradeep Kumar Punj,
who was working as Deputy
Director of the Feedback Unit,
retired Assistant Commandant
of CISF Satish Khetrapal who
was working as feedback offi-
cer, and Gopal Mohan, advisor,
anti-corruption, to Kejriwal
were also booked in the case,
they said.

Continued on Page 2
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Aday after alleged Khalistani
supporters forced the

Indian Honorary Consulate in
Brisbane, Australia to close
down, India on Thursday said
it has raised the issue with the
authorities there. At least four
Hindu temples have also faced
acts of vandalism in the last two
months by the so-called
Khalistani backers.

Making India’s position
clear, Ministry of External
Affairs Spokesperson Arindam
Bagchi said here, “The
Consulate was halted for a lit-
tle while. The issue was raised
with Australian authorities and
they should take action.” Bagchi
also said, “Prime Minister
Narendra Modi already spoke
about such issues when
Australian Prime Minister was
in India.”  

Prime Minister Anthony
Albanese during his visit to
New Delhi last week assured to
curb anti-India elements in
the country. 

He also said Australia will
not tolerate any extreme
actions and attacks that took

place in religious buildings, and
that there is no place for such
action against Hindu temples.

Expressing concern over
the spate of acts of vandalism
by alleged Khalistani support-
ers, Modi flagged the issue
here during his summit level
talks with Albanese and said it
is a matter of regret. 

Addressing the media
along with Albanese after hold-
ing talks with him, Modi said,
“It is a matter of regret that
reports of attacks on temples
have come regularly from
Australia over the past few
weeks. It is natural that such
news worries everyone in India,
disturbs our mind.”

“I conveyed these feelings
and concerns to Albanese and
he has assured me that the safe-
ty of the Indian community is
of special priority for him.
Our teams will be in regular
contact on this matter, and will
cooperate as much as possible,”
he said. 

As regards the latest inci-
dent, media reports from
Australia said, “Slogans were
raised against Hindus calling
them supremacists with
Khalistan zindabad,” said The
Australia Today at the Indian
Consulate located on Swann
Road in the Taringa suburb of
Brisbane. 

Continued on Page 2
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As China has stepped up
investment in several pro-

jects in India’s neighbourhood,
the Government on Thursday
said it is aware of China fund-
ing infrastructure projects
including in ports, highways
and airports in countries in
South Asia.

Minister of State for
External Affairs V
Muraleedharan said India is
committed to developing
friendly and mutually benefi-
cial relations with all its neigh-
bours under its
'Neighbourhood First' policy.

He was replying to a ques-
tion in Rajya Sabha.

Muraleedharan said the
Government keeps a constant
watch on all developments
having a bearing on India's
security and takes all necessary
measures to safeguard it.

"The government is aware
that China is engaging in fund-
ing of infrastructure projects in
countries in South Asia, includ-
ing in ports, highways, railways

and airports," Muraleedharan
said. He said India is an active
economic partner of its neigh-
bours and is involved in a
large number of development
projects in these countries.

"India also has extensive
ties with its neighbours in
diverse fields including defence
and security cooperation, trade
and investment, education, cul-
ture and people-to-people
exchanges," he said.

To a separate question,
Muraleedharan said there have
been instances of attacks on
Indian nationals and persons of
Indian origins (PIOs) in the
US, the UK and Canada in the
last few years and some of these
attacks appeared to be racially

motivated. "According to
media reports and inputs, there
have been instances of attacks
on Indian nationals and PIOs
in the USA, UK and Canada in
the last few years. Some of these
attacks appear to be racially
motivated," he said.

Muraleedharan said the
safety and well-being of Indian
nationals in foreign countries
is the top priority for the gov-
ernment.

"Indian missions/con-
sulates in USA, UK and
Canada are constantly engaged
with the local governments
and the Indian community,
including on measures to
ensure their safety and well-
being," he said.
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Hours after US appointing
Eric Garcetti as its

Ambassador to New Delhi,
India on Thursday said it look
forward to working with him to
take forward the relations.  The
US Embassy here was without
an Ambassador since January
2021.

Making this assertion here,
Ministry of External Affairs
spokesperson Arindam Bagchi
said, “We welcome the confir-
mation of Eric Garcetti as US
Ambassador to India. We look
forward to working with him to
take forward our multifaceted
bilateral relations.”

Garcetti, President Joe
Biden's close aide, is the next
US Ambassador to India after
the Senate confirmed his nom-
ination late Wednesday, ending
a protracted hiatus of over two
years to fill the key diplomat-
ic position. The Senate voted
52-42 to confirm the former
Los Angeles mayor's nomina-
tion on Wednesday. Garcetti,
52, lost the votes of three
Democrats but convinced
seven Republicans to cross the
aisle, winning him the job. 

His nomination had been
pending before the US
Congress since July 2021 when
he was nominated for the pres-
tigious diplomatic posting by

Biden.  Last week, the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee
voted 13-8 in favour of his
nomination. “The relationship
between India and the US is a
strong one, and one of great
strategic, economic, and cul-
tural importance. 

Founded on shared values,
supported by growing eco-
nomic and trade ties, and
strengthened by the Indian
diaspora here in the US, this
partnership continues to hold
significant promise for the
future," said Senator Mark
Warner, Co-Chair of Senate
India Caucus.  "As co-chair of
the Senate India Caucus, I am
glad that there will finally be a
Senate-confirmed ambassador
in New Delhi," Warner said.

Garcetti's nomination was
not brought to the Senate floor
for a vote during the last
Congress as the ruling
Democratic Party did not have
enough support to get the 52-
year-old close aide of Biden
through.
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More than 10,000 police
encounters of criminals

have taken place in Uttar
Pradesh in the last six years of
Chief Minister Yogi
Adityanath-led Government.

In terms of number of
encounters, Meerut is at the top
in the State with the highest
number of 3,152 encounters
taking place since 2017, in
which 63 criminals were killed
and 1,708 criminals were
injured.

Besides, a brave police-
man was also martyred while
401 cops were injured during
the police encounters. A total
of 5,967 criminals were nabbed
during the action of the UP
Police.

As soon as Chief Minister
Yogi Adityanath took over the
reins of the state, improving the
law and order situation in the
state became his priority. His
government adopted a zero
tolerance policy towards mafia
and criminals and intensified

crackdown on such elements to
strengthen the state's law and
order. According to the avail-
able statistics, in the last six
years more than 10,000
encounters of criminals took
place in the state. Due to this
action of the police, the state,
which was once known for
poor law and order and atroc-
ities of mafias on innocent
people, is today known not
only in the country but abroad
as a crime and fear-free state.

It is noteworthy that dur-
ing the Global Investors’
Summit-2023, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, Union Home
Minister Amit Shah and veter-
an leaders and investors praised

the law and order situation of
UP. The UP Police worked in
a planned and phased manner
to curb crime and crack down
on criminals and encounter
was the biggest strategy, which
created fear among the crimi-
nals and they started fleeing the
state. 

The UP Police have con-
ducted 10,713 encounters since
2017 of which the highest
3,152 were conducted by the
Meerut police, followed by the
Agra police which carried out
1,844 encounters in which
4,654 criminals were arrested
while 14 dreaded criminals
were gunned down and 55
cops were injured. 

Agra is followed by Bareilly
where as many as 1,497
encounters were conducted in
which 3,410 criminals were
arrested while seven were
gunned down. During the
encounters in Bareilly, 437
criminals were injured. In these
operations, 296 brave police
personnel were injured while
one was martyred.
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From Page1
They BJP leaders alleged that Rahul had insulted the country from foreign soil by asserting

that the US and European nations were oblivious that a huge chunk of democratic model had
come undone in India. “India’s prestige has not been attacked in such a manner before. Political
differences may be there but there cannot be a graver crime than to seek interference from for-
eign powers. Anger prevails across the country for the grave insult Rahul Gandhi has inflicted
upon what even the world acknowledges as the mother of democracy,” Parliamentary Affairs Minister
Pralhad Joshi told reporters here.
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His remarks during his recent trip to the UK have rocked
Parliament, with both houses failing to transact any significant
business on the first four days of the Budget session’s second half.
Several BJP leaders including Union ministers Rajnath Singh,
Piyush Goyal and Pralhad Joshi have demanded an apology from
Gandhi over his remarks. During his interactions in the UK, Rahul
alleged that the structures of Indian democracy are under attack
and there is a “full-scale assault” on the country’s institutions.
He also told British parliamentarians in London that microphones
are often “turned off ” in Lok Sabha when an opposition mem-
ber raises important issues.
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From Page1
The agency has invoked IPC sections 120-B (criminal con-

spiracy), 403 (dishonest misappropriation of property), 409 (crim-
inal breach of trust by public servant), 468 (forgery), 471 (using
as genuine a forged document or electronic record), 477A (fal-
sification of accounts) besides provisions of the Prevention of
Corruption Act against named accused in the FIR.

The case relates to FBU set up by the Kejriwal Government
to gather relevant information and actionable feedback regard-
ing the working of various bodies under the jurisdiction of the
Delhi Government and to do “trap cases” as an ears-to-ground
agency to check corruption, the FIR alleged. The CBI action is
an outcome of a Preliminary Enquiry (PE) which had “prima
facie disclosed the offences” against the named accused. The PE
was conducted by the agency on a reference from the Vigilance
Department of the Delhi Government on November 4, 2016.

From Page1
Nod was also given for

Medium Speed Marine Diesel
Engine under Make-I catego-
ry, said officials, adding it is a
significant step as, for the first
time, India is venturing into the
development and manufactur-
ing of such engines indige-
nously. 

To keep pace with the
emerging technologies and
counter the adversaries in the
Western (Pakistan) and
Northern front (China), the
necessity of the new weapons
and its integration with the
delivery platforms was felt by
the Government. 

To achieve the same objec-
tives, the DAC accorded the
approval to Indian Air Force’s

proposal for Long Range
Stand-Off Weapon (LRSOW)
which will be indigenously
designed, developed and inte-
grated on SU-30 MKI aircraft.

For Artillery modernisa-
tion, in addition to the ongo-
ing Dhanush Gun System and
K-9 Vajra-T Gun System,
approval was given for pro-
curement of 155mm/52 Caliber
Advanced Towed Artillery Gun
System (ATAGS) along with
High Mobility Vehicles
(HMVs) and Gun Towing
Vehicles (GTVs).

The apex body also
approved procurement of
Advance Light Helicopters
(ALH) MK-III from Hindustan
Aeronautics Limited (HAL)
for the Indian Coast Guard.

The Helicopter will be able to
carry a suite of surveillance
sensors which will enhance
the surveillance capabilities. 

It will also give full night
capability and Instrument
Flight Rules (IFR) capability for
operations of the Indian Coast
Guard.

Including the latest pro-
posals, the total approvals
granted for Capital Acquisition
in the Financial Year 2022-23
is over Rs 2.71 lakh crore, out
of which 99 per cent of the pro-
curement will be sourced from
Indian industries. 

Such quantum of indige-
nous procurement will gal-
vanise the Indian industries
towards achieving the goal of
“Aatmanirbhar Bharat”.

From Page1
It has put its health machinery on alert and issued guide-

lines to tackle the virus. According to an analysis of the Covid
cases reported in the March 8-14 period, nine districts across
the country have recorded Covid-positivity rates of greater than
or equal to 10 per cent. Pithoragarh in Uttarakhand has the high-
est positivity rate of 25 per cent, followed by Aizawl (16. 67 per
cent) in Mizoram, Shimla (14. 29 per cent), Mandi (13 per cent),
Solan (12. 5 per cent) in Himachal Pradesh and Gir Somnath
(11. 76 per cent) in Gujarat.

The data shows there are 15 other districts in Maharashtra,
Gujarat, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Madhya
Pradesh, Karnataka Himachal Pradesh and J&K in which the pos-
itivity rate is hovering between 5 per cent and 10 per cent. At
least three deaths related to H3N2 have been reported in India
this season. Experts said that H3N2 has been responsible for some
of the worst flu seasons in recent times, characterised by longer
and more severe illnesses resulting in increased hospitalisations
and deaths. 

From Page1
The Queensland police

said it was an unauthorised
gathering.

“The Indian Consulate was
forced to close due to safety
concerns after Sikhs for Justice
targeted them with their pro-
paganda,” Sarah L Gates, direc-
tor of Hindu Human Rights,
told The Australia Today.
“These thugs should not be
allowed to dictate how we live
our life in Australia,” Parvinder
Singh, a resident of Queensland
who took leave from work to
attend an appointment at the

Indian Consulate, told The
Australia Today. Last month,
Khalistani flags were found
attached to the Indian
Consulate in Brisbane, just
days after External Affairs
Minister S Jaishankar’s visit to
Australia. 

In the Rajya Sabha on
Thursday, Minister of State for
External Affairs V
Muraleedharan said there have
been instances of attacks on
Indian nationals and persons of
Indian origins (PIOs) in the
US, the UK and Canada in the
last few years and some of these

attacks appeared to be racially
motivated. “According to media
reports and inputs, there have
been instances of attacks on
Indian nationals and PIOs in
the USA, UK and Canada in
the last few years. Some of these
attacks appear to be racially
motivated,” he said.

Muraleedharan said the
safety and well-being of Indian
nationals in foreign countries
is the top priority for the
Government. “Indian mis-
sions/consulates in the USA,
the UK and Canada are con-
stantly engaged with the local
Governments and the Indian
community, including on mea-
sures to ensure their safety
and well-being,” he said.
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As the strike of Maharashtra
government employees

seeking restoration of the Old
Pension Scheme entered the
third day on Thursday, it
emerged that the state govern-
ment has appointed private
agencies to fill up vacancies on
a contractual basis. 

The umbrella body of the
unions coordinating the strike
blamed government's "stub-
born attitude" for the continu-
ance of their agitation.

An application seeking
end to the strike was filed in
High Court, and it could be
heard on Friday. Government
hospitals were worst affected by
strike which also took a toll on
functioning of the administra-
tion. As per a Government
Resolution (GR) issued by
Industries, Energy and Labour
department on March 14, the

day the strike began, nine pri-
vate agencies have been
appointed to hire "highly
skilled, skilled, semi-skilled
and non-skilled" personnel on
contract.The GR or govern-
ment order came to light on
Thursday. Notably, one of
demands of striking employees
is that some 2,37,000 vacant
posts in government be filled
up, contract employees be reg-
ularised and superannuation
age be increased to 60 years
from 58 years. 

Vishwas Katkar, convenor
of the committee of some 35
unions of state government
employees, semi-government
employees and teachers, said
the strike will continue on
Friday "because of the stubborn
attitude of the government."
"Our strike will continue until
the Maharashtra government
implements the Old Pension
Scheme. 
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The Maharashtra
Government on Thursday

held another round of talks
with a delegation representing
thousands of farmers and trib-
als, who are walking towards
Mumbai, in its bid to address
their demands, said former
MLA Jiva Gavit spearheading
the long march.

The talks will be held with
Chief Minister Eknath Shinde,
Deputy CM Devendra
Fadnavis, ministers concerned
and top state officials, he said.
As scores of farmers and trib-
als marching towards Mumbai
from Nashik district in North
Maharashtra entered Thane
district, ministers Dada Bhuse
and Atul Save met a delegation
of farmers late Wednesday
night.  

Former legislator Gavit
said the ministers have invited
the delegation of farmers and
tribals for a meeting with Chief
minister Eknath Shinde and
Deputy Chief minister
Devendra Fadnavis on
Thursday.  “They have
responded to 40 per cent of the
demands,” Gavit said.
“Respecting the invitation
extended to us, we are going to
attend the meeting,” Gavit said.
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PDP president Mehbooba
Mufti on Thursday defend-

ed her recent visit to a Shiv
temple in Jammu and
Kashmir's Poonch and per-
forming a ritual there, saying
“we live in a country that is
home to the Ganga-Jamuni
tehzeeb" and there is no need
to discuss the matter further.

A video of the former chief
minister offering water to
Shivling inside Navgraha tem-
ple, Mandi-Ajote in Poonch on
Tuesday has gone viral, draw-
ing criticism from some quar-
ters.

“We are living in a secular
country that is home to Ganga-
Jamuni Tehzeeb. The temple
was built by Yashpal Sharma
(former PDP leader who died
last year) and his sons want me
to visit the place. I went inside
and someone gave me a small
vessel filled with water with a
lot of belief and love.

"I do not want to break his
heart by refusing to pour water
(on the Shivling). He asked for

it and I did it (out of respect for
him),” Mehbooba Mufti told
reporters here. Asked about
some Islamic scholars from
Deoband in Uttar Pradesh dis-
liking it, she said she did not
want to go into it and whether
it is allowed or not in her reli-
gion.

"In our country, Hindus
and Muslims live together and
there are more Hindus offering
‘Chadar' at Muslim shrines
than Muslims themselves. 
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The 2023-24 budget of the
AAP Government, to be

tabled in the Assembly on
Tuesday, will have "the biggest"
outlay of capital expenditure for
infrastructure projects such as
roads and double-decker fly-
overs in view of the forthcom-
ing G-20 meeting in the nation-
al Capital. The Delhi
Government’s budget outlay is
likely to be Rs 80,000 crore but
the tax collection of the
Government in the current
and the next financial year is
expected to remain as per esti-
mates. Top sources said the
Arvind Kejriwal Government’s
plan to beautify and mod-
ernise the national Capital’s
infrastructure will be the main
focus of Budget 2023-24.

“The Delhi Government
has plans to upgrade and beau-
tify the entire 1,400 kilometres
road network of the Public

Works Department and near-
ly Rs 20,000 crore will be spent
over a period of 10 years on the
project,” sources said

“Three double-decker fly-
overs will be constructed in the
city with the lower deck for
vehicles and the upper deck for
Metro trains, the source said.

"The budget will have the
biggest outlay for capital expen-
diture towards infrastructure
projects in the last eight years
of the Kejriwal Government,"
sources in the Delhi
Government said and added
that education and health will
also be major focus areas.

The Budget Session of the
Delhi Assembly will begin on
March 17 with Lieutenant-
Governor (L-G) VK Saxena
addressing the House. The
budget will be tabled on March
21 and it will be preceded by an
Outcome Budget of the
Government. Finance Minister
Kailash Gahlot will present his

first budget in the Assembly. He
was given charge of the depart-
ment after the resignation of
Deputy Chief Minister Manish
Sisodia.

The Kejriwal Government
in the last eight years has com-
pleted 28 flyovers and under-
passes, and another 30 fly-
overs, underpasses and bridges
will be constructed by it,

sources said.  
Officials also said that apart

from health and education,
the budget might have a sig-
nificant outlay for infrastruc-
ture development, particularly
roads, in the city. Meanwhile,
the Opposition BJP has alleged
that the Kejriwal Government
has not fulfilled any of its bud-
get promises. 
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The Delhi Assembly Budget
Session beginning from

March 17 is expected to be
stormy as the Opposition BJP
has decided to bring a no-con-
fidence motion against the
Arvind Kejriwal Government
on the first day due to its
alleged involvement in graft.
The BJP has also given a notice
seeking extension of the session
by 10 days to discuss 10 issues.   

Leader of Opposition in
Delhi Assembly, Ramvir
Bidhuri told The Pioneer that
the BJP will corner the
Government on the corruption
issue.  On the other hand, the
AAP will raise the issue of

arrest of Manish Sisodia and
the Adani Group to expose the
Modi Government.

Earlier, the BJP Legislature
Party met to discuss the strat-
egy to corner the ruling party
in the Assembly session. MLAs
Mohan Bisht, Vijender Gupta,
OP Sharma, Jitendra Mahajan,
Anil Bajpai, Abhay Verma and
Ajay Mahawar attended the
meeting.

It was discussed that two
former Ministers were behind
bars and the Government was
allegedly involved in many
scams including excise, hawala,
espionage, classroom, Delhi
Jal Board, advertisement, DTC
and hospitals.  “In such a situ-
ation, the Government has no

moral or constitutional right to
be in office,” said Bidhuri.
Delhi BJP spokesperson Aditya
Jha was also present in Press
conference.

Bidhuri expressed dissatis-
faction over the short duration
of the Budget Session which
has been called only for five
days, with a two-day provision
for Question Hour. “This is

killing the rights of the
Legislators,” Bidhuri said and
added that the first Budget
Session of the first Vidhan
Sabha lasted for a month and
four days and had 19 sittings.
“BJP MLAs have demanded
that the Budget Session last for
15 days and there should be
provision for Question Hour
daily,” he said
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Delhi Chief Minister Arvind
Kejriwal on Thursday said

that the Bhalswa landfill will be
cleared of all the garbage by
March 2024. The Chief
Minister was informed by the
officials that against the initial
target of removing 6,500 met-
ric tonnes (MT) of waste per
day, soon 12,000 MT of waste
would be removed daily.
Kejriwal, along with Delhi
Mayor Shelly Oberoi, visited
the Bhalswa landfill site and
reviewed the progress of
garbage removal work.

Kejriwal said that work
was going on at double speed
and soon Delhi would be made
garbage-free. He said that
11,000 MT of garbage is gen-
erated daily and there are
arrangements to deal with over
8,100 MT.

"This means 2,800 MT of
garbage is left. Expansion work
is underway at Okhla to han-
dle 1,000 MT of the garbage
while the Bawana Waste-To-

Energy Plant will be ready by
2026 to handle 2,000 MT of
garbage," Kejriwal said.

Kejriwal said 30 lakh MT
of waste has been removed
from the landfill since 2019
while 50 lakh MT is still lying
there of which 30 lakh MT will
be reduced by December this
year. "If work continues like
this, the site will be left with no
garbage by April next year,"
Kejriwal said.

The Bhalswa landfill is a
28-year-old site, spread across
70 acres and is one of the three
infamous garbage mountains of
Delhi. The initial height of the
landfill was 65 metres from the

ground level. When surveyed
in 2019, it consisted of 80 lakh
MT of legacy waste. Since then
24 lakh MT of fresh waste has
been dumped at the site and
30.48 lakh MT of waste has
been bio-mined.

Talking to the media
Kejriwal said that the initial tar-
get was to remove 6,500 MT of
waste per day, but on
Wednesday 9,000 MT was
removed and by the end of
March 12,000 MT of waste will
be removed daily. 

He said that going by that
speed Bhalswa would be
cleared of all garbage by March
2024.
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The BJP and the Congress
welcomed the CBI’s FIR

against former deputy chief
minister Manish Sisodia in
connection with an alleged
snooping scandal related to
the Delhi government’s
Feedback Unit (FBU) and
demanded that the agency
book Chief Minister Arvind
Kejriwal as well. The BJP and
the Congress have alleged that
the FBU was being used by the
AAP government to collect
political intelligence about its
opponents. Delhi BJP working
president Virendra Sachdeva
said this is a serious issue and
the agency should probe it
from the angle of sedition.

"I believe it’s a matter of
sedition. Was it that the infor-
mation of the Feedback Unit
was being shared with any for-
eign power. The agency should
also probe if the FBU was get-
ting funds from foreign coun-
tries," he said.

Sachdeva said some peo-
ple with affiliation to the rul-
ing AAP like the special advi-
sor to the chief minister were
in the FBU which raised sus-

picion over its motive, he said.
"We believe not only Manish
Sisodia and some officers but
Kejriwal also played a key role
in functioning of the FBU and
the agency should also book
and arrest him," Sachdeva said.

Leader of Opposition in
Delhi Assembly, Ramvir Singh
Bidhuri demanded that
Kejriwal should also be booked
in the snooping case.  The mas-
termind of this idea of snoop-
ing was Kejriwal.  The cabinet
cannot approve any proposal
without the consent of the
chief minister.  How Kejriwal
was also to go scot-free in this
case.  “The investigating agency
must probe the role the
Kejriwal in this case”, he said.

Delhi Congress vice pres-
ident Jai Kishan said his party
had been raising this issue for
the past six months.

There should be a thor-
ough investigation into the
Feedback Unit case as people
should know what exactly hap-
pened when it was functioning,
he said.  "We think UAPA
should be slapped in this case
because it is a matter of inter-
nal security. A state govern-
ment cannot simply have such

a snooping unit and it is rather
a prerogative of the central gov-
ernment," he said.
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Delhi Chief Minister Arvind
Kejriwal Thursday alleged

that Prime Minister Narendra
Modi plans to "slap several false
cases" against AAP leader
Manish Sisodia to keep him in
jail for a long time. 

His comments came after
the CBI registered an FIR
against Sisodia and others in
connection with the Delhi
Government’s Feedback Unit
(FBU) which has been accused
of doing political snooping.
"PM’s plan is to slap several
false cases against Manish and
keep him in custody for a long
period. Sad for the country!"
Kejriwal said in a tweet.
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Delhi Mayor Shelly Oberoi
on Thursday raised doubts

over the death of two siblings
in Vasant Kunj allegedly in the
stray dog attacks, saying only a
post-mortem will clarify
"whether they were murdered
or attacked by dogs."  Speaking
at a press conference, Oberoi
listed several "loopholes" in
the investigation conducted by
the BJP-led MCD in the deaths
attributed to stray animal-
attack in the last 15 years.

"Two children died in
Vasant Kunj. It is still not clear
whether they were murdered or
killed in the attack by stray
dogs. The post mortem report
is still not out. We are still wait-
ing for the report," she said.

Over the last three days,
the mayor has held several
meetings with MCD officials
and various NGOs associated
with the civic body to discuss
the menace of stray animals.

"We have come to know
that in the last 15 years, the
issue was not tackled properly.
There were several loopholes.
There are 20 sterilisation cen-

tres at present, out of which
only 16 are active. The proce-
dures are also questionable.
Moreover, several NGOs are
associated with BJP. There was
no proper infrastructure," she
said.

Oberoi held an emer-
gency meeting on Tuesday,
during which she took account
of the prevailing situation and
heard the concerns of the
department, her office said in
a statement.   Oberoi in the
meeting instructed officials to
prepare an action plan within
a week to control the menace
of stray dogs, it said. 

The minor brothers were
found dead over a span of two
days in southwest Delhi’s
Vasant Kunj area.   Seven-year-
old Anand and five-year-old
Aditya, his brother, lived with
their parents in a slum cluster
in Sindhi Basti. Anand had
reportedly gone missing on
March 10. 
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The Draft Master Plan for
Delhi-2041 is likely to be

notified by the end of March.
The Delhi Development
Authority (DDA) had earlier
this month approved the draft
master plan with Lt Governor
VK Saxena highlighting its
thrust for inclusive develop-
ment, sustainability and inno-
vative interventions such as
transit-oriented development
hubs, land pooling, heritage
and Yamuna rejuvenation, and
regeneration of the city.

"The DDA has already
approved the draft Master Plan
and we are in the process of
sending it to the Ministry of
Housing and Urban Affairs. We
are hopeful that the ministry
will approve it by the end of this
month or by early April, fol-
lowing which it will be noti-

fied," said an official.
The first master plan was

promulgated in 1962 under
the Delhi Development Act,
1957. These plans are pre-
pared for 20 years’ perspective
periods and provide a holistic
framework for planned devel-
opment of the city.

The draft Master Plan of
Delhi - 2041 is a "strategic" and
"enabling" framework to guide
future growth of the city, built
upon the lessons learnt from
the implementation of the pre-
vious plans and based on learn-
ing from across the country
with respect to implementation
of various projects and
schemes.
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Residents of the structurally
damaged Signature View

Apartments have been offered
three options -- buyback, rent
for the time period till the flats
are reconstructed or apart-
ments at other locations -- by
the Delhi Development
Authority (DDA). A meeting
was also held between DDA
officials and the residents on
Thursday with the latter raising
some queries on the options
offered by the DDA.

Lieutenant Governor V K
Saxena, who is also the chair-
man of the Delhi Development
Authority, had ordered the
body to redevelop the apart-
ments in Delhi’s Mukherjee
Nagar and proactively support
the thousands of residents fac-
ing "grave danger to life and
property". As part of the reha-
bilitation plan, three options
have been given to the resi-
dents, said a senior DDA offi-

cial.
"We have offered three

options to the residents -- one
is that we buy back the flats at
current rates, second is that we
reconstruct the flats and offer
them rental for the period
during which the construc-
tion is happening and the third
is that we offer them DDA flats
at other locations," he added.

When asked whether any
deadline has been given to the
residents, the official said they
have asked to choose the option
quickly since the building is

dangerous.  "After they choose,
the MCD will also be involved,"
he said.

Explaining the three
options, he said the DDA has
flats that are available to be
swapped. As for the rental
option, the DDA has done a
market analysis of rents in
Mukherjee Nagar and adjoin-
ing areas. "If they take the offer
of reconstruction, we will
reconstruct them as per current
norms," he added.

Constructed in 2007-2009,
the complex comprises 336
HIG/MIG flats.

Shortly after, however, the
flats started facing construc-
tion-related issues, forcing the
residents to complain to the
DDA. A 2021-2022 study con-
ducted by IIT-Delhi at the
behest of DDA found the build-
ing to be structurally unsafe.
The study also made a recom-
mendation to "vacate and dis-
mantle" the complex, the offi-
cial said.
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With the aim to turn the
Capital into a ‘City of

Flowers’, Delhi Lieutenant-
Governor (L-G) VK Saxena
directed officials to come up
with a detailed action plan
within the next 15 days. Saxena
asked officials to ensure that
Delhi is adorned with flowering
plants throughout the year and
told the New Delhi Municipal
Council (NDMC) to plant five
lakh tulips, sourced from
Jammu and Kashmir or
Himachal Pradesh, in the next
season. He also ordered plan-
tation of flowering plants all
across the 57-km-long embank-
ment of the Najafgarh and
Shahdara drains among others.

He reviewed the planning
and preparedness of horticul-
ture divisions of various

departments and agencies. The
meeting was attended by the
Chief Secretary, Chairman
NDMC, Vice-Chairman DDA,
Commissioner MCD and
Engineer-in-Chief, PWD and
their horticulture heads.

These civic agencies and
departments own Delhi’s parks,
green stretches and roads, and
undertake and execute most of
the Capital’s horticultural activ-
ities, an official said.

Saxena discussed the
sourcing of tulips with J&K,
Ladakh and Himachal Pradesh
administrations and asked
NDMC to source it from there
rather than sourcing them
from abroad. "Apart from
encouraging and boosting
indigenous suppliers, it will also
ensure cost cutting in pro-
curement," the official said.

Saxena also asked MCD,

DDA and NDMC who own and
operate nurseries to try and
achieve temperatures between
10-12 degree centigrade, in
their set ups, so that tulip bulbs
could be nurtured in Delhi
itself. He also asked them to
explore the possibility of sourc-
ing and planting daffodils in the

forthcoming season.
The L-G was told that

15,226 parks owned by the
MCD spread over 5,172 acres
were all being readied for self-
sustaining horticultural activi-
ties. The PWD was instructed
to undertake similar activities
on the central verges and side-

walks of 540 kms of roads. The
DDA was similarly asked to
undertake various horticultur-
al activities, over 719 parks
spread over 10,385 acres, bio-
diversity parks spread over 2123
acres and the Yamuna flood-
plains spread over 3527.60 acres
owned by it.
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Delhi Police’s Crime Branch
has arrested three men

including one who imperson-
ated a DSP to dupe lakhs from
unsuspecting people promising
them a job in a ‘Department of
Criminal Intelligence’ – a made
up name – under the Ministry
of Home Affairs.  Ashish
Chaudhary, 27, created a fake
government website in the
name of ‘Department of
Criminal Intelligence’, or DCI,
while his associates, Govind
Kaushik, 33, and Amit Kumar,
34, helped him set up a fake
training centre at Jaffarpur
Kalan village, police said.

They recruited several
youths for the post of consta-
ble, office assistant, clerk etc
and collected around Rs 5 lakh
each from them, police said.

Chaudhary posed as a
Deputy Superintendent of
Police, Kumar posed as a Sub-
Inspector of DCI, and Kaushik
posed as their subordinate.
They had been running the
racket since 2021 and took the
premises on rent in 2022.

According to police, they
also promised their victims an
assured promotion if they paid
extra, and posting in Delhi for
a little bit more.

Chaudhary told the
‘recruits’ that they would be
undergoing a secret training to
become undercover agents. He
made them believe that if they
disclosed this fact to anyone,
they would lose their jobs.  He
portrayed himself as a top
undercover agent of the central
government, and told his vic-
tims he had been delegated the
recruitment task by senior IPS
officers and officials of the
MHA. Fake call letters were
issued by him and fake identi-
ty cards were prepared.

Special Commissioner of
Police (Crime Cell) Ravindra
Singh Yadav said that
Chaudhary’s premises were
raided on the basis of a tip-off.

Eleven people in all, including
one woman, were found train-
ing at the centre while
Chaudhary was delivering lec-
tures to them at the time of the
raid, he said.

When he was asked about
his credentials, Chaudhary said
he was a DSP of the
Department of Criminal
Intelligence under the MHA,
Yadav said.  "During interro-
gation, he broke down and
divulged that he is not even a
matriculate but a conman run-
ning the fake employment
racket. He cheated several can-
didates for the post of consta-
ble, office assistant and clerk

after collecting around Rs 5
lakh from each candidate," he
added.

Kaushik and Kumar were
also later arrested for helping
Chaudhary in setting up a fake
training centre and running the
fake employment racket by
bringing fresh recruits, police
said.

"The candidates were told
after three months that since all
vacancies were filled at North
Block, they will have to work at
the same place for the next five
years. The candidates were
kept under strict discipline
and protocol and always kept
busy in miscellaneous activities.
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A26-year-old woman was
severely injured after her

father-in-law repeatedly hit her
on her head with a brick in
Northwest Delhi’s Prem Nagar
during an argument over get-
ting a job. According to police,
the woman wanted to work but
her in-laws opposed it. 

A video of the incident that
took place on Wednesday went
viral on social media. After a
video of a man hitting a woman
with a brick in the national cap-
ital went viral, the National
Commission of Women
(NCW) on Thursday sought

swift action from Delhi police
to arrest the accused in the
matter. 

In the video, the woman
and her father-in-law are seen
arguing. He threatens her with
a brick. When the woman tries
to leave, he hits her on the head
twice.  The video shows Kajal
walking in a lane in Delhi’s
Prem Nagar when her father-
in-law approaches with a brick
in his hands. He is seen con-
fronting the woman and when
she tries to leave, he repeated-
ly hits her in the head with the
brick.  Kajal tries to escape, but
the man chases her with the
brick, the video shows.
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The Indian Council of
Medical Research (ICMR)

on Thursday approved a novel
RT-qPCR test kit by Chennai-
based KRIYA Medical tech-
nologies that can detect
influenza (H1N1, H3N2,
Yamagata and Victoria sublin-
eages), Covid-19, and respira-
tory syncytial virus (RSV).

The approval of the kit
marketed as KRIVIDA Trivus
comes amid a significant rise in
these viruses. The three
pathogens have similar initial
symptoms but differ in how the
illness progresses, how easily
they spread, and how they are
treated. Latest official statistics
reveal of the samples tested for
the week (March 5 - 11), 37 are
of H3N2, 10 of Victoria, eight
of Covid-19 and one of swine
flu.

The KRIVIDA Trivus
effectively distinguishes
influenza, SARS-CoV-2 and
respiratory syncytial virus,
within the shortest TAT (turn-
around time), — cycle time of
27 minutes, and the time taken
for the result to be read can

vary between 50-60 minutes.
This can enable an immediate
line of treatment, the company
said in a statement.

The kit can also be used in
all the available RT-PCR equip-
ment.

The ICMR evaluated the
kit at National Institute of
Virology, Pune, using 225
known positive samples and 85
negative samples. The overall
sensitivity of KRIVIDA Trivus
is 99.11 per cent and specifici-
ty is 100 per cent.

“Over the last several
weeks, we have seen an increase
in the number of H3N2 cases,
as well as a rise in the number

of Covid-19 infections in the
country. We need a test that can
clearly differentiate between
these infections and help doc-
tors create the right treatment
plan,” said Anu Moturi, CEO
and Founder, KRIYA Medical
Technologies, in a statement.

“Our product is designed
to detect presence or absence of
all three pathogens. 

The conventional RT-PCR
kits which detect just the pres-
ence or absence of SARS-CoV-
2 should be replaced by KRIV-
IDA Trivus,” added Dr.
Shanmuga Priya, Head of
Research and Development, at
the company.
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The CBI on Thursday
assured the Delhi High

Court it will not arrest Bihar
Deputy Chief Minister Tejashwi
Yadav this month, after which
he said will appear before the
probe agency on March 25 for
questioning in connection with
a case related to the alleged
land-for-jobs scam. Justice
Dinesh Kumar Sharma record-
ed the CBI counsel's statement
that the agency was not con-
templating to arrest Tejashwi
Yadav this month. Following
the assurance, senior advocate
Maninder Singh, representing
Tejashwi Yadav, submitted to
the court that the leader will
appear on March 25 before the
investigating officer at CBI
headquarters in Delhi at 10:30
am.

Noting the submissions of
both the sides, the high court
disposed of the petition in
which Tejashwi Yadav has
sought quashing of summons
issued to him by the CBI for

appearing before it in Delhi.
RJD supremo and former Bihar
Chief Minister Lalu Prasad
Yadav's son Tejashwi in his plea
said he has requested the inves-
tigating officer through multi-
ple letters to allow him some
time as the current Bihar
assembly session will conclude
on April 5.

Tejashwi Yadav's lawyer
said three summons have been
issued to him since February
and he has requested the
agency that till the budget ses-
sions is going on, either he be
allowed to appear in the CBI
office in Patna or if any infor-
mation or documents are
required from his side then he

shall provide the same through
his authorised representative in
New Delhi. He said one of the
co-accused was called for ques-
tioning to CBI's Delhi office but
was arrested.

“My apprehension is they
will do the same thing to me.
Their endeavour is that I come
here and they arrest me,” the
senior lawyer said on behalf of
Tejashwi Yadav, who holds
four portfolios in the Bihar
government. To this, CBI's
counsel D P Singh said the
House does not assemble on
Saturdays and Tejashwi Yadav
can appear before the agency
on any Saturday this month as
per his convenience.
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The Enforcement
Directorate (ED) on

Thursday rejected BRS leader
K Kavitha's plea to defer pro-
ceedings against her till the
Supreme Court ruling on her
petition seeking protection
from arrest and summons, as it
issued a fresh notice to her for
questioning on March 20 in the
money laundering case linked
to the excise policy case.

The Telangana MLC sent
an "authorised representative"
early on Thursday with a six-
page petition to the
Investigating Officer (IO) of the
case in Delhi stating she was
skipping the March 16 sum-
mons as it explicitly does not
require her to appear in person.

"I humbly beseech your
good self that the proceedings

before the Supreme Court
being sacred and sacrosanct,
the outcome thereof must be
awaited before any further pro-
ceedings take place with respect
to the subject summons,"
Kavitha said in her letter sent
to the ED.

"I once again request your
good self that you may please
defer the proceedings awaiting
appropriate order(s) or direc-
tion(s) by the Hon'ble Supreme
Court," she wrote.

The Supreme Court on
Wednesday agreed to hear on
March 24 the plea by Kavitha
seeking protection from arrest
and challenging the summons
issued against her by the ED in
this case.

Her plea was rejected in
view of the ongoing investiga-
tion which is at an important
phase including the require-
ment of her physical and doc-
ument-based confrontation
with other accused
arrested/involved in the case,
sources said.

Kavitha has been asked to
appear next week on March 20,
officials said.

The 44-year-old politician
was first questioned in this case
on March 11 and she spent
close to nine hours there, fol-
lowing which, she was asked to
depose again on March 16.
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Giving a boost to its Defence ties with
various countries, Indian Navy's P- 8

I long range maritime reconnaissance air-
craft arrived at Guam, USA on Tuesday to
participate in ‘Exercise Sea Dragon 23’, the
third edition of the coordinated multi-lat-
eral Anti submarine warfare(ASW) exer-
cise for Long Range Maritime reconnais-
sance aircraft, conducted by the US Navy.

Giving details of the drill, navy offi-
cials said here on Thursday the exercise
scheduled from March 15-30 would stress
on coordinated anti-submarine warfare
amongst the participating countries. 

The complexity and scope of these
exercises has increased steadily over the
past years to include advanced ASW
drills.

‘Exercise Sea Dragon 23’ will test the
capabilities of participating aircraft in
tracking simulated and live underwater tar-
gets, whilst also sharing mutual expertise.
The Exercise would witness representation

by an Indian Navy P8I, along with P8A of
the US Navy, P1 from the Japanese
Maritime Self Defence Force, CP 140 from
the Royal Canadian Air Force and P3C
from South Korean. The exercise aims to

achieve high levels of synergy and coor-
dination between the friendly navies,
which is based on their shared values and
commitment to an open, inclusive Indo-
Pacific.
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Both Houses of Parliament
continued to witness dis-

ruptions on Thursday over
Rahul Gandhi’s `democracy in
peril’ remarks, Adani Group
matter and other issues. Amid
ruckus in the Lok Sabha and the
Rajya Sabha, the proceedings
were adjourned for the day.

The Opposition leaders also
formed a human chain in the
Parliament House premises
demanding a probe by a joint
parliamentary committee into
alleged irregularities in the Adani
Group. Carrying placards and

raising slogans, opposition law-
makers, including Congress
president Mallikarjun Kharge,
DMK leader T R Baalu,
Samajwadi Party leader Ram
Gopal Yadav, National
Conference patron Farooq
Abdullah, Shiv Sena (Thackeray
faction) leaders Priyanka
Chaturvedi and Arvind Sawant,
also protested against what they

called the BJP government's
"diversionary tactics". In the
Lok Sabha, TMC MPs were in
the well wearing black scarves
over their mouths. Congress,
DMK and other opposition par-
ties were demanding a Joint
Parliamentary Committee probe
into the Adani Group matter
while treasury bench members
were demanding Rahul Gandhi’s

apology for his remarks on
democracy in London. Speaker
Om Birla repeatedly asked for
order in the House but ruckus
continued leading to adjourn-
ment for the day.

In the Rajya Sabha, similar
scenes were witnessed where too
TMC MPs were in the well
wearing black scarves over their
mouths alleging that opposition

members are not allowed to
speak. Deputy Chairman
Harivansh asked the protesting
members to go back to their
seats and let the House function.
Amid pandemonium, the House
was adjourned for the day.
However in an unprecedented
observation, the opposition
members started sloganeering
even before the House began for
the day and Chairman Jagdeep
Dhankar walked in just to
adjourn till post lunch.     

TMC which has been avoid-
ing participating with Congress
led Oppsotion protests accused
the government of orchestrating
disruptions in both Houses of
Parliament in a bid to sidestep
questions raised by the opposi-
tion parties on a slew of issues
and avoid accountability. On
Thursday, for the first time, the
party named the Adani Group in
reference to the risk exposure of
LIC and SBI, an issue it has been
raising for quite some time now.
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Even as various surveys have
shown that in India one in

four people living with HIV do
not know their HIV status, the
Government is yet to make
HIV self Test (HIVST) as part
of the HIV healthcare system
as recommended by the World
Health Organisation (WHO).

“Almost half of the coun-
tries (98) have included HIVST
policies, and one-fourth
nations globally (52) are rou-
tinely implementing it. Self-
tests for Covid-19, pregnancy,
diabetes, etc have not only
proven successful in increasing
the uptake of tests but also how
it links to care services,” said Dr
Ishwar Gilada, President of
14th National Conference of
AIDS Society of India (ASI-
CON) and AIDS Society of
India (ASI).

He said, “there is no reason
at all to delay full scale rollout
of HIV self-testing in India as
well as other countries which

are missing leveraging upon
this evidence-based interven-
tion.”

Gilda asserted that the self
tests become all the more
important as the Covid-19
pandemic had  negatively
impacted the pace of HIV test-
ing. “We need to ensure that
100% of people living with HIV
know their status so that they
can receive full cascade of HIV
care services and stay virally
suppressed (undetectable viral
load) – which is essential for
them to live full healthy lives –
as well as to end AIDS as unde-

tectable equals untransmit-
table,” he stressed.

In 2019, the WHO had
recommended HIV self-testing
as part of HIV care cascade,
viewing it as an important
approach to address gaps in
HIV diagnoses, especially
among key populations. A
study in India that followed
WHO recommendations,
found that HIVST is highly
acceptable to key populations
(KPs) like migrants and
trangenders/truck drivers
though awareness about it was
limited.

The study favored focus on
integrating counseling and
linkage to care for those avail-
ing HIVST as well as creating
awareness and education, par-
ticularly emphasizing that
HIVST is a screening test.

Gilda further added that
since most nations could not
meet 2020 AIDS targets, now
the eyes are set on 2030 goal
post of 95-95-95 targets (95%
of people living with HIV to
know their status, 95% of them
should be on ART, and 95% of
these be virally suppressed).
HIV self-test is one of the key
cog-in-the-wheel to “reaching
out to the last mile” for first-95
target.

In India, as on March 2022,
77% of people living with HIV
knew their status, 84% of them
were on antiretroviral therapy,
and 85% of them had viral sup-
pression. This translates into
55% of total people living with
HIV in India being virally sup-
pressed in 2021-22 against the
target of getting 86% of them
virally suppressed by 2025-26.
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In a move that would ensure
jobs to the rural youth and

women in the country while at
the same time equip the Ayush
sector with skilled personnel,
Union Ministries of Ayush and
Rural Development have come
together to ink a pact under the
central flagship Deen Dayal
U p a d h y a y a - G r a m e e n
Kaushalya Yojana (DDU-
KGY).

As part of the pact, both
the ministries will collaborate
in developing skilled personnel
for Ayush healthcare and man-
agement sectors.

“The training imparted
will be benchmarked to glob-
al standards to enable growth
of skilled human resources in
such sectors to serve both
national and international
demands,” Union Ayush
Minister Sarbananda Sonowal
said at the event.

DDU-GKY is the flagship
program of the Ministry of
Rural Development.

As a part of the National
Rural Livelihood Mission
(NRLM), DDU-GKY aims to
transform rural poor youth
into economically indepen-
dent and globally relevant
workforce. 

The MoU was signed by Dr
Manoj Nesari, Advisor,
Ministry of Ayush and Karma
Zimpa Bhutia, Joint Secretary,
Rural Skills, Ministry of Rural
Development in the presence of
Sonowal and Union Rural
Development and Panchayati
Raj minister Giriraj Singh.

“Training will be provid-
ed in collaboration with the
Ayush ministry in courses --
Panchakarma technician,
Panchakarma assistant ,
Ayurvedic masseur, Kshara
Karma technician, cupping
therapy assistant on a pilot
basis,” said the statement
here.
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The mainstream Opposition
parties of Jammu and

Kashmir led by Member
Parliament Dr Farooq
Abdullah of National
Conference (NCP) on
Thursday urged the Election
Commission of India (ECI) to
announce the Assembly elec-
tions immediately.

The joint delegation of
leaders through their memo-
randum, also signed by the
Congress national president
Mallikarjun Kharge, CPI (M)
General Secretary Sitaram
Yechury, NCP chief Sharad
Pawar, Prof Manoj Kumar Jha,
RJD MP, Ram Gopal Yadav,
Samajwadi Party MP, TR Ballu
DMK MP and other senior
leaders of national parties,
requested the election body to
immediately notify the election
schedule so that the democra-

tic rights of the people of are
restored. Before submitting the
memorandum the delegation
held a session with the oppo-
sition leaders at Constitution
Club in the National capital
where they discussed the cur-
rent situation of the State, as
well as the delay in holding
Assembly elections. 

According to the memo-
randum, State has been with-
out a legislative assembly and
an elected Government for the
past five years now. “In defiance
of the letter and spirit of the
Constitution, an unrepresen-
tative and unaccountable
bureaucracy is allowed to run

the government to the general
public’s discomfort and incon-
venience,” it said.

It stated that panchayat
elections and other elections
could not be used to replace
state elections and that the
Government, as well as the
ECI, could not postpone elec-
tions on that basis. “Had this
been the case, there would be
no need for the ECI to conduct
assembly elections in states
with due schedule and punc-
tuality, as evidenced by the
recently held assembly elections
in Meghalaya, Tripura, and
Nagaland, as well as the elec-
tions scheduled to be held in
Karnataka.”It went on to say
that “in each case, the argu-
ment could have been that
because PRIs were in place,
there was no need to hold
assembly elections.” “The
Home Minister and other func-
tionaries of Central

Government have stated on
numerous occasions that the
government is ready to facili-
tate the conduct of assembly
elections, with the Election
Commission of India making
the final call.”

It stated that the Election
Commission of India has a
constitutional obligation to
hold assembly elections in
Jammu and Kashmir and any
delay or denial of assembly
elections would amount to a
violation of the people’s fun-
damental and democratic
rights as well as a breach of
constitutional obligations.

“We reiterate, however, that
the Assembly election would be
the first and most important
step towards restoring all con-
stitutional rights guaranteed
in the Indian constitution and
fulfilling the political aspira-
tions of the people of Jammu
and Kashmir,” it said.
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The Samajwadi Party expects
to continue its friendship

with Mamata Banerjee’s
Trinamool Congress well
beyond 2024, senior SP leader
Kiranmoy Nanda has said.

Making the remarks a day
ahead of his party chief
Akhilesh Yadav’s visit to
Kolkata where he is likely to
meet Bengal Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee, the SP leader
said, “Fighting against the kind
of politics that BJP represents,
SP and TMC has a common
goal to oust the BJP which is
our main enemy … this makes
us a natural ally … I think both
the parties (SP and TMC) will
continue to enjoy the friendly
relationship even beyond 2024.”

Yadav is coming to Kolkata
on Friday to attend the SP’s
two-day-long national execu-
tive from March 18 where it
would discuss policies and
strategies for assembly elections

in Rajasthan, Chhatisgarh and
Madhya Pradesh later this year
and the Lok Sabha poll in
2024.

During his two-day stay in
Kolkata Yadav is likely to meet
Banerjee at her Kalighat resi-
dence sometime on Friday
evening, sources said. Dwelling
on the likely fallout of
Banerjee’s meeting with Yadav
the Nanda — who had also
been a minister in the
Buddhadeb Bhattacharya
Cabinet as the sole representa-
tive of SP in the erstwhile Left

Front Government — said
“tomorrow’s meeting between
Mamata ji and Akhilesh ji is
going to be significant in more
ways than one.” After Friday’s
meeting the SP would be in a
position to portend its future
course of action vis a vis the
TMC, Nanda said. “I hope the
meeting will be quite fruitful as
both leaders have high regards
for each other,” he said.

As for the SP’s allegedly
indifferent chemistry with the
Congress Party, Nanda said
that things would depend upon

the future course of national
politics and how it evolved. 

“As for the Congress things
will depend upon the situation
… but the general policy
should be if you want to fight
the BJP as a common enemy
then you will have to evolve a
common strategy and allow the
strongest party in a particular
region to take them (BJP) on.”
Incidentally the Bengal Chief
Minister — who has often
been accused of trying to weak-
en the Congress in States like
Goa, Meghalaya and Tripura —
too had been of the view that
the strongest party in a region
should be allowed to lead the
fight against the BJP in that
region.

Meanwhile, in a parallel
development Bengal
Opposition Leader Suvendu
Adhikari on Friday launched
fresh attack on Mamata
Banerjee and Trinamool
Congress for spoiling dreams of
crores of young people of State.
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Reserving for judgment after
nine days of arguments in

Shiv Sena split case, the
Supreme Court wondered on
Thursday as to how it can
reinstate the Uddhav
Thackeray Government in
Maharashtra when the Chief
Minister had put in his papers
even before facing the floor test,
ordered by the Governor. 

The Thackeray faction
made vehement submissions
urging it to turn back the clock
and restore the “status quo
ante” (previously existing state
of affairs) as it had done in 2016
when it reinstalled Nabam Tuki

as the Chief Minister of
Arunachal Pradesh.      

Senior lawyer Kapil Sibal,
representing the Thackeray
bloc, urged a five-judge
Constitution Bench headed by
Chief Justice DY Chandrachud
to rescind Governor B S
Koshyari’s order for a floor test,
a day after the apex court
questioned his conduct in call-
ing for a trust vote merely on
the ground of differences
between Shiv Sena MLAs.   The
Bench took note of the sub-

missions of senior advocate
Abhishek Manu Singhvi, also
appearing for Uddhav
Thackeray, and quipped “So,
according to you, we do what?
Reinstate you? But you
resigned. That’s like the court
being asked to reinstate a
Government which has
resigned before the floor test.” 

The Bench, also compris-
ing Justice MR Shah, Krishna
Murari, Hima Kohli and PS
Narasimha, which reserved its
verdict on cross petitions filed

by Thackeray and Maharashtra
Chief Minister Eknath Shinde
factions, asked Singhvi, “How
can the court reinstate the
chief minister, who did not
even face the floor test.” 

The top court heard the
arguments advanced by the
two sides and the Governor,
who was represented by
Solicitor General Tushar
Mehta, over nine working days.
While a battery of eminent
lawyers including Sibal,
Singhvi, Davadutt Kamat and
Amit Anand Tiwari appeared
for the Thackeray group, senior
advocates N K Kaul, Mahesh
Jethmalani and Maninder
Singh represented the Shinde
faction. 

During the day-long hear-
ing, Singhvi referred to the
sequence of events before the
Thackeray Government
resigned and said, “My resig-
nation is irrelevant. Your lord-
ships are not reinstating anyone
but restoring the status quo
ante.” He referred to the 2016
Nabam Rebia judgment by
which the top court had turned

the political clock back in
Arunachal Pradesh by rein-
stalling Tuki as the Chief
Minister of the State and
unseated the BJP supported
Kalikho Pul Government. 

Singhvi said, “The resig-
nation of the ex-CM on June
29, 2022 would be irrelevant…
as once the illegal act of the
Governor is allowed to be
implemented, the result of the
trust vote was a known and
foregone conclusion, and fac-
tually there was no need for the
ex-CM to subject himself to it.” 

He argued that the crux of
the issue raised by Thackeray
remains that the direction to
hold the trust vote was an
“illegal act” because the gover-
nor did so by recognising a fac-
tion of 34 legislators. 

The CJI told Singhvi, “No,
but status quo ante would have
been a logical thing to do pro-
vided that you had lost the trust
vote on the floor of the house.
Because, then clearly you have
been ousted from power based
on the trust vote, which could
be set aside. 
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Maharashtra’s Deputy Chief
Minister Devendra

Fadnavis sought to come clean
on Thursday, as the Opposition
questioned him over his wife
Amruta’s sensational allega-
tion that a  bookie’s daughter
threatened her, conspired
against her, and tried to bribe
her of Rs 1 crore and “black-
mail” her to get the latter’s
father off the hook in a police
case. On a day when the police
acted on Amruta’s complaint
and arrested the accused book-
ie Anil Jaisinghani’s daughter
Aniksha Jaisinghani, a “design-
er”, and two others from the

business township of
Ulhasnagar in neighbouring
Thane district, the leader of the
Opposition Ajit Pawar raised
the issue in the State Assembly
and wanted to know as to how
the wife of Fadnavis, who holds
the State Home portfolio, “can
be targeted like this”.
Maharashtra Pradesh Congress
Committee president Nana
Patole demanded to know “if
the state home minister is not
safe, how will the people of the
state be safe?”.

In a related development, a
visiting police team from
Mumbai raided the house of
bookie Jaisinghani’s house at
Ulhasnagar where Anishka and
brother Akshan were present.
Following the raid and ques-
tioning, the police took Anisha,

Akshan and another relative
into custody. The bookie Anil
Jaisinghani — who had in the
past been arrested thrice in bet-
ting case and against whom 17
cases ( including the one under
Prevention of Money
Laundering Act) are registered
– is currently absconding.

Meanwhile, Fadnavis –
making a statement in the
State Assembly on Thursday –
narrated the chain of events
leading to his Amruta lodging
a First Information Report
(FIR)  against Aniksha who
allegedly tried to bribe her
with Rs 1 crore to husband’s
“intervention” get the latter’s
father from a police case.

In the FIR, Amruta had
said that Aniksha had alleged-
ly offered to provide the former
information on some bookies
through which they could earn
money and then directly
offered Rs 1 crore as bribe to
get her (Anishka’s) father
released in a police case.
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More than 70 people and 80
pachyderms on average

die every year in human-ele-
phant conflict in Assam, state
Forest Minister Chandra
Mohan Patowary said on
Thursday.

The state government has
paid about Rs 8-9 crore in com-
pensation for damages caused
by the pachyderms, he said in
the assembly. Replying to a
question by Congress legislator
Rekibuddin Ahmed, Patowary

said increasing human occu-
pation of natural habitats of ele-
phants has forced the animals
to move out in search of food,
which leads to conflict with
man.

They also come into con-
flict with humans during their
natural migration process, he
said. “As a result, more than 70
people and 80 elephants are
killed on an average annually,
besides causing property dam-
age,” the minister said.The ele-
phant population in the state
currently is over 5,700, he

said.The minister said 1,330
elephants have died between
2001 and 2022, with the high-
est number of deaths reported
in 2013 when 107 pachyderms
died, followed by 97 in 2016
and 92 in 2014.

Among the various reasons
for the deaths, 509 died of nat-
ural causes, 261 succumbed to
unknown reasons, 202 were
electrocuted, 102 died in train
accidents, 65 due to poisoning,
40 were poached and 18 after
being hit by lightning.

Sharing information on
the river dolphin, which was
declared the state water animal
in 2008, Patowary said there
were 537 river dolphins in the
state in 2020, according to the
latest available data.

Altogether 80 river dol-
phins have died between 2008
and 2023, with 60 killed after
being trapped in fishing nets.

The minister also informed
the House that the total forest
land in the state is 26,836 sq
km, or 34.21 per cent of the
state’s total area, as per Forest
Survey of India’s 2021 report.

A total of 14,373.913
hectares of encroached forest
land has been cleared so far, he
added. 
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The Kerala Assembly on
Thursday witnessed

uproarious scenes as the
Opposition Congress-led UDF
demanded immediate action
against the marshals and ruling
LDF legislators who had
allegedly attacked their MLAs
in the House complex, follow-
ing which Speaker A N
Shamseer hurriedly adjourned
the session for the day.

As soon as the Question
Hour began, the opposition
members started raising slo-
gans demanding justice from
the Speaker and sought action
over the scuffle that broke out
outside his office on
Wednesday. Leader of

Opposition in the Assembly V
D Satheesan made it clear that
the opposition would cooper-
ate with House proceedings
only if action is taken against
those who allegedly assaulted
their members including
women MLAs.

“We tried to stage a sit-in
in front of the Speaker’s office
yesterday as our right to present
issues under Rule 50 had been
continuously denied on flimsy
grounds. But, the watch-and
ward staff deliberately created
issues there,” he said.

Urging the Speaker to pro-
tect the opposition’s right to
raise pressing issues of people
under Rule 50 during the Zero
Hour, the LoP particularly
demanded action against the

deputy chief marshal and two
ruling front MLAs who had
assaulted the UDF legislators.
The Speaker, however, request-
ed both the ruling and oppo-
sition fronts to keep themselves
away from arguments for the
smooth functioning of the
House.

“The incidents that hap-
pened before my chamber yes-
terday were just unfortunate
and unprecedented in the his-
tory of the Assembly... It should
not have happened,” he said.

He also told the opposition
members that he had not taken
any stern action even after
they had placed a banner
before podium, blocking his
view in House, and some of
their members had shot visu-

als of protests on their mobile
phones in the previous days.

Though the Speaker
assured a detailed ruling on the
scuffle later, the opposition
front was not ready to cooper-
ate with the proceedings and
trooped to the well of the
House with placards and slo-
ganeering.

As the noisy scenes con-
tinued, Shamseer suspended
the Question Hour, took up
other businesses in haste and
adjourned the House for the
day. As the House was
adjourned early, the adjourn-
ment motion, listed for this
morning by UDF legislator K
K Rema on the incident, could
not be taken up. Later,
Satheesan told reporters out-

side the House: “How could the
opposition cooperate with the
proceedings when a ruling
MLA who had brutally
thrashed their women legisla-
tors was present in the same
House?”

He charged that the deputy
chief marshal, who claimed to
have been injured in the scuf-
fle, had behaved like a “CPI(M)
goon”. Coming down heavily
on the Chief Minister, he
alleged that it was Pinarayi
Vijayan who took an adamant
stand that the issues that put
the government on the defen-
sive could not be raised as
adjournment motion in the
House. “The CM is scared of
the opposition and its adjourn-
ment motions,” he charged.
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New Delhi: As a mark of
respect to late General Bipin
Rawat, the first Chief of
Defence Staff (CDS), the Indian
Navy has announced two
awards in his memory.  The
Navy made the announcement
on the eve of the late General’s

65th birth anniversary on
Thursday. The first trophy
would be Gen Bipin Rawat
rolling trophy for the ‘Women
Agniveer Trainee standing first
in overall order of merit’. Indian
Navy spokesperson
Commander Vivek Madhwal

said the trophy for the current
year will be presented by Navy
chief Admiral R Hari Kumar
during the ‘Passing Out Parade’
of the first batch of Navy
Agniveers on March 28 at the
Navy’s premier sailors training
centre INS Chilka. PNS
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Digital marketing
has revolutioni-
zed the way
businesses oper-
ate in India.

With over 700 million inter-
net users, India is one of the
largest digital markets in the
world, making it an exciting
space for businesses to
expand their reach and attract
new customers. In 2023, dig-
ital marketing is continuing to
shape the Indian business
landscape in exciting ways.
The Indian digital marketing
market reached a value of
nearly USD 4.5 billion in
2022. The market is further
expected to grow at a CAGR
of 32.1% between 2023 and
2028 to reach a value of
around USD 24.1 billion by
2028.

One of the most signifi-
cant ways digital marketing is
impacting Indian businesses
is by democratizing access to
markets. In the past, only
large corporations could
afford to reach a broad audi-
ence through traditional
media like TV and print ads.
Now, even small businesses
can compete in the same
space through online adver-
tising channels like social
media and search engines.

This has opened up new
opportunities for entrepre-
neurs and small business
owners to reach customers
they would never have been
able to access before. “My
experience in the industry has
taught me that in today’s dig-
itally-driven fast-paced world,
it is essential to stay on top of
emerging trends and tech-
nologies to remain competi-
tive. We can put our knowl-
edge and expertise to bring
innovation to the table which
will not only be good for the
company, industry but the
country as a whole” says
Ashish Satish Naik, senior
business director IcubesWire.
He was earlier director of
businesses at OLX India and
has also worked with Times
Internet and Network 18.

Another way digital mar-

keting is shaping Indian busi-
nesses is through the use of
data-driven marketing strate-
gies. With the rise of big data
and analytics, businesses can
now gain insights into cus-
tomer behaviour, preferences,
and demographics. This
allows them to create target-
ed campaigns that are tailored
to specific audiences. Apart
from this video has emerged
as a powerful tool of digital
marketing. “It is economical,
effective and can be employed
across the platforms. I think
now the revenue growth
would come from providing
clients with innovative and
effective digital solutions. The
video is an emerging vertical
which holds a lot of promise
in years to come and we are
all geared up for it.” Says,
Ankit Sethi, business director,
iCubesWire, the company
that was founded in 2010, is
amongst the leading Digital
Marketing Agencies in India,.
It has been consistently
investing in R&D and busi-
ness expansion. Moreover,
with an aim to amplify the
growth of digital startups it
has earmarked $3 million
into its ‘Digital Innovation
Fund’.

One of the most exciting

developments in digital mar-
keting in India is the rise of
social commerce. With over
400 million social media
users in the country, social
media platforms like
Instagram and Facebook have
become key channels for
businesses to sell products
directly to consumers. Social
commerce has the potential to
transform the way business-
es operate in India.The
growth of e-commerce in
India is another area where
digital marketing is playing a
significant role. Digital mar-
keting provides a range of
tools and techniques that
businesses can use to differ-
entiate themselves and drive
sales. 

This includes everything
from search engine optimiza-
tion (SEO) to social media
advertising to influencer mar-
keting. With its ability to
democratise access to mar-
kets, provide data-driven
insights, enable social com-
merce, support e-commerce
growth, and expand global
reach, digital marketing is
helping businesses of all sizes
and types to succeed in
today's digital age. 

(The writer is a business
consultant)
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of carbon emissions, only lip service is
going on. Nothing concrete is happening.

Jang Bahadur Singh | Jamshedpur
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Sir — In connection with the veteran
actor Satish Kaushik’s death, the owner
of the farmhouse, Vikas Balu’s second
wife, has leveled serious accusations
against her husband, claiming his role in
the death of the actor. She has also com-
plained to the police about the matter, fol-
lowing which the Delhi Police has initi-
ated an inquiry into the allegations.
Delhi Police, in a statement, revealed that
in actor Satish Kaushik’s death case, an

inquiry has been initiated into allegations
of foul play leveled by a woman. An
inspector-level officer from the South
West district has been asked to probe the
entire matter. 

The woman will be called by the
police to record her statement. High level
company during party time leads to dis-
astrous consequences, so we cannot rule
out a mysterious murder. The actor was
active on Holi Day, but death occurred
the next day, all of a sudden.

CKR Nathan | Ghaziabad
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Sir — This is in response to the news
report titled "India, a Hindu Rashtra: RSS"
(March 15). Even if it is regarded that
"Hindu Rashtra" is a "cultural concept,";
still needs to be asked, "Who has defined
the "cultural history of India"?" Or what
constitutes the culture of India? Is multi-
religious, multicultural India "Of the
Hindus, For the Hindus, By the Hindus'
'? What a mockery of not only the
Constitution of India, but also of its sec-
ular and heterogeneous identity! RSS
holds every democratic right to act as
"proud Hindus,"; but simply possesses no
right to impose their exclusionary beliefs
upon others or upon this multi-cultural
polity. It is high time the organisation stop
treating itself as the "guardian" or " final
authority" of diverse India and refrain
from uttering such distorted ideas about
this nation of all. 

Kajal Chatterje | Kolkata
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Sir — If this is not climate change, what
else is it that for the last 40 days, the
cyclone named Freddie is not only active
but has also hit the same place twice &
thrice . The latest victim of that cyclone
is Malawi in Africa. Where in the last two
days, so much havoc has been caused that
till now 250 people have been killed. It
will take time to calculate the loss of prop-
erty and infrastructure. Freddie first
developed as a disturbed area within the
monsoon trough on 4 February 2023.
While in the Australian Area Cyclone
Basin, the storm rapidly intensified and
became a Category 4 severe tropical
cyclone before moving into the southwest
Indian Ocean basin, where it further
intensified. Cyclone Freddy is the longest-
lived tropical cyclone on record. After
Australia, Madagascar, Mozambique and
Malawi, it is not known in which coastal
country the next attack of this cyclone is
going to happen? In spite of witnessing,
tolerating and continuously suffering
from climate change, we humans are not
taking any lesson from it. In the matter
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encouraging childlessness.
This means further encourag-
ing the depopulation of a soci-
ety. Without playing mischief
with nature, it is estimated that
in the course of a hundred
years, there may not be any
people left in Japan; its birth
rate is not keeping pace with
its death rate, although many
Japanese live well beyond a
hundred. But merely because
India has lately experienced an
increase in population does
not mean that such fecundity
is a permanent feature of any
civilization.

In this ongoing debate, the
Center has opposed any move
to accord legal sanction to
same sex marriages in India.
Decriminalization of Section
377 of the Indian Penal Code
does not automatically trans-
late into a fundamental right
for same sex couples to marry,
the Center’s counsel has said to
the Delhi High Court in an
affidavit. The Center has cited
the Supreme Court’s earlier
ruling, which has granted
same sex couples the freedom
to lead a dignified private life,
but allows them only the "basic
right to companionship so
long as such companionship is
consensual, free from the vice
of deceit, force, or coercion,
and does not result in the vio-
lation of fundamental rights of
others".

Around the world, a large
body of growing scientific and
sociological evidence points to
the fact that an intact, natural-
ly married family is best for the
upbringing of children, and
indeed indispensable. Only a
biological family can ensure
that children have access to the
time and money of two adults,
the mother and father. And
only a proper family can pro-
vide a system of checks and
balances that makes quality
parenting possible. The indis-
pensability of the biological
connection to the child that
both parents can provide
increases the likelihood that
the parents will identify with
the child and be willing to sac-
rifice for that child.
Homosexual couples, on the
other hand, can only create a
situation where their supposed
children will have to miss
either a mother or father.

If same-sex civil marriage
becomes common, most
same-sex couples with chil-
dren would be lesbian couples.
This would mean that we
would have yet more children
being raised apart from their
fathers. Among other things,
it has been found that fathers
excel in reducing antisocial
behavior and delinquency in
boys and sexual activity in
girls.

Under the pretext of mod-

ernization, with new legislation
like legalizing homosexuality,
let us not jettison the natural
joy of producing and raising
children, then hoping they
would grow up and help take
care of their parents in the lat-
ter’s old age. This has been the
pattern for centuries, especial-
ly in Asian societies. A visit to
Europe would enable one to
meet many single parents as
well as their children. In the
bigger cities on the continent,
I have been to, I have been told
that only about 20 percent of
the people marry convention-
ally. The rest live together and
occasionally produce children.
In the event of a separation,
children normally go with the
mother. Several mothers in
Germany have said that their
children were irresponsible
and non-committal towards
society. I do not know how
homosexuals feel and therefore
will not comment on this.
The point is that we need to
think a lot more about various
aspects of life, collective as well
as individual, before legislating
on same-sex marriage. We
should not imitate the West,
since conditions in Asia are
very different.

(The writer is a well-known
columnist, an author and a

former member of the Rajya
Sabha. The views expressed

are personal)
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The author of this piece
has a far-flung exten-
ded family in Canada.
Years ago, their daugh-
ter ‘married’ a girl of

Chinese origin. They lived togeth-
er happily, and still continue to do
so. Although the Chinese partner
met a white man at work in her
office; they happened to get sex-
ually attracted and produce two
children who were brought up in
that same-sex home. Subse-
quently, the same mother met
another white man at work and
produced another child. So now,
the five of them stay together,
schooling et al included. Does
same-sex marriage, therefore,
make any sense?

Marriage is defined as a
union whereby men and women
are joined in a special kind of
social and legal dependence for
the purpose of founding and
maintaining a family. If it is
found that two members of the
same gender do not wish to
marry in the normal way, but
wish to be bound together for life,
for succession of property and
other rights, there may be anoth-
er law and another name for the
combination. This is necessary so
that there is no confusion regard-
ing marriage, which willy-nilly
implies founding a family with
children.

In Gujarat, there was an insti-
tution called "maîtree karar" (and
it probably still exists), which was
innovated by a distinguished
lawyer Mahendra Vyas. This was
meant to accommodate a second
lady, who would not be a wife, but
would be entitled to inheritance
rights. A number of couples in
Gujarat have found "maîtree
karar" useful; no one has confused
it with marriage. The children
born of such an arrangement are
considered legitimate in society,
although their position under the
law remains doubtful.

To highlight a fundamental
point, same-sex cohabitation has
not been envisaged by nature.
Most societies looked upon this
idea as a virtual crime. Imagine
a person using his kidneys to
digest food. The expression
‘unnatural’ is gentle, but it actu-
ally implies a crime against nature.
Beyond this belief, same-sex
combination is nothing short of
legitimizing, if not encouraging,
homosexuality and further
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The news that Iran and Saudi
Arabia have agreed to resume
their diplomatic ties sent many
into a tizzy. The sense of disbe-
lief was of course expected, as

Iran and Saudi Arabia have been fighting
in the Middle East region for greater
influence for many years now. Their proxy
wars, most notably in Yemen, have result-
ed in a tragic humanitarian crisis. Add to
it the role of the United States, which has
sanctioned and threatened Iran for years but
has maintained excellent ties with the
Saudis.

China, of course, is the one making the
headlines here, as it brokered the talks in
Beijing, and the pictures emerging from
there show China holding centre stage with
Iran and Saudi officials on either side. There
can hardly be a debate that this is China’s
big moment. They have stepped into a
region that until now was the domain of the
US, and it has proved that China can help
usher in peace where others have failed.
While the US has publicly welcomed this
deal, there can be little doubt about how dis-
quieting this would be for them. The US has
been trying to convince the Saudis to estab-
lish ties with Israel. Iran has been a peren-
nial headache for them, and this turn of
events doesn’t suit them at all. 

While reactions have poured in from
various corners of the world, some cautious
and some a little more euphoric, India is yet
to react. The silence then tells another story.
On the surface, there is renewed apprehen-

sion that China has yet again stolen
a march over others. Given the pre-
sent situation where India-China
ties are stressed and strained, this is
hardly a happy scenario for India.
But what also needs to be learned
from this entire episode is how India
seems to have missed a great oppor-
tunity to show its diplomatic finesse
on the global stage. India is one of
the few countries in the world
today that enjoys excellent relations
with both Iran and Saudi Arabia.
For that matter, in the last decade
or so, India’s ties with the Gulf
nations have seen an upward trend,
and that in itself has been a com-
mendable achievement. So with
some foresight, India could have
brokered this deal or maybe
attempted to do so.

The problem of late in India’s
foreign policy, however, seems to be
India’s obsession with Quad diplo-
macy. While there is no doubt that
Quad has emerged as one of the suc-
cessful groupings of late and is today
at the forefront as far as the Indo-
Pacific is concerned, it has also
resulted in a neglect of other regions
and areas of diplomacy. For India,
which is fast emerging as an influ-
ential voice on the world scene, this
China-brokered deal will be a mat-
ter of great concern. First, it gives
China a certain global positioning

as a doer. Two, it gives China space
and an advantage in the Middle East
region, and lastly, it helps China
nudge out the US in the Middle East
and claim that space for itself. 

India has been developing a
close relationship with the US for
many years, and today this is one of
the strongest partnerships India
shares globally. But India must not
let its entire vision of foreign affairs
get dominated by an American per-
spective. Talks between Iran and
Saudi Arabia have been going on for
a while now, and they also held talks
in Iraq and Oman. For India, this
was an opportunity worth exploit-
ing. But the recent attention on
Ukraine and the single-minded
focus on maybe playing a mediator
between Russia and Ukraine over-
shadowed other regions and con-
cerns. Even in the Ukraine conflict,
it is China that is increasingly being
seen as an important player, and the
growing Russia-China nexus is a
clear indication of that.

The success of this deal will
become clear in the coming weeks.
In the next two months, the two
countries are expected to take seve-
ral steps towards normalizing their
ties. After seven bitter years of hos-
tility, this truce could bring peace
and stability to the region and also
lend stability to the energy market.

As is expected, each actor in this
deal went in with their own inter-
ests. The Saudis under Mohammed
bin Salman (MBS) want to renew
their focus on economic develop-
ment.

It is also an indication of the
Saudis' desire to move away from
the overwhelming US influence
and form their own foreign policy.
Iran, whose economy has been
struggling under US sanctions and
regional isolation, sees in this an
opportunity to seek Chinese invest-
ment and reduce its US footprint in
the region. For China, this is its 
‘aha’ moment. They have displaced
the US from the region and stepped
in to fill a vacuum while the US is
busy in Ukraine and the Indo-
Pacific.

For India, this is a missed
opportunity and also a bit of a wake-
up call. India needs to build on its
own strengths and historical ties and
not get pulled into an essentially
Western world view. The Ukraine
conflict might be the US and
Europe’s top priority, but with India
enjoying excellent relations with
both Ukraine and Russia, it needs
to be looking at the rest of the world
too. 
(The authors is a Delhi-based jour-

nalist and foreign affairs analyst.
The views expressed are personal)
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Menopause hits women
when their bodies
experience a change

toward the cessation of men-
struation and ovulation. It
denotes a period when impor-
tant hormonal changes are
taking place in the body.
Menopause might affect one
woman differently than anoth-
er. This natural biological
process usually begins between
ages 45-55 and can bring with
it a host of uncomfortable
symptoms such as irregular
periods, vaginal dryness,
decreased fertility, hot flashes,
increased abdominal fat, loss
of breast fullness, sleep distur-
bances, thinning hair, irri-
tability, mood swings, and
poor focus and memory. 

Contrary to Western cul-
ture, Eastern traditions see
menopause as a period of

increased wisdom and intro-
spection. It is a normal stage
of life that should be cherished
and gratefully accepted. While
menopause can be challenging
for women on an emotional
and physical level, they can
manage the symptoms and
create the right balance in
their lives by embracing natur-
opathy and yoga. 
In comparison to convention-
al prescription medications,
naturopathy and natural reme-
dies take a completely differ-
ent approach. Instead of only
providing short-term relief,
naturopathy addresses the
cause of the symptoms and
lessens their intensity. The
equilibrium between the sex
hormones progesterone,
oestrogen, and testosterone is
restored via natural treatment.
One also avoids the addition-

al risk of adverse medication
and antidepressant side effects.

Changing one's lifestyle,
which includes eating healthy
food, doing yoga, getting rid of
environmental contaminants,
getting enough sleep, and
managing chronic stress, is a
crucial part of naturopathic
treatment. All of these modi-
fications also significantly and

proactively lower the risk of
various illnesses, particularly
those affecting the heart and
bones. Here are a few things
that can help:
Well-balanced Diet: Natural
medicine uses food as a treat-
ment. A well-balanced diet
rich in whole foods and nutri-
tional supplements can signif-
icantly reduce the cellular

effects of hormone imbalance.
Your daily diet must contain
the proper ratio of protein,
complex carbohydrates, and
healthy fats. At every meal,
consume a lot of fruits and
vegetables with green leaves.
Keep an eye on how much
sugar and carbohydrates are in
your diet. Examine your expo-
sure to toxins and chemicals
like toluene, which is present
in nail polish, and phthalates,
which are present in plastic, as
these can disrupt the enzymes
necessary for the creation of
oestrogen.

Many working women
who lead busy lives find it chal-
lenging to consistently con-
sume a balanced diet that
includes all the important
nutrients, which causes them
to deplete their bodies of the
B vitamin folate. The biologi-

cally active version of folate,
Metafolin, can be used as a
dietary supplement. The body
can metabolise and absorb
vitamin B more easily.

Herbal Remedies: A
range of herbal remedies is
suggested by naturopathy to
help stabilise the volatility in
hormone levels. Naturopathy
uses the extraordinary power
of plants and herbal medicines
to control and prevent meno-
pausal and perimenopausal
symptoms since it believes
that food is medicine. Herbs
and plants can support your
hormones, slow them down,
or adjust them to meet the spe-
cific needs of your body
because they share many mol-
ecular characteristics with
human hormones. Some of the
herbal medicines recommend-
ed by naturopathy include

Lady’s Mantle, Black cohosh,
Wild yam, Shatavari and
Ashwagandha, Chasteberry,
Ginseng, Red Clover and
John's Wort

Yoga: The age-old science
of yoga can be used to ease the
transition into menopause due
to its capacity to lower stress,
encourage a healthy lifestyle,
foster a happy outlook, and
regulate and balance the
endocrine and hormonal sys-
tems. A study on the relation-
ship between stress-induced
cortisol response and fat dis-
tribution in women found
that, in addition to the decline
in oestrogen levels, stress is
another factor that raises cor-
tisol levels, which is linked to
an increase in abdominal fat.
Fortunately, numerous studies
have shown that yoga can
improve the quality of life for

menopausal women by lower-
ing stress and alleviating symp-
toms like hot flashes, weight
gain, and insomnia.
Some yoga asanas that can be
helpful:
Adho Mukha Svanasana: The
pose enhances alertness by
increasing oxygen circulation
in the brain.
Baddha Konasana: It is a
stress-relieving, cooling asana
that can be beneficial if you're
experiencing hot flushes.
Naukasana: It is a core work-
out that works on the front and
side belly muscles and helps to
tone them.
Ananda Balasana: This asana
is good for relaxation and also
stretches the muscles in your
lower back and bottom.

(The writer is Chief Medical
Officer, Jindal Naturecure

Institute, Bangalore)
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New Jersey (AP): Bobby Caldwell, a soulful R&B
singer and songwriter who had a major hit in
1978 with “What You Won’t Do for Love” and
a voice and musical style adored by generations
of his fellow artists, has died, his wife said
Wednesday. 

Mary Caldwell told The Associated Press
that he died in her arms at their home in Great
Meadows, New Jersey, on Tuesday, after a long
illness.   He was 71.  The smooth soul jam “What
You Won’t Do for Love” went to No. 9 on the
Billboard Hot 100 and No. 6 on what was then
called the Hot Selling Soul Singles chart. It
became a long-term standard and career-defin-
ing hit for Caldwell, who also wrote the song. 

The song was covered by artists, including
Boyz II Men and Michael Bolton, and was sam-
pled by Tupac Shakur on his posthumously
released song “Do For Love.”  Other Caldwell
songs were sampled by hip-hop artists includ-
ing The Notorious B.I.G., Common, Lil Nas X
and Chance the Rapper.  Stories abound, many
of them shared on social media after his death,
of listeners being surprised to learn that
Caldwell was white and not Black. Caldwell
appeared only in silhouette on the self-titled
debut solo album on which “What You Won’t
Do for Love” appears.  “Caldwell was the clos-
ing chapter in a generation in which record execs
wanted to hide faces on album covers so per-
haps maybe their artist could have a chance,”
Questlove said on Instagram. 
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The Senate has confirmed
Indian-American flight test

engineer Ravi Chaudhary as
the Assistant Secretary of
Defence for the US Air Force,
one of the top civilian leader-
ship positions in the Pentagon.
The Senate on Wednesday
voted 65-29 to confirm the for-
mer Air Force officer’s nomi-
nation with more than a dozen
votes being cast by the opposi-
tion Republican Party.

Chaudhary previously
served as a Senior Executive at
the US Department of
Transportation where he was
Director of Advanced
Programs and Innovation,
Office of Commercial Space at
the Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA). He was
responsible for the execution of
advanced development and
research programmes in sup-
port of the FAA’s commercial
space transportation mission.
While at the transportation
department, he also served as
the executive director of the
regions and centre operations,

where he looked over the inte-
gration and support of aviation
operations in nine regions.

During his service in the
US Air Force from 1993 to
2015, Chaudhary completed a
variety of operational, engi-
neering, and senior staff assign-
ments.As a C-17 pilot, he con-
ducted global flight operations,
including numerous combat
missions in Afghanistan and
Iraq, as well as ground deploy-
ment as the director of the per-
sonnel recovery centre at multi-

national corps in Iraq.
As a flight test engineer, he

was responsible for flight cer-
tification of military avionics
and hardware for the force’s
modernisation programmes
supporting flight safety.

Earlier in his career, he
supported space launch oper-
ations for the global position-
ing system (GPS) and led third-
stage and flight safety activities
to ensure the full operational
capability of the first GPS con-
stellation. As a systems engi-

neer, Chaudhary supported
NASA’s International Space
Station protection activities to
ensure the safety of NASA
astronauts.  He also served as
a member of the President’s
Advisory Commission on
Asian Americans and Pacific
Islanders during the Obama
administration. In this role, he
advised the president on exec-
utive branch efforts to improve
veterans’ support for the AAPI
community.

Chaudhary holds a
Doctorate specialising in exec-
utive leadership and Innovation
from the Georgetown
University D.L.S. Program, an
M.S. in Industrial Engineering
from St. Mary’s University as a
NASA graduate fellow, an M.A.
in Operational Arts and
Military Science from Air
University, and a B.S. in
Aeronautical Engineering from
the US Air Force Academy.

He is a graduate of the
Federal Executive Institute and
holds Department of Defence
acquisition certifications in
programme management, test
and evaluation, and systems
engineering. 
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Surabaya (AP): An Indonesian
court on Thursday acquitted two
police officials charged with
negligence leading to the deaths
of 135 people in October when
police fired tear gas inside a sta-
dium, setting off a panicked run
for the exits. 

A third official was sen-
tenced to 18 months in prison.
The disaster in Kanjuruhan sta-
dium in East Java’s Malang city
was among the world’s worst
sporting tragedies. 

Some 43 children were
among the deaths and about 580
spectators were injured.  A panel

of three judges at Surabaya
District Court, which was under
heavy police guard, absolved
police officers Pranoto and
Achmadi of charges because
they found no direct causal link
between the defendants’ actions
and the deadly crowd crush.
The two were released Thursday.
Presiding judge Abu Achmad
Sidqi Amsya said the court
found that defendant Wahyu
Setyo Pranoto, the Malang police
head of operations, never
ordered the use of tear gas at the
match and knew that interna-
tional soccer governing body

FIFA had advised against its use
in stadiums.Amsya said the tear
gas ordered by defendant
Bambang Sidik Achmadi, head
of crowd control, was aimed at
the centre of the pitch and dis-
sipated in the wind without
hitting any spectators. “The
defendant has not been proven
legally and convincingly guilty,”
Amsya said. 

He ordered that the two
defendants be released from
detention immediately after the
decision. However, the tear gas
fired into the stands under
Hasdarmawan’s instruction

caused a rush to six exits where
many fans were crushed or suf-
focated and died, Amsya said.

Like many Indonesians,
Hasdarmawan uses only one
name.  The court convicted
Hasdarmawan, who was head of
East Java police’s mobile brigade
unit at the time of the tragedy,
of criminal negligence causing
death and bodily harm, con-
cluding a two-month trial in
which about 140 witnesses tes-
tified. Hasdarmawan was sen-
tenced to 18 months — far
below the three years sought by
prosecutors. 
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The Pentagon on Thursday
released footage of what it

said was a Russian aircraft
pouring fuel on a U.S. Air Force
surveillance drone and clip-
ping the drone’s propeller in
international airspace over the
Black Sea. The 42-second video
shows a Russian Su-27
approaching the back of the
MQ-9 drone and beginning to
release fuel as it passes, the
Pentagon said.   Dumping the
fuel appeared to be aimed at
blinding its optical instruments
and driving it out of the area.
On a second approach, either
the same jet or another Russian
fighter that had been shadow-
ing the MQ-9 struck the drone’s
propeller, damaging one blade,
according to the U.S. military.
The U.S. military said it ditched
the MQ-9 Reaper in the sea after
what it described as the Russian
fighter making an unsafe inter-
cept of the unmanned aerial
vehicle.

The video excerpt released
by the Pentagon does not show
events before or after the appar-
ent fuel-dumping confronta-
tion.  Russia said its warplanes

didn’t strike the drone and
claimed the unmanned aerial
vehicle went down after making
a sharp maneuver over the sea.

Asked Thursday if Russia
would try to recover the drone
debris, Kremlin spokesman
Dmitry Peskov told reporters
the decision was up to the mil-
itary.   “If they consider it nec-
essary to do so in the Black Sea
for the benefit of our interests
and our security, they will do it,”
he said.  Nikolai Patrushev, the
secretary of Russia’s Security
Council, said Wednesday that
Moscow would try to recover
the drone fragments.

U.S. officials have expressed
confidence that nothing of mil-
itary value would remain from
the drone even if Russia man-
aged to retrieve the wreckage.
While intercept attempts are not
uncommon, the incident amid
the war in Ukraine has raised
concerns it could bring the
United States and Russia closer
to a direct conflict. Moscow has
repeatedly voiced concern about
U.S. intelligence flights close to
the Crimean Peninsula, which
Russia seized from Ukraine in
2014 and illegally annexed.

The top U.S. and Russian

defense and military leaders
spoke Wednesday about the
encounter over the Black Sea,
underscoring its
seriousness.The calls between
U.S. Defense Secretary Lloyd
Austin, Joint Chiefs of Staff
Chairman Gen. Mark Milley,
Russian Defense Minister Sergei
Shoigu and Gen. Valery
Gerasimov, chief of Russian
General Staff, were the first since
October.

The Russian Defense
Ministry said in its report of the
call with Austin that Shoigu
accused the U.S. of provoking
the incident by ignoring flight
restrictions the Kremlin had
imposed because of its military
operations in Ukraine. The
Kremlin argues that by provid-
ing weapons to Ukraine and

sharing intelligence information
with Kyiv, the U.S. and its allies
have effectively become engaged
in the war, which is now in its
13th month.

Russia also blamed “the
intensification of intelligence
activities against the interests of
the Russian Federation,” the
Defence Ministry said.  Such
U.S. actions “are fraught with
escalation of the situation in the
Black Sea area,” the ministry
said, warning that Moscow “will
respond in kind to all provoca-
tions.”  Sergei Aksenov, the
Moscow-appointed head of
Crimea, said he thinks Russia
should act even more forceful-
ly to put an end the U.S. sur-
veillance flights in the area.  “I
personally think that our
response in such situations
should be tougher,” Aksenov
said on his messaging app chan-
nel.   “We realise that attempt-
ed attacks on Crimea have been
launched with Americans’ guid-
ance. In fact, they are a warring
party.”  The MQ-9, which has a
66-foot (20-metre) wingspan,
includes a ground control sta-
tion and satellite equipment. It
is capable of carrying munitions,
but Air Force Brig. Gen. 
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of Russia’s fourth-largest city was
ordered to spend 14 days in cus-
tody on Thursday pending his
trial on charges that could entail
a longer prison term, part of
authorities’ efforts to muzzle dis-
sent. Yevgeny Roizman, a sharp
critic of the Kremlin, is one of
the most visible and charismat-
ic opposition figures in Russia. 

He enjoyed broad popu-
larity while serving as mayor of
Yekaterinburg, a city of 1.5 mil-
lion people in the Ural
Mountains. Last year, Roizman,
60, who was the mayor from
2013 to 2018, faced accusations
of discrediting the Russian mil-
itary and was barred from
attending public events, using
the internet, telephone or mail
and communicating with any-
one other than his lawyers and
close family pending his trial.

Police arrested Roizman on
Thursday on charges of repost-
ing material containing a refer-
ence to the organisation led by
jailed Russian opposition leader
Alexei Navalny that was banned
by authorities.  Roizman reject-
ed the accusations, telling a
court in Yekaterinburg during a
hearing after his detention that
he wasn’t even registered on that
social network.  
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Warsaw (AP): Polish authorities said Thursday that the
nation’s security services have detained members of a
Russian espionage ring, alleging that they were preparing acts
of sabotage in Poland and had been monitoring railroad routes
used for the transport of weapons into Ukraine. 
Interior Minister Mariusz Kaminski said the Internal Security
Agency had arrested nine people suspected of spying for
Russia in the case.  Three were detained on Wednesday. 

He said at a news conference in Warsaw that the suspects
were preparing “sabotage actions aimed at paralysing the sup-
ply of equipment, weapons and aid to Ukraine.”

He said the security agents also seized cameras, electronic
equipment and GPS transmitters, which the suspects planned
to place on transports carrying aid to Ukraine. 

Defense Minister Mariusz Blaszczak suggested that the
group had entered from neighboring Belarus, a Russian ally
that borders NATO member Poland.
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Israeli protesters pressed ahead
on Thursday with demon-

strations against a contentious
government plan to overhaul the
judiciary, pushing back against
Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu after he rejected a
compromise proposal that was
meant to defuse the crisis.

Despite the effort by the
country’s figurehead president,
Isaac Herzog, to seek a way out
of the stalemate, the sides
appeared to be further digging
in. Netanyahu and his allies were
set to barrel forward with their
original plan despite weeks of
mass protests and widespread
opposition from across Israeli
society and beyond as well as
warnings by Herzog that Israel
was headed toward an “abyss.”

Protesters were kicking off
a third day of disruption since
the crisis began, with thou-
sands of protesters blocking
roads across the country, includ-
ing briefly the main highway of
the seaside metropolis of Tel
Aviv. Protesters in Jerusalem
drew a large red and pink streak
throughout the city on streets
leading to the country’s Supreme
Court and a small flotilla of
boats was blocking the shipping
lane off the coast of the north-

ern city of Haifa.
“The elected government is

doing a legislative blitz that
aims to give absolute power to
the executive. And absolute
power to the executive with no
checks and balances is simply a
dictatorship. And this is what
we’re fighting against,” said
Shlomit Tassa, a protester in Tel
Aviv, waving an Israeli flag.

Last week, Netanyahu had
to be airlifted to the country’s
main international airport for an
overseas state visit after protest-
ers blocked the road leading
there, holding signs that read
“don’t come back!”

Tens of thousands have
been attending weekly protests
across the country each Saturday
night. The overhaul, advanced
by a prime minister who is on
trial for corruption and Israel’s
most right-wing government
ever, has plunged Israel into one
of its worst domestic crises.  It
has sparked an uproar from top
legal officials, business leaders
who warn against the econom-
ic effects of the plan, and from
within the country’s military, it’s
most trusted institution, where
reservists have pledged not to
serve under what they see as
impending regime change.
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Berlin (AP): Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
is meeting Germany’s leaders
Thursday on an abbreviated
visit that comes in the shadow
of tensions over his govern-
ment’s planned overhaul of
Israel’s judicial system and
worries about Iran’s nuclear
programme.  

Netanyahu has meetings
scheduled with Chancellor
Olaf Scholz and Germany’s
largely ceremonial president,

Frank-Walter Steinmeier, on
his one-day trip to Berlin. 

The prime minister’s office
has said he cut the length of his
visit in half because of the
security situation in Israel.  

He delayed his departure
from Israel on Wednesday as
the country’s figurehead pres-
ident prepared to unveil a
compromise proposal for
overhauling the legal system,
an approach that Netanyahu
rejected.
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Sri Lankan President Ranil
Wickremesinghe has

assured the country’s official
bilateral creditors of trans-
parency, equal treatment of all
creditors, and equitable bur-
den-sharing of all restructured
debt in resolving the country’s
economic crisis.

President Wickremesinghe
in an open letter addressed to
the country’s creditors, includ-
ing India, China and Japan,
said that necessary safeguards
will be put in place to ensure
all-around equitable burden
sharing and comparability of
treatment.“We also understand
and acknowledge that we must
ensure that appropriate safe-
guards are in place to ensure
equitable burden sharing and
comparability of treatment. To
alleviate any legitimate concern
on the issue, there are com-
mitments that we can make to
those of you willing to take
action ahead of others,”
Wickremesinghe said in the let-
ter dated March 14.

“The first of these com-
mitments, probably the most

important one, is transparency.
We commit to communicating
transparently with all of you on
any debt treatment terms that
are agreed upon with any cred-
itor or group of creditors,
before being formalised. In
the same vein, we commit to
reporting regularly on our
indebtedness, ensuring no
financial liabilities incurred by
the country are undisclosed,”
the letter read.

The Executive Board of
the IMF is scheduled to meet
on March 20 to consider Sri
Lanka’s request for a bailout,
and if approved, the first
tranche of the facility would be
released shortly.

Sri Lanka would need to
restore debt sustainability over
a 10-year period as per the
agreement with the IMF, and
debt treatment remains the
most critical aspect of that
exercise. The IMF in
September last year approved
Sri Lanka a 2.9 billion dollar
bailout package over 4 years
pending its ability to restruc-
ture its debt with creditors —
both bilateral and sovereign
bondholders. Wickremesinghe

had earlier said that all of IMF’s
pre-conditions for the bailout
have been fulfilled and the pre-
scribed reforms like raising
personal taxes and utility bills
were a must for implementa-
tion. The IMF bailout process
made slow progress due to the
need to restructure Sri Lanka’s
nearly 50 billion dollar external
debt. By the end of June 2022,
Sri Lanka owed nearly USD 40
billion to bilateral, multilateral,
and commercial loans, accord-
ing to the figures released by the
Treasury.

Chinese loans amounted to
20 per cent of the total debt
owed and 43 per cent of the
bilateral loans. The cash-
strapped country in April
declared its first-ever debt
default in its history as the eco-
nomic crisis since indepen-
dence from Britain in 1948 trig-
gered by forex shortages
sparked public protests.

Months-long street protests
led to the ouster of the then-
president Gotabaya Rajapaksa
in mid-July. Rajapaksa had
started the IMF negotiations
after refusing to tap the global
lender for support. 

Dubai (AP): A senior Iranian official
visited the United Arab Emirates on
Thursday, just days after Tehran agreed
to restore diplomatic relations with
Saudi Arabia in a Chinese-brokered deal
that raised hopes of a broader rap-
prochement across Middle East.

Ali Shamkhani, the head of Iran’s
Supreme National Security Council, said
his visit was a “meaningful beginning
for the two countries to enter a new
stage of political, economic and secu-
rity relations,” Iran’s state-run IRNA
news agency reported. 

It said he was accompanied by the
head of Iran’s central bank and other
senior officials.

He met with the president of the
UAE, Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Al
Nahyan, and other senior officials to dis-
cuss “opportunities for enhancing coop-
eration between the two countries,” the
UAE’s official WAM news agency
reported. Sunni Arab rulers in the
Persian Gulf have viewed Iran with sus-
picion since the 1979 Islamic Revolution
toppled a US-allied monarch in Tehran.
Relations have worsened since the 2003
US-led invasion of Iraq, as Shiite-
majority Iran has spread its influence
across the region and supported pow-
erful armed proxies in Iraq, Syria,
Lebanon, Yemen and the Palestinian ter-
ritories. In the Chinese-brokered agree-

ment, which built on talks held in Iraq
in recent years, Saudi Arabia and Iran
agreed to restore diplomatic ties which
were severed in 2016, when Saudi
Arabia executed a prominent Shiite cler-
ic and Iranian protesters stormed its
embassy in Tehran. The deal raised
hopes for a lasting peace in Yemen,
where Saudi Arabia has been at war with
the Iran-aligned Houthi militia since
2015. That conflict has killed tens of
thousands of people and pushed the
Arab world’s poorest country to the
brink of famine.

The UAE, a close Saudi ally that also
intervened in Yemen, returned its
ambassador to Iran last August for the
first time since 2016, as did the Gulf
Arab nation of Kuwait. Dubai, a major
international business hub in the UAE,
is home to a large Iranian community.

Suspicions still run deep, however,
especially following a series of attacks
on oil tankers off the coast of the UAE,
as well as Saudi oil facilities, in 2019,
which were widely blamed on Iran. Last
year, a drone strike launched by the Iran-
backed Houthis hit Abu Dhabi, hurting
the UAE’s reputation as a safe harbor in
the volatile Middle East.

The UAE was the first of four Arab
nations to normalise relations with
Israel in the so-called Abraham Accords
in 2020. 
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Pakistan's ousted prime min-
ister Imran Khan on

Thursday alleged that the state
wanted to "torture and kill
him in police custody," a day
after Punjab police failed to
arrest him in a corruption
case. "We had reports that they
(a reference to PML-N led
government and the military
establishment) wanted to arrest
me so that they torture me first
and then kill me," Khan was
quite categorical while talking
to a group of senior journalists
at his Zaman Park residence
here on Thursday.

Khan's residence remained
a battlefield between his party
workers, police and Rangers for
the last two days over his
‘arrest operation' in the
Toshakhana case. The PTI
workers, however, succeeded in
foiling his arrest attempt and
the operation has been halted
till Friday on the Lahore High
Court's order.

Khan, who in November
last had survived an attempt on
his life in a rally in Punjab, fur-
ther said the incumbent gov-
ernment has nothing to do with
the rule of law as it wanted to
eliminate him with help of its
‘facilitators' to remain in power.

The Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaf (PTI) chief was citing the
examples of the brutal murder
of senior journalist Arshad
Sharif, the inhumane torture of
his party's senior leaders like
Azam Swati and Shehbaz Gill
at the hands of the intelli-
gence agencies men in police

custody.  "Similar plan was
afoot in my case. They
launched the police-rangers
operation to arrest him so that
they could torture and kill
me,” he said."My party workers
also were wary of this naked
fact. That is why they put up
strong resistance to thwart my
arrest plan," he said.Khan also
disclosed how close some
Rangers and police personnel
were to arresting him. "During
the police operation, some
Rangers and police personnel
managed to enter my house
and (were) close to arrest me
but God invoked a soft corner
in them for me and they left
without arresting me," Khan
claimed. Khan said the govern-
ment and its handlers do not
want elections in Punjab and
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK)
provinces in 90 days and if this
does not happen he will launch
a struggle for the restoration of
the Constitution in the coun-
try. The Election Commission
of Pakistan has announced

April 30 and May 28 respective-
ly for polls in Punjab and KPK
after their assemblies were dis-
solved in January. 
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A district court judge in
Pakistan on Thursday dis-
missed former prime minister
Imran Khan's plea to suspend
non-bailable arrest warrants
against him in the Toshakhana
case.Additional District and
Sessions Judge Zafar Iqbal on
February 28 issued non-bail-
able arrest orders against 70-
year-old Khan in the
Toshakhana case about the
concealment of the proceeds
from the sale of state gifts. The
judge directed the capital city
police to bring him to court by
March 18.

Khan has been in the
crosshairs for buying gifts,
including an expensive Graff
wristwatch he had received as
the premier at a discounted
price from the state deposito-

ry called Toshakhana and sell-
ing them for profit.

He was disqualified by the
Election Commission of
Pakistan in October last year
for not sharing details of the
sales. The election body later
filed a complaint with the dis-
trict court to punish him under
criminal laws for selling the
gifts he had received as prime
minister of the country.

Announcing the judgment,
Judge Iqbal Thursday said the
warrants could not be sus-
pended on the basis of an
undertaking that Khan would
appear on a certain date.

He ordered the police to
arrest Khan and present him on
March 18 as per law."Law is the
same for everyone," the judge
wrote in his judgment after
three back-to-back hearings.

In another case, District
and Sessions Judge Faizan
Haider Gilani suspended arrest
warrants against Khan in the
case about threatening a female
judge until March 20.
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Lahore (PTI): As normalcy
returned to Lahore’s Zaman
Park after scuffles between
security personnel and work-
ers of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaf, former premier Imran
Khan’s supporters placed ship-
ping containers outside the
entrance of his house and
equipped themselves with
clubs and slings to protect

him from any further police
action.

Although the Rangers and
police have halted the opera-
tion to arrest the 70-year-old
former cricketer-turned-politi-
cian till Friday at the Lahore
High Court’s direction, a heavy
contingent of police remained
stationed on all roads leading
to his residence.
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Prime Minister Shehbaz
Sharif on Thursday assert-

ed that Pakistan’s nuclear pro-
gramme was “safe”, “complete-
ly foolproof ” and “jealously
guarded” by the state, amid
concerns by the international
community about its safety in
the debt-ridden country.

In a statement, the Prime
Minister’s Office noted that
press releases, queries and var-
ious assertions regarding
Pakistan’s nuclear and missile
programme were being circu-
lated on social and print media.
It said that even a “traditional
routine visit” of International
Atomic Energy Agency

Director General Rafael
Mariano Grossi was portrayed
in a “negative spotlight”.

“It is emphasised that
Pakistan’s nuclear and missile
programme is a national asset,
which is jealously guarded by
the state. The complete pro-
gramme is totally secure, fool-
proof and under no stress or
pressure whatsoever,” the state-
ment said.

“It continues to fully serve
the purpose for which this
capability was developed,” it
added. Finance Minister Ishaq
Dar earlier assured Parliament
that the government would
not make any compromise on
the country’s nuclear and mis-
sile programme despite tough

economic conditions and hur-
dles to secure a loan from the
IMF. Pakistan’s economy is in
dire straits. The country is
awaiting a much-needed USD
1.1 billion tranche of funding
from the Washington-based
International Monetary Fund
(IMF).In October, US President
Joe Biden raised doubts over
Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal, call-
ing it “one of the most danger-
ous nations in the world” as it
has “nuclear weapons without
cohesion”.

Biden’s remarks, made at a
Democratic Party congression-
al campaign committee recep-
tion, were rejected by Prime
Minister Sharif as “factually
incorrect and misleading”. 
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Islamabad: Pakistan’s Finance
Minister Ishaq Dar on
Thursday assured Parliament
that the government would
not make any compromise on
the country’s nuclear and mis-
sile programme despite tough
economic conditions and hur-
dles to secure a loan from the
IMF. Pakistan’s economy is in
dire straits. The country is
awaiting a much-needed USD
1.1 billion tranche of funding
from the Washington-based
International Monetary Fund
(IMF).

“Let me assure you that
nobody is going to compro-
mise anything on the nuclear
or the missile program of
Pakistan — no way,” Dar said
while responding to a query
by Senator Raza Rabbani. 

He said that no compro-
mise would be made on
Pakistan’s nuclear capability
adding that the agreement
signed with the IMF would be
uploaded on the website of his
ministry.

While addressing the
House, Senator Raza Rabbani
talked about the reasons for
the delay in the agreement
with the IMF, including its
impact on the country’s secu-
rity. 

“The question arises […]
if the delay is being made
because of some sort of pres-
sure to be exerted on
Pakistan’s nuclear pro-
gramme,” Rabbani said. PTI
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Poland’s president said
Thursday that his country

plans to give Ukraine around a
dozen MiG-29 fighter jets, which
would make it the first NATO
member to fulfill the Ukrainian
government’s increasingly urgent
requests for warplanes. President
Andrzej Duda said Poland
would hand over four of the
Soviet-made warplanes “within
the next few days” and that the
rest needed servicing and would
be supplied later.   The Polish
word he used to describe their
number can mean between 11
and 19.“They are in the last years
of their functioning but they are
in good working condition,”
Duda said of the aircraft.Duda
did not say whether other coun-
tries would be making the same

move, although Slovakia has
said it would send its disused
MiGs to Ukraine.On
Wednesday, Polish government
spokesman Piotr Mueller said
some other countries with MiGs
also had pledged them to Kyiv,
but he did not name them.

While Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy has plead-
ed for Western supporters to
share fighter jets, NATO allies
have expressed hesitancy. Before
Russia’s full-scale invasion,
Ukraine had several dozen MiG-
29s it inherited in the collapse of
the Soviet Union, but it’s unclear
how many of them remain in
service after more than a year of
fighting.The debate over whether
to provide non-NATO country
Ukraine with fighter jets was ini-
tiated over a year ago, but NATO
has been wary of making the war

escalate. Duda made the
announcement during a joint
news conference in Warsaw with
the visiting Czech president,
Petr Pavel.Duda said Poland’s air
force would replace the planes it
gives to Ukraine with South
Korea-made FA-50 fighters and
American-made F-35s. Poland
was also the first NATO nation
to hand German-made Leopard
2 tanks to Ukraine, last month.

Poland is a crucial ally in the
Ukraine crisis.  It is hosting thou-
sands of American troops and is
taking in more people fleeing the
war in Ukraine than any other
nation, in the midst of the largest
European refugee crisis in
decades.It has suffered inva-
sions and occupations by Russia
for centuries and still fears Russia
despite being a member of
NATO. 
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Paris (AP): France’s govern-
ment on Thursday invoked a
special constitutional power
to enact a contentious pension
bill without a vote in parlia-
ment, in a risky move by
President Emmanuel Macron.
The decision was made just a
few minutes before the vote was
scheduled because the gov-
ernment had no guarantee that
the bill would command a
majority at the National
Assembly, France’s lower house
of parliament.

The bill will raise the
retirement age from 62 to 64,
and is the flagship legislation of
Macron’s second term. The
unpopular plan has prompted

major strikes and protests
across the country since
January. The move is expected

to trigger a quick no-confi-
dence motion in Macron’s gov-
ernment.
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Russian attacks against
civilians in Ukraine,

including systematic torture
and killing in occupied
regions, amount to war
crimes and possibly crimes
against humanity, according
to a report from a U.N.-
backed inquiry released
Thursday.  The sweeping
human rights report, released
a year to the day after a
Russian airstrike on a theatre
in Mariupol killed hundreds
sheltering inside, marked a
highly unusual condemna-
tion of a member of the U.N.
Security Council.

Among potential crimes
against humanity, the report
cited repeated attacks target-
ing Ukrainian infrastructure
since the fall that left hun-
dreds of thousands without
heat and electricity during
the coldest months, as well as
the “systematic and wide-
spread” use of torture across
multiple regions under
Russian occupation. 

A commission of inquiry
is the most powerful tool
used by the U.N.-backed
Human Rights Council to
scrutinise abuses and viola-
tions around the world. 

The investigation
released Thursday was set up
during an urgent debate
shortly after Russia's invasion

last year. The commission's
three members are indepen-
dent human rights experts,
and its staff gets support and
funding from the council
and the U.N. human rights
office.

The report's authors
noted a “small number” of
apparent violations by
Ukrainian forces, including
one they said was under
criminal investigation by
Ukrainian authorities, but
reserved the vast majority of
their report for allegations
against Russia. Russia did
not respond to the inquiry's
appeals for information.

Most of the abuses high-
lighted by the investigation
were already well known,
but the findings come with
the imprimatur of the inter-
national community: The
experts work under a man-
date overwhelmingly created
last year by the Human
Rights Council, which brings
together the governments of
47 U.N. member countries.

Ultimately, the report
may add to efforts to boost
accountability for crimes
committed in the war —
whether by the International
Criminal Court or by some
individual countries that have
taken on the right to apply
“universal jurisdiction” to
prosecute atrocities, wherev-
er they may take place. 
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Washington (AP): A week
after the second-largest bank
collapse in U.S. history,
Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen
is set to tell the Senate Finance
Committee that the nation’s
banking system “remains
sound” and Americans “can
feel confident” about their
deposits.

Yellen will be the first
Biden administration official to
face lawmakers over the deci-
sion to protect uninsured
money at two failed regional
banks, a move that some

observers have criticised as a
bank “bailout.”

“The government took
decisive and forceful actions to
strengthen public confidence”
in the U.S. banking system,
Yellen says in prepared testi-
mony released before her
appearance. 

“I can reassure the mem-
bers of the Committee that our
banking system remains
sound, and that Americans
can feel confident that their
deposits will be there when
they need them.” In less than

a week, Silicon Valley Bank,
based in Santa Clara,
California, failed after depos-
itors rushed to withdraw
money amid anxiety over the
bank’s health.  

Then, regulators convened
over the weekend and
announced that New York-
based Signature Bank also
failed. 

They ensured all deposi-
tors, including those holding
uninsured funds exceeding
$250,000, were protected by
federal deposit insurance.

0��=����:�.:�.����/�2����2�	����2�����	������	��	����
����� �>��>�

TikTok will be banned from
UK government phones

amid security concerns around
the Chinese-owned social
media video app, Cabinet
Office minister Oliver Dowden
announced in Parliament on
Thursday. The ban brings the
UK in line with the US, Canada
and the European Union (EU)
and also India – which banned
TikTok entirely from the coun-
try, even as the company
strongly denies sharing user
data with the Chinese govern-
ment.

Dowden told MPs that
there "could be” a risk to how
government data and informa-
tion is used by the app.   

“The security of sensitive
government information must
come first, so today we are ban-
ning this app on government
devices,” said Dowden. “The
use of other data-extracting
apps will be kept under review.
Restricting the use of TikTok
on government devices is a
prudent and proportionate step

following advice from our
cyber security experts,” he said.

The ban follows a security
review which looked at the
potential vulnerability of gov-
ernment data from social
media apps on devices and the
risks around how sensitive
information could be accessed
and used by some platforms.

Beyond a “precautionary”
ban on TikTok, the Cabinet
Office said that given the
potentially sensitive nature of
information which is stored on
government devices, govern-
ment policy on the manage-
ment of third-party applica-
tions will be strengthened.
Currently, there is limited use
of TikTok within the govern-
ment and a limited need for
staff to use the app on work
devices, the ministry said.

TikTok requires users to
give permission for the app to
access data stored on the
device, which is then collected
and stored by the company.
Allowing such permissions
gives the company access to a
range of data on the device,

including contacts, user con-
tent, and geolocation data. The
UK government said, along
with international partners, it
is concerned about the way in
which this data may be used.

The ban on government
devices will apply to govern-
ment corporate devices within
all government departments. 

The ban does not extend to
personal devices for govern-
ment employees, ministers or
the general public. However,
they have been asked to be
aware of each social media plat-
form's data policies when con-
sidering downloading and
using them. 

The Cabinet Office said
specific exemptions for the use
of TikTok on government
devices are being put in place
where required for work pur-
poses. 

Exemptions will only be
granted by security teams on a
case-by-case basis, with minis-
terial clearance as appropriate,
and with security mitigations
put in place. 
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Beijing (AP): China accused
the United States on Thursday
of spreading disinformation
and suppressing TikTok fol-
lowing reports that the Biden
administration was calling for
its Chinese owners to sell
their stakes in the popular
video-sharing app.  The U.S.
has yet to present evidence
that TikTok threatens its
national security and was
using the excuse of data secu-
rity to abuse its power to sup-
press foreign companies,
Foreign Ministry spokesper-
son Wang Wenbin told
reporters at a daily briefing.

“The U.S. should stop
spreading disinformation
about data security, stop sup-
pressing the relevant compa-
ny, and provide an open, fair
and non-discriminatory envi-
ronment for foreign business-
es to invest and operate in the
U.S.,” Wang said. TikTok was
dismissive Wednesday of a
report in The Wall Street

Journal that said the
Committee on Foreign
Investment in the U.S., part of
the Treasury Department, was
threatening a U.S. ban on the
app unless its owners, Beijing-
based ByteDance Ltd., divest-
ed. “If protecting national
security is the objective,
divestment doesn’t solve the
problem: A change in owner-
ship would not impose any
new restrictions on data flows
or access,” TikTok spokesper-
son Maureen Shanahan said.

Shanahan said TikTok
was already answering con-
cerns through “transparent,
U.S.-based protection of U.S.
user data and systems, with
robust third-party monitor-
ing, vetting, and verification.”
The Journal report cited
anonymous “people familiar
with the matter.”  The
Treasury Department and the
White House’s National
Security Council declined to
comment. 
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Stocks of six Adani group
companies out of the ten list-

ed entities ended in the green ter-
ritory on Thursday amid a pos-
itive trend in the broader equi-
ty markets. At the end of the ses-
sion, the six group firms were
settled in the green, while four
closed in the red. The shares of
Adani Green Energy spurted 5
per cent to settle at Rs 777.95,
and Adani Transmission climbed
4.84 per cent to close at Rs 976.05
on the BSE. The scrips of these
companies hit their upper price
bands on the exchange.

The market valuation of
Adani Green Energy increased
by Rs 5,860.92 crore to Rs 1.23
lakh crore, and that of Adani

Transmission jumped by Rs
5,025.29 crore to Rs 1.08 lakh
crore. Ambuja Cements climbed
3.74 per cent to close at Rs
378.60, ACC rose 0.73 per cent
to settle at Rs 1,753.15, and Adani
Ports and Special Economic
Zone (APSEZ) ended on a flat
note at Rs 679.15 each share.
Also, the shares of flagship firm
Adani Enterprises Ltd (AEL)
gained 0.21 per cent to settle at
Rs 1,842.60 apiece on the bourse.

However, shares of Adani
Total Gas plunged 3.31 per cent
to close at Rs 888.45, NDTV
declined 2.31 per cent to end at
Rs 209.10, Adani Power dived
1.68 per cent to close at Rs
198.75 and Adani Wilmar fell
1.35 per cent to settle at Rs
420.95 each share on the BSE.
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The economy is likely to log in
6 per cent growth next fiscal, in
line with consensus estimates,

driven by an increased capex by the
private sector, rating agency Crisil said
on Thursday. The private sector
capex is expected to deliver double-
digit revenue growth for the second
year on the trot, it added.

The economy is projected to
grow 7 per cent this fiscal, according
to the official forecast, but many pri-
vate forecasters have a lower outlook,
ranging from 6.5 to 6.9 per cent.

The agency also sees the econo-
my averaging 6.8 per cent growth
over the next five fiscals.

Crisil further said it expects the
corporate revenue to log in double-
digit rise again next fiscal.

In its annual growth forecast,
Crisil Chief Economist DK Joshi said
a complex interplay of geopolitical
events, stubbornly high inflation and
sharp rate hikes to counter that have
turned the global environment
gloomier.

On the domestic front, the peak
impact of the rate hikes — 250 basis
points since May 2022, which has
pushed interest rates above pre-
Covid levels, will play out more in the
next fiscal.

Retail inflation is expected to
average 5 per cent in FY24 from 6.8
per cent in FY23, owing to the high-
base effect and some softening of
crude and commodity prices, Joshi
said.

However, a good rabi harvest
would help cool food inflation, pro-
vided the monsoons are normal
while the slowing economy should
moderate core inflation.

However, he said risks to infla-
tion are tilted upward, given the ongo-
ing heat wave and the World
Meteorological Organization’s pre-
diction that an El Nino warming is
likely over the next couple of months.

Amish Mehta, the agency’s man-
aging director, said the medium-term
growth prospects are healthier, and
over the next five fiscals, the GDP is
expected to grow at 6.8 per cent annu-
ally, “with the next fiscal delivering 6

per cent, driven by capital and pro-
ductivity increases”.

He also pointed to the increasing
sustainability footprint of capex.

At present, nearly 9 per cent of

infrastructure and industrial capex is
green, he said, expecting this num-
ber to rise to 15 per cent.

On the external sector, Joshi
said the country’s external vulnera-

bility is expected to decline with a nar-
rower current account deficit (CAD)
and modest short-term external debt.

While CAD is expected to nar-
row to 2.4 per cent of GDP or USD

8 billion next fiscal from an estimat-
ed 3 per cent of USD 100 billion this
fiscal, its financing may face chal-
lenges as foreign portfolio flows
remain volatile and external com-
mercial borrowings are less attractive.

In the corporate sector, Joshi said,
revenue growth is expected to touch
double-digits in fiscal 2024 despite a
global slowdown and interest rate
hikes. This will be driven by a 10-12
per cent growth in revenue for non-
commodity sectors despite the cool-
ing prices. 

In fiscal 2023, India Inc booked
16-18 per cent year-on-year growth
in revenues after the commodity
supercycle boost in fiscal 2022.
Revenue increase this fiscal has been
led by an estimated 18-20 per cent rise
in non-commodity segments, with
commodities recording an anaemic
5-7 per cent growth coming off a high
base, he said.

Similarly, the operating margin is
expected to improve by 120-170 bps
in fiscal 2024, aided by benign com-
modity prices, the full effect of price
hikes taken in fiscal 2023 and volume

growth.
Next fiscal will also see a more

broad-based margin expansion with
margins improving across sectors as
cooling commodity prices reduce
costs, while revenue gets a lift from
volume expansion, Joshi noted.

On the industrial capex side,
Suresh Krishnamurthy, a senior direc-
tor with the agency, said infrastruc-
ture spending will drive overall capex
by 12-16 per cent next fiscal. 

Overall industrial capex is seen
rising to nearly Rs 5.7 lakh crore on
average between fiscals 2023 and
2027, compared to Rs 3.7 lakh crore
in the past five fiscals. Nearly half of
this incremental capex is being dri-
ven by the production-linked incen-
tive scheme and new-age sectors, said
Krishnamurthy.

According to Hetal Gandhi, a
director with the agency, merchandise
exports are expected to grow at a tepid
2-4 per cent next fiscal and 5-7 per
cent growth this fiscal, with the PLI
scheme supporting demand owing to
global supply chain diversification
and friend-shoring strategies. 
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Roller Flour Millers’ Fede-
ration of India (RFMFI)

on Thursday said prices of
wheat and wheat flour (atta)
have come down by Rs 6-8
per kg in the last two months,
following the government’s
decision to sell grain in the
open market.

The association said the
wheat production is estimat-
ed at around 106-110 million
tonnes in 2022-23 crop year.
It also demanded that the
export ban on wheat and
wheat products, including
atta (wheat flour), maida (fine
wheat flour) and suji (semoli-
na) should continue during
the 2023-24 fiscal, according
to a statement.

RFMFI noted that the
government’s decision to
launch Open Market Sales
Scheme (OMSS) on January
25 has resulted in a reduction
in prices of wheat and wheat
products by Rs 600-800 per
quintal pan-India basis. 

According to Roller Flour
Millers’ Federation, atta prices
are currently hovering around
Rs 2,600-3,000 per quintal

vis-a-vis Rs 3,400-3,800 per
quintal in the mid of January
2023. The Centre is selling 50
lakh tonnes in the open mar-
ket to cool down prices.

Out of this,  45 lakh
tonnes are meant for bulk
consumers, including flour
millers.

The federation said that as
per its initial findings of
ongoing survey of wheat crop
for the upcoming season, the
area under the wheat cultiva-
tion is about 343.23 lakh
hectares. Despite early onset
of summer, the federation
expects a record harvest
between 106 million tonnes
and 110 million tonnes.

The record production in
tandem with cooling off
prices of wheat will enable the
government to procure tar-
geted 340 lakh tonnes of
wheat, it said.

Due to lesser domestic
availability of wheat in the
market, domestic prices of
wheat went up to Rs 3,200-
3,600 a quintal in January
2023 before the Centre
announced the OMSS to
arrest the rising prices.
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Loan disbursals by microfi-
nance companies increased

19 per cent to Rs 77,877 crore
during December quarter
2022-23, said the MFIN
Micrometer.

The total microfinance
loan portfolio increased to Rs
3.21 lakh crore as on
December 31, 2022, the report
said.

“Microfinance loan dis-
bursals during Q3 FY 22-23
improved to Rs 77,877 crore as
compared to the same quarter
of last financial year (Rs -
65,392 crore). 189 lakh loans
were disbursed during Q3 FY
22-23 as against 165 lakh in
Q3 FY 21-22, indicating high-
er ticket size of new loans,” it
said.

It further said that as on
December 31, 2022, the micro-
finance industry served 6.4
crore unique borrowers,
through 12.6 crore loan
accounts.

“The overall microfinance
industry currently has a total
Gross Loan Portfolio (GLP) of
Rs 3,20,584 crore. GLP as on
December 31, 2022, showed
an increase of 25.2 per cent
YoY over Rs 2,56,058 crore as
on December 31, 2021,” the
report said. As per the 44th
issue of MFIN Micrometer, 83
NBFC-MFIs were the largest
provider of micro-credit with
a loan amount outstanding of
Rs 1,23,386 crore, accounting
for 38.5 per cent to total indus-
try portfolio.
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The domestic equity market
on Thursday snapped the

five-day losing streak as the
benchmark Sensex recouped its
lost ground and closed 78 points
higher on fag-end value buying
in banking, energy and financial
stocks.

A positive opening in the
European market helped
investor sentiments even as
clouds hovered over the health
of the global banking system
amid Credit Suisse woes and
bank failures in the US.

Halting its five-day losing
streak, the 30-share BSE bench-
mark rose 78.94 points or 0.14
per cent to close at 57,634.84
points, with 17 of its constituents
ending in the green. During the
session, it touched a high of
57,887.46 points and a low of
57,158.69 points.

The 50-share NSE Nifty
advanced 13.45 points or 0.08
per cent to settle at 16,985.60
points. As many as Nifty 32
stocks closed in the green.

Equity benchmarks boun-
ced back to end in the positive
territory after trading lower for
the most part of the volatile ses-
sion.

“With the turbulence at
Credit Suisse and ahead of the
ECB policy announcement,
investors’ attention has switched

to developments in the Euro-
pean market. Consistently unfa-
vourable signs in global markets
are encouraging investors to
move to safe havens such as the
dollar and gold, while FIIs are
withdrawing funds from the
domestic market in response to
the Indian rupee’s depreciation.

“Though the SVB & Credit
Suisse crisis has eased, the mar-
ket lacks the confidence to hold
positions on contagion fears,”
said Vinod Nair, Head of
Research at Geojit Financial
Services.

Nestle India was the biggest
gainer in the Sensex pack, rising
2.54 per cent, followed by Asian
Paints, HUL, Titan, Sun Pharma,
SBI, PowerGrid and Bajaj
Finserv.

On the other hand, Tata
Steel, IndusInd Bank, Bharti
Airtel, Infosys, Wipro, HCL
Tech and Reliance were
among the losers, slipping up
to 3.31 per cent. Among sec-
toral indices, power gained
1.13 per cent, oil&gas rose

1.08 per cent, realty 1 per cent,
bankex by 0.30 per cent and
financial services by 22 per
cent.

In contrast, metal, com-
modities, IT and tech were
among those closing in the red.

Domestic equities arrested
its five days losing streak after
the Swiss National Bank agreed
to provide financial aid to the
Credit Suisse Group. Nifty
opened positive but witnessed a
rollercoaster ride throughout
the session to finally end with
marginal gains of 13 points at
16,986 levels, said Siddhartha
Khemka, Head — Retail
Research, Motilal Oswal
Financial Services Ltd. “Fresh
concern over Credit Suisse’s
failure has aggravated fears with
regards to how deep-rooted the
banking crisis can get going
ahead. Its ripple effect is seen
across global markets, including
India,” he added. In Asian mar-
kets, Shanghai, Tokyo, Hong
Kong and Seoul ended with sig-
nificant losses.
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Kotak Mahindra Bank CEO
Uday Kotak said on

Thursday said that with macro
factors turning positive, India
can “navigate well” the current
turmoil in the global financial
market and stand out. 

India, he said, will benefit
from low oil prices in the inter-
national market and the coun-
try’s current account deficit
(CAD) is expected to decline to
below 2 per cent in 2003-24.

The global markets have
roiled over the last week after
two banks in the United States

went belly up. 
“Even as the global turmoil

continues in financial markets,
the macro factors are turning
better for India. The current
account deficit looks below 2.5
per cent in FY 23 and going
below 2 per cent in FY 24. Lower
oil helps. If we walk our talk and
navigate well, India can stand
out in this turbulence,” Kotak
tweeted.

Signature Bank, New York,
which lent mostly to the crypto
industry, was shut down by the
regulators on Sunday after there
was a run on their deposits.

Besides, the failure of Silicon

Valley Bank last week left many
startups, tech companies, entre-
preneurs and VC funds nervous
and jittery. SVB, the 16th largest
bank in the United States, was
closed last Friday by the
California Department of

Financial Protection and
Innovation, which later appoint-
ed the FDIC as its receiver.

SVB was deeply entrenched
in the tech startup ecosystem
and the default bank for many
high-flying startups. Its abrupt
fall marked one of the largest
bank failures since the 2008
global financial crisis. The bank
failed after clients — many of
them venture capital firms and
VC-backed companies that the
bank had cultivated over time —
began pulling out their deposits,
creating a run on the bank. 

Chief Economic Advisor V
Anantha Nageswaran on

Thursday said global uncer-
tainty has been rising after the
recent developments in the
United States and governments,
businesses and individuals
should keep ‘margins of safety’
in fiscal, corporate and savings
account planning.

He said the global growth
estimates of the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) given in
January look outdated, and
countries will have to watch
what the developments in the
US over the last week would do
to confidence, bank lending
growth and the subsequent
chain effects. 
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The rupee fell for the fourth
day in a row on Thursday

and depreciated by 12 paise to
82.77 (provisional) against the
US dollar amid mixed global
equity market cues and foreign
fund outflows.

Traders said positive senti-
ments in the domestic equity
market and weaker dollar, how-
ever, resisted the decline in the
Indian currency.

At the interbank foreign
exchange, the domestic unit
opened lower at 82.77 against
the dollar. It traded between
82.60 and 82.80 levels, and set-
tled at 82.77 (provisional) against
the American currency, regis-
tering a fall of 12 paise against
its previous close.

This is the fourth consecu-
tive day of decline in the rupee.
On Wednesday, the rupee settled
at 82.65 against the US dollar.

Meanwhile, the dollar index,
which gauges the greenback’s
strength against a basket of six
currencies, fell 0.25 per cent to
104.38.

Global oil benchmark Brent
crude futures rose 1.23 per cent
to USD 74.60 per barrel.

On the domestic equity
market front, the 30-share BSE
Sensex rose 78.94 points or 0.14
per cent to 57,634.84 points
while the broader NSE Nifty
rose 13.45 points or 0.08 per cent
to 16,985.60 points.

On Thursday, Asian and
European shares were trading on
a mixed note against the back-
drop of concerns over the health
of the global banking system in
the wake of bank failures in the
US and problems at Swiss major
Credit Suisse.

Foreign Institutional
Investors (FIIs) remained net
sellers in the domestic capital
market on Wednesday as they
offloaded shares worth Rs
1,271.25 crore, according to
exchange data. 
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India’s fuel demand fell in the first half of
March after posting a record growth in the

previous month, preliminary industry data
showed on Thursday.

Fuel sales soared to the highest levels in
February on the back of robust demand
from the agriculture sector as well as trans-
port picking up after the winter lull.

March saw the seasonal slowdown
kicking in with rise in temperatures.

Petrol sales decreased by 1.4 per cent to
1.22 million tonnes in the first half of March
when compared with the same period of last
year. Sales fell 0.5 per cent month-on-month,
the data showed.

Diesel, the most consumed fuel in the
country, saw demand slip 10.2 per cent to
3.18 million tonnes during March 1 to 15
when compared with 3.54 million tonnes
sales in the same period a year back.
Month-on-month the demand was down
4.6 per cent.

During the first half of February, petrol
consumption had jumped by almost 18 per
cent year-on-year while diesel sales were up

nearly 25 per cent.
The consumption of petrol in the first

half of March was 16.4 per cent more than
Covid-marred first half of March 2021 and
almost 23 per cent more than in the same
period of 2020.

Diesel consumption was up 11.5 per
cent over the first half of March 2021 and
20.2 per cent higher than 2020.

While cold conditions slowed truck
movements in January, the onset of spring
had revived demand in February.

With the continued opening of the avi-
ation sector, India’s overall passenger traf-

fic at airports inched closer to pre-Covid lev-
els.

Reflecting the trend, jet fuel (ATF)
demand jumped 19.2 per cent to 2,94,900
tonnes during the first half of March when
compared to the same period last year. It was
35.6 per cent higher than March 2021 but
8.2 per cent lower than March 2020.
Month-on-month sales were almost flat.

Sources said while domestic air travel
is back to pre-Covid levels, international traf-
fic is lagging because of continued restric-
tions in some countries.

India’s recovery has continued to gain
momentum in recent months but has been
accompanied by elevated inflation. This
slowed the momentum a bit. The country’s
oil demand had been rising steadily since
the easing of COVID-19 restrictions.

Cooking gas LPG sales fell 9.7 per cent
year-on-year to 1.18 million tonnes in
March 1-15. LPG consumption was 7.1 per
cent higher than in March 2021 and 3.6 per
cent more than in March 2020.

Month-on-month, the demand dropped
15.10 when compared to 1.39 million
tonnes of LPG consum
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Urban Extension Road
Project (UER-II), being

constructed at an estimated cost
of Rs 7,716 crore as part of the
Delhi decongestion plan, will be
completed and inaugurated by
September this year, Union
Minister Nitin Gadkari said on
Thursday. 

The national capital’s third
ring road is proposed to be
developed in five packages.

Gadkari inspected the
progress of the Urban Extension

Road Project (UER-II) with Lt
Governor of Delhi Vinai Kumar
Saxena, Member of Parliament
Hans Raj Hans, Parvesh Sahib
Singh Verma and other higher
officials.

“We are developing UER-II
as a component of the Delhi
Decongestion Plan. The project
involves the construction of
UER-II in five different packages
with costs of Rs 7,716 Crore.

“....60 per cent work of the
UER II project has been com-
pleted. The project will be com-
pleted and inaugurated in the

next six months,” Gadkari said
while briefing the media.

The road transport and
highways minister said as part of
this project, the National
Highways Authority of India

(NHAI) is utilising 20 lakh
tonne of plastic garbage sourced
from the Ghazipur landfill.

NH-344M (package 1-3)
will serve as an additional west-
ern ring road in Delhi, lessening
the travel duration from 2 hours
to 20 minutes to IGI Airport,
offering an alternative route for
traffic from West/South Delhi,
and Gurgaon heading towards
NH-44, Chandigarh, Punjab
and J&K.

It also connects to the pro-
posed IICC in Dwarka, improv-
ing traffic flow in Delhi.
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Liverpool, deeply inconsistent in this

campaign, took heart from their 7-0 thrashing
of Manchester United in the Premier League,
but could not produce the same magic under
the Bernabeu lights.

Klopp started with Diogo Jota alongside
his usual attacking trio of Mohamed Salah,
Darwin Nunez and Cody Gakpo, deploying as
much firepower as he could to try and mount
a comeback.

The first chance of the game fell to Nunez
but Courtois thwarted the Uruguayan, who was
fed by Salah.

At the other end Madrid sliced open
Liverpool on various occasions, and Alisson
made a stunning save to deny Vinicius from
point-blank range.

Eduardo Camavinga crashed a long-range
effort against the crossbar, with Alisson getting
his fingertips to it.

The Brazilian goalkeeper made further
saves from Vinicius, Fede Valverde and Ben-
zema as Madrid controlled the game.

Camavinga impressed in midfield and
eventually helped create Benzema's goal, with
a driven pass forward in the build-up.

"I told him a few small details, like how I
know that the two Liverpool centre-backs play
open, there's space in the middle, and that's how
we scored the goal," added Benzema.

The striker has now scored seven times in
the Champions League against Liverpool,
more than any other player.

Benzema is key to Madrid's bid to lift the
trophy for a sixth time in 10 seasons, if he can
stay fit.

Madrid played classic Liverpool anthem
"You'll Never Walk Alone" at the end of the
game, at once a classy touch but also showing
Liverpool never made them truly uncomfort-
able.

Ancelotti said Madrid were full of belief
after their remarkable run to the final last sea-
son.

"We have a lot more confidence, because
of what happened last year, it gave us a lot of
confidence," said the Italian.

"We saw that in this tie, against a strong
team, we did well in the two games.

"But later, with confidence alone, we don't
reach the semi-finals. We have to play surpris-
ing football ... as always, the Champions League
is very complicated and we have to compete
until the end."
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Karim Benzema struck for Real Madrid to
clinch a 1-0 win over Liverpool and qual-
ification for the Champions League

quarter-finals on Wednesday 6-2 on aggregate.
After the wild last 16 first leg clash at Anfield

in February left Madrid sitting pretty with a
three-goal advantage, Liverpool coach Jurgen
Klopp said his side only had a one percent
chance of turning the tie around.

They stemmed the bleeding at the Santiago
Bernabeu but never looked like mounting a stir-
ring comeback of the type they managed
against Barcelona in 2019, or AC Milan in the
2005 final.

Madrid have now knocked Liverpool out of
the Champions League in three consecutive sea-
sons, including beating them in last year's final.

"It was a complicated game but from the
start we showed we wanted to go through, and
we are in the quarter-finals," Benzema told
Movistar.

"Suffering is part of today's football.
Everyone wants more, but sometimes you
have to suffer in a game — the most important
thing is to win and go through."

The 14-time record winners showed the
nous to keep Liverpool at arm's length, with
defenders Eder Militao and Antonio Rudiger
determined to shut out the visitors, along with
goalkeeper Thibaut Courtois.

Reigning champions Madrid could have
significantly stretched their lead, save for a series
of superb stops by Liverpool stopper Alisson
Becker and some unusually profligate finish-
ing.

In the first leg, Madrid were lethal, with
Vinicius Junior and Benzema netting twice each
— neither were as decisive.

Yet eventually they combined for Madrid's
winner after 78 minutes, with Vinicius slipping
as he tried to shoot, but hooking the ball into
Benzema's path for a simple tap-in.

Madrid's only worry was seeing their cap-
tain limp off after his goal amid an injury-hit
season — Benzema said it was only a blow on
the shin and Carlo Ancelotti confirmed he
would be fit to face Barcelona in the Clasico on
Sunday.

"Madrid were in control of the whole game,
Ali had to make two sensational saves to keep
us in the game," Klopp told reporters.

"Madrid were outstanding and that's why
the better team went through to the next round."
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Gianni Infantino has been re-
elected as president of FIFA

until 2027 after standing unop-
posed at the congress of world
football's governing body on
Thursday. The 52-year-old Swiss
lawyer, who succeeded the dis-
graced Sepp Blatter in 2016, was
waved in for a third term by
acclamation, just as he was four
years ago, by delegates from the
211 member federations.

"To all those who love me,
and I know there are so many,
and also those who hate me, I
know there are a few: I love you
all," Infantino told delegates in
the Rwandan capital, where the
voting system did not register
the number of dissident voices.

While FIFA statutes cur-
rently limit a president to a max-
imum of three four-year terms,

Infantino has already prepared
the ground to stay until 2031,
declaring in December that his
first three years at the helm did
not count as a full term.

Infantino, who staunchly
defended Qatar's hosting of last

year's World Cup as the Gulf
state's treatment of migrant
workers, women and the
LGBTQ community came un-
der the spotlight, has overseen
the expansion of the men's and
women's World Cup and huge

increases in FIFA revenues.
Norwegian Football Federa-

tion president Lise Klaveness
had said she would not support
Infantino and tabled a propos-
al to discuss at the congress
"FIFA's responsibilities to rem-
edy human rights abuses" in
relation to the Qatar World
Cup and future tournaments.

On Wednesday, the Ger-
man FA president, Bernd
Neuendorf said the organisation
would not back Infantino for re-
election, citing lack of trans-
parency from FIFA and insuffi-
cient explanations of "why cer-
tain decisions are made and who
was involved in them".

However, Infantino's main-
ly European-based opponents
were not able to put forward a
candidate to stand against the
man who was once Michel
Platini's number two at UEFA.���� �>��>�

Brighton bolstered their bid to
qualify for Europe with a 1-

0 win in their Premier League
derby against Crystal Palace,
while Brentford pushed South-
ampton deeper into relegation
trouble on Wednesday.

Roberto De Zerbi's side
earned their first victory in
eight league meetings with bit-
ter rivals Palace thanks to Solly
March's goal at the rain-soaked
Amex Stadium.

Seventh-placed Brighton
moved level on points with
sixth-placed Liverpool, with the
Seagulls holding a game in
hand.

As it stands, sixth place will
guarantee qualification for next
season's European Conference
League, although that will drop
to seventh if Manchester City or
Manchester United win the FA
Cup.

It is shaping up to be a
memorable season for Brighton,
who host fourth-tier Grimsby in
the FA Cup quarter-finals on
Sunday.

In contrast, their old ene-
mies Palace saw their winless
streak reach 12 games in all
competitions as they await their
first victory in 2023.

"The most important thing
is the fans understood our style
of play and in England this is a
great challenge," De Zerbi said.

"The players believe in our
style. We didn't play our best
game but if you win it is better."

Palace remain three points
clear of the relegation zone.

Patrick Vieira's team had
failed to have a shot on target in
each of their past three Premier
League games, the first instance
of that happening since the sta-
tistic was first recorded in 2003-
04.

Palace's dismal streak final-
ly ended early in the first half as
Wilfried Zaha's shot forced
Jason Steele to save.

Vieira was forced to hand
teenage goalkeeper Joseph

Whitworth his professional
debut after Vicente Guaita sus-
tained a late injury.

At 19 years and 15 days,
Whitworth was the youngest
keeper to appear in the Premier
League since 18-year-old Ben
Alnwick in 2005 for Sunderland
against Tottenham.

But there was no fairytale
for youth academy graduate
Whitworth, a boyhood Palace
fan, as his weak attempted save
allowed March's low strike to
squirm into the net in the 15th
minute.

March's goal came just 24
hours after De Zerbi said the
midfielder deserves a place in
the England squad, with Gareth
Southgate naming his selection
on Thursday for the Euro 2024
qualifiers against Italy and
Ukraine.

There was a five-minute
delay in the second half when a
power failure plunged the stadi-
um into darkness, but even that
break couldn't rattle Brighton as
the high-flying Seagulls contin-
ued their ascent.

Just across the south coast at
St Mary's, bottom of the table
Southampton slumped to a 2-0
defeat against Brentford, who sit
one place behind Brighton and
have their own European ambi-
tions.

Brentford lost for the first
time in 13 Premier League mat-
ches against Everton last week-
end.

But they bounced back as
Ivan Toney struck in the 32nd
minute with his 16th league goal
this term, this one a tap-in after
Christian Norgaard headed
Bryan Mbeumo's corner across
the six-yard box.

Yoane Wissa grabbed
Brentford's second goal deep
into stoppage time with a clin-
ical finish from the edge of the
area.

Southampton are two points
from safety and have played a
game more than all the teams
just above them in the fight for
survival.
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Victor Osimhen says Napoli
are dreaming of

Champions League glory after
his brace shot the Serie A lead-
ers to a 3-0 win over Eintracht
Frankfurt and into the quarter-
finals for the first time in their
history on Wednesday.

Nigeria striker Osimhen
struck either side of half-time
to ensure no slip-ups in Naples
and help his team secure a
straightforward, and deserved,
5-0 aggregate win.

Piotr Zielinski added
Napoli's third from the penal-
ty spot on a perfect night for
southern Italy's biggest club,
who Osimhen believes can go
all the way.

"It's amazing to make his-
tory with this win," said
Osimhen to Amazon Prime.

"We will keep on dream-
ing, we have the squad to do so
(win the Champions League).
I think we are on the right path.
We have a great coach. We will
see what the future holds for
us, I think we have a good
chance."

Luciano Spalletti's side are
close to securing their first
Serie A title in over three
decades and an already
remarkable season got even
better with a place in Friday's
draw for the last eight of
Europe's top club competition.

They have been powered
to an almost certain domestic
triumph and a deep run in
Europe by the red-hot Osim-
hen, who has now netted 23
times in all competitions for
possibly the continent's most
exciting team.

However Spalletti was less
bullish about Napoli's chances

than Osimhen, replying with a
curt "no" when asked if he was
flattered by Pep Guardiola say-
ing his side were the best in
Europe.

"It's a game that people
play to put pressure on other
teams, it's a game that every-
one knows by now," said an
irritated Spalletti.

Eintracht were without
suspended France forward
Randal Kolo Muani following
his sending off in the first leg
and the Bundesliga outfit did
very little to trouble Napoli.

Oliver Glasner's side head
out of the competition on a
night in which their fans were
involved in serious disorder
after travelling to Naples
despite no tickets for away fans
being put on sale.
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Three German football

fans and five locals were arrest-
ed following clashes with police
in Naples before and after
Napoli's Champions League
win over Eintracht Frankfurt,
a local official said on
Thursday.

Six police officers were
injured in the violence on
Wednesday evening, according
to Alessandro Giuliano, who is
responsible for public safety in
Naples.

Police were in the process
of identifying 470 German
fans who stayed in the city, and
were scouring images to estab-
lish those responsible for the
disorder, he told a press con-
ference.

Dozens of supporters of
Atalanta also joined forces
with supporters of the German
side, with whom they are
twinned.

matches and you can see how solid
he is on the court," Davidovich
Fokina said.

"It was a very unpleasant match
with the wind," he added. "We both
had break chances, he took his
chance and I didn't, but the level is
there."
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Sabalenka, ranked second in the

world, roared past Gauff 6-4, 6-0,
turning the tables on a player who had
won three of their four prior encoun-
ters.

Sabalenka was in full command
of her serve, and her thunderous
ground strokes left Gauff with few
options.

The Belarusian fired five aces and
a total of 18 winners, closing out the
match without facing a break point
with three straight unreturnable
serves.

She said she's a different player
than she was when she lost to Gauff
in Toronto last year -- and since she

won her second title of the year at the
Australian Open.

"I think I'm more calm on court,
and I'm able to control my emotions,
which help me to stay in the game no
matter what, and just fight for every
point," Sabalenka said.

Sabalenka will face a battle-test-
ed opponent in Sakkari, who has been
taken to three sets in all four match-
es this week.

Tiafoe, who has reached his first
Masters 1000 semi without dropping
a set, made it clear he's looking fur-
ther than the final four.

"It's great, but it's the semis,"
Tiafoe said. "The job's not done."

Tiafoe had broken Norrie twice
in the second set to serve for the
match at 5-2.

He was broken himself, but made
no mistake on hs next opportunity as
he finished it off with a love game.

"At the end, it got a little tricky,
but it was pretty one-way traffic and
I am really happy with where my
game is at," he said.
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Daniil Medvedev's sore right ankle
wasn't a factor on Wednesday as

he beat Alejandro Davidovich Fokina
6-3, 7-5 to reach the semi-finals at
Indian Wells, where Aryna Sabalenka
and Frances Tiafoe raced into the final
four.

Medvedev showed little ill effect
from the twisted ankle he suffered in
a three-set battle against Alexander
Zverev a day earlier as he pushed his
ATP match winning streak to 18
straight.

He booked a semi-final clash with
16th-ranked American Tiafoe, who
beat 2021 Indian Wells winner
Cameron Norrie 6-4, 6-4.

Australian Open champion
Sabalenka, still building on her maid-
en Grand Slam title in Melbourne,
overpowered Coco Gauff 6-4, 6-0 to
advance at the combined WTA and
ATP Masters 1000 event.

Sabalenka will face 2022 runner-
up Maria Sakkari after the seventh-

ranked Greek defeated two-time
Wimbledon champion Petra Kvitova
4-6, 7-5, 6-1.

Medvedev arrived in the
California desert riding high after
nabbing titles at Rotterdam, Doha and
Dubai in three weeks.

Long a critic of the slow hard
courts of the Indian Wells Tennis
Garden, he was through to the quar-
ters for the first time after hanging on
to beat Zverev despite rolling his
ankle.

"I'm actually happy the ankle did-
n't hurt much because when I
warmed up it was hurting pretty bad,"
Medvedev said. "I couldn't move well
on the warmup.

"I tried to warm it up as long as
possible and take one painkiller so
that probably helped and I was actu-
ally feeling better and better during
the match," added the former US
Open champion, who has two days
off before he takes on Tiafoe.

"Daniil has been winning many
tournaments, many consecutive
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Real Madrid coach Carlo
Ancelotti said his team were

full of confidence after reaching
the Champions League quarter-
finals on Wednesday.

Madrid are aiming to win
the Champions League for the
sixth time in 10 seasons and
Ancelotti believes his team's
remarkable run to glory last sea-
son has given them a lot of con-
fidence.

Los Blancos pulled off stun-
ning comebacks against Paris
Saint-Germain, Chelsea and
Manchester City, before beating
Liverpool in the final.

Even in the last 16 first-leg
clash with Jurgen Klopp's Reds,
Madrid fell two goals behind
before roaring to a 5-2 win.

"We have a lot more confi-
dence, because of what hap-
pened last year, it gave us a lot
of confidence," Ancelotti told
reporters.

"We saw that in this tie,
against a strong team, we did
well in the two games.

"But later, with confidence
alone, we don't reach the semi-
finals. We have to play surpris-
ing football ... as always, the
Champions League is very com-
plicated and we have to compete
until the end."

"These things (world ranking) don't
matter to us so much. We don't keep this
in mind when we play. Our only prior-
ity was to convert our chances and keep
the pressure on the opponent," India cap-
tain Harmanpreet Singh said.

"Some of the youngsters who got an
opportunity to show their talent also
stood up to the occasion and did very
well for themselves as well as the team,"
said Harmanpreet, who is currently the
leading goal-scorer in the ongoing FIH
Pro League with 11 goals, ahead of
Belgium's Alexander Hendrickx (six
goals).

The 21,000-capacity Birsa Munda
Stadium has turned out to be a fortress
for the Indian team remained unbeaten
in eight matches. The Indian team has
won seven and drawn once at the venue.
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The Indian men's hockey team jumped
two places to fourth in the latest FIH

rankings on the back of its rare back-
back-wins against world champions
Germany and Australia in the Pro
League matches in Rourkela.

Significantly, India moved ahead of
hockey powerhouse Australia, who
dropped one place to fifth.

Germany, who were on top spot after
winning World Cup title in Odisha in
January, also slipped two places to third
spot after losing back-to-back matches
to India.

India won all their four matches —
two each against Germany and Australia
— in their FIH Pro League matches
played at the Birsa Munda Stadium, the

world's largest all-seater venue.
This is less than two months after

India made a shocking last 16 exit in the
World Cup held here and in
Bhubaneswar in January.

India won both the double-legged
matches against Germany 3-2 and 6-3
while they beat Australia 5-4 and 4-3 in
penalty shootout (after 2-2 in regulation
time) in the first and second games.

Not only the all-win performance
took India to the top of the FIH Pro
League points table, the side led by
Harmanpreet Singh jumped two places
from earlier sixth to fourth in the latest
FIH rankings.

The Netherlands, who won bronze
in the World Cup, are at the top spot
while runners-up Belgium occupy the
second place in the latest rankings.
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Star all-rounder Hardik Pandya's
leadership skills and India's over-
all World Cup preparedness will

be under focus when the home side
begin their three-match ODI series
against Australia here on Friday.

Pandya will captain the Indian
team in the absence of regular skipper
Rohit Sharma, who is unavailable for
the first ODI at the Wankhede Stadium
due to family commitments.

The day-night match will be
Pandya's first as captain in an ODI,
though he is the the regular India skip-
per in the T20 format. He is also the
designated vice-captain for the ODI
series.

Collectively as a team, the focus
will shift from winning the four-
match Test series for the Border-
Gavaskar Trophy and qualifying for the
World Test Championships final in
June against the same opponents —
Australia — to starting preparations for
the 50-over World Cup the country is
hosting later this year.

Keeping in mind that India had
won the title the last time the country
hosted the tournament — with MS
Dhoni's team winning the trophy in
2011 — similar expectations will be
from Sharma and company.

The expectations will be particu-
larly high because the Indian team is
a different beast in any format while
playing at home. Moreover, the
unwanted record of not doing well
enough in the knockout matches of the
ICC hounding this group of players, the
team will be desperate to turn things
around.

India will also look to make the
most of the incredible start they have
had in ODIs at home this year, winning
all six matches in total — against Sri
Lanka and New Zealand in two sepa-
rate series.

With 567 runs and three centuries
in just six ODIs, and averaging 113.40,

Shubman Gill has made a cracking start
to the World Cup year and Sharma's
absence in the first match will put more
limelight on the right-handed batter,
who is coming off a quality Test cen-
tury against Australia in the fourth and
final match in Ahmedabad.

Batting maestro Virat Kohli had
left the lean patch in white-ball crick-
et far behind, and his 338 runs in six
matches at 67.60 indicate that the run-
machine can be expected to add more

to the 75 centuries that he has accumu-
lated in international cricket so far.

Kohli's battle with Australia leg-
spinner Adam Zampa is one of the
match-ups to watch out for, with the
bowler having had considerable success
against the star India batter.

Kuldeep Yadav and Yuzvendra
Chahal bowled in tandem in the nets
during an optional training session on
Wednesday here, and the two leg-spin-
ners can form a vital weapon in India's

attack given their knack of taking wick-
ets and past record of domination in
white-ball cricket.

With 11 wickets in five matches,
Kuldeep has so far been India's best
spinner, while among fast bowlers,
Mohammed Siraj is far ahead with 14
scalps in as many outings.

The Indians will be wary of the fact
that the five-time World Cup winners
Australia have enough firepower in
their ranks to pull off wins, despite the

absence of regular captain Pat
Cummins who has decided to be with
his family after the passing of her moth-
er.

Cummins' absence will be felt by
the visiting team as it also looks to
finalise its preparations for the World
Cup in October-November this year.

Like he did in the last two match-
es of the Test series, the wily Steve
Smith will lead Australia in the ODI
series as well. While Cummins and
Josh Hazlewood are not available for
this ODI series, veteran batter David
Warner and all-rounder Ashton Agar,
who both had returned home during
the Test series, are back in India with
the national squad.

Australia also have not played
any ODI cricket in three-and-a-half
months of this year, with their focus
being trained completely on the WTC
final berth.

With that objective achieved, the
visiting side will want to approach these
three ODIs with the best possible
opportunity to prepare for challenges
ahead under Smith.

Australia will also draw inspiration
from the fact that the last time they
played here, they had handed India a
10-wicket defeat with Warner and
Aaron Finch — now retired — hitting
unbeaten centuries.
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India: Hardik Pandya (captain),
Shubman Gill, Virat Kohli, Shreyas Iyer,
Suryakumar Yadav, K L Rahul, Ishan
Kishan (wk), Ravindra Jadeja, Kuldeep
Yadav, Washington Sundar, Yuzvendra
Chahal, Mohd Shami, Mohd Siraj,
Umran Malik, Shardul Thakur, Axar
Patel, Jaydev Unadkat.
Australia: Steven Smith (captain),
David Warner, Travis Head, Marnus
Labuschagne, Mitchell Marsh, Marcus
Stoinis, Alex Carey, Glenn Maxwell,
Cameron Green, Josh Inglis, Sean
Abbott, Ashton Agar, Mitchell Starc,
Nathan Ellis, Adam Zampa.
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Mitchell Marsh feels having
more all-rounders will

provide Australia "flexibility and
depth", which will be crucial as
they look to experiment with
their line-up in the ODI series,
keeping in mind the 50-over
World Cup in India.

India will host the ICC ODI
World Cup in October-
November this year and the
three-match ODI series, begin-
ning here on Friday between the
top-ranked hosts and the sec-
ond-placed Australian side, will
provide both the teams a chance
to bolster their preparations.

"For the balance of our
team, having as many all-roun-
ders in here as we can is really
important for the structure we
line up with," Marsh told repor-
ters ahead of Australia's training
session here on Thursday.

"We've seen really good
teams in the past, England have
guys batting at No 8 who are

genuine batters, and it gives you
the ability to either set really big
totals or chase big totals."

Marsh said explosive open-
ing batter David Warner, who
returned home after the second
Test in New Delhi following a
hairline fracture in his left elbow,
will play in the first ODI only if
he is 100 per cent fit.

Warner and the left-arm
spin bowling all-rounder have
rejoined Australia's squad in
India ahead of the ODI series.

"He is still coming back
from his elbow injury, there is no
rushing him back unless he is
100 per cent fit," Marsh said.

Warner also reportedly suf-
fered minor bruising during
the team's practice session for
the opening ODI with the ball
crashing into his thigh off an
inside edge.

Marsh expects the series as
well as the upcoming World Cup
in India to be a high-scoring
affair.

"Think we'll see that (big

totals) in this series, hopefully
there'll be a lot of runs scored,
and looking forward to the
World Cup, just the way crick-
et is played here in the white-ball
format, you'll have to chase or
make big scores.

"The more flexibility and
depth you can have with your
batting line-up, I think it will be
really important.

"It is going to be a high scor-
ing World Cup ... From my
experience it is nice to have
options to go to, to change
things up, try and change the
momentum of the games, the
more options the better." Marsh
said while Australia will look to
experiment, the focus will be on
winning the series and not think
too far ahead at the World Cup.

"I think it is really important
for us to focus on winning this
series. Anytime we play for
Australia it is important to have
that mindset, as every team
would be doing now over the
next six months or so, building
towards the World Cup.

"We might just play a few
different lineups, experimenting
with a few guys but the mind-
set is to come here and win the
series. Obviously we have got a
fair bit of experience playing
here which is great so hopeful-
ly it will be a few good games for
us."

The 31-year-old said beating
India in their own backyard is
going to be really challenging.

"It is always a difficult place
to win. The Indian one-day
team is outstanding and they
play very well at home. But I
think we have also got a very
good side and it is going to be a
great contest.

"Hopefully we can play
some good cricket, entertain
some big crowds and win a few
games for Australia."
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India all-rounder and stand-in
captain for the first ODI here

against Australia, Hardik Pandya
said on Thursday that bilateral
series are as competitive as ICC
tournaments and brooding over
failures in past global competi-
tions is an exercise in futility.

India have usually done well
in bilateral series — both home
and away — but have been fail-
ing regularly in ICC tournaments
for close to a decade now, with
the most recent disappointment
being the semi-final defeat to
England in the T20 World Cup
in Australia last year.

Pandya said the team had
not tried anything new to change
the trend and the focus has been
on learning from bilateral fix-
tures.

"I don't think we have tried
anything new. We will be trying
to be a little brave which I think
in the last couple of series we
have done quite well," the all-
rounder told the media here at
the Wankhede Stadium.

"All these bilaterals are as
challenging, they can get as
close to the wire as they can. That
is the only way we are going to
learn and start playing under
pressure of knockouts (in ICC
tournaments). (But) we don't
need to look at that right now, the
past is past and we are hoping for
the best things to come," Pandya
added.

Pandya, who is also the
vice-captain of the Indian side for
the three-match series against
Australia, said the players are
comfortable with workload-
related calls made by the man-

agement.
"We have to have faith in our

strength and conditioning coach-
es. I am a guy who trusts his
team. These calls of workload,
who should play when, who
should not play, that is complete-
ly on the guys who are profes-
sionals and it is their call,"
Pandya said.

"All these guys are confident
that if they miss out on some
matches, then they miss out. It's
okay. That's the confidence we
have. If someone misses out
because of workload manage-
ment, this management has
shown confidence and trust in
the players. I think that's the rea-
son players who have gone out
have come back with a lot of
security," he added.

The 29-year-old all-rounder
said he is ready to share whatev-

er workload comes along with
the other bowlers. “Whatever the
situation requires, I will do it,” he
said when asked if he was ready
to bowl a full quota of 10 overs.

Pandya opined that ODI
matches are more settled and
give teams a longer duration to
execute their plans. "ODIs are
just an extension of the T20
game in which you have to
make a lot of changes. You have
to be at it because every over,
every ball changes the game. In
ODIs you have more set plans,
once you start something, the
same plan could be going on for
six overs. It is just (about) how
we can control that period," he
said.

Pandya also said the Indian
players are used to competing in
the Indian Premier League, espe-
cially when the tournament is

around a major bilateral series.
The third ODI against Australia
will be played on March 22 in
Chennai, while the IPL 2023
begins on March 31.

"We all are professionals
and this is not the first time we
are playing the IPL. This is
going to be my ninth or 10th and
almost everyone has been
around for far too long. Playing
for the country is a different hon-
our and pride so that does not
even come into question," he
said.

"To be very honest, I had to
think about this question for the
first time because I don't think
any individual has got this
thought of motivating more
because the IPL is around. IPL
is IPL, how we take it series by
series, even the IPL will be the
same," the all-rounder explained.
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Star India batter Virat Kohli has opened
up on his decision to step down as

skipper of Royal Challengers Bangalore
after 2021 season, saying he had no
"belief " and his "tank was absolutely
empty" towards the end of his IPL cap-
taincy tenure.

RCB had a horror run in 2019 when
they lost six games in a row to eventual-
ly finish at the bottom of the IPL table.
They were wooden spooners in the 2017
edition as well.

Kohli quit as RCB captain after the
2021 season with South Africa's Faf du
Plessis taking over the reins.

"The time when my captaincy tenure
was coming to an end here, I was left with
no belief, to be very honest. I was gone,
the tank was absolutely empty," Kohli said
during his motivational speech to the
RCB women's team ahead of their clash
against UP Warriorz in the WPL on
Wednesday.

"But that was my own perspective,

that was me just an individual saying that
I have seen so much of this, I can't just
manage it, handle it anymore."

RCB hade made it to the playoffs in
the 2020 edition for the first time since
2016 season and also reached the knock-
outs in the next two editions.

"But the next season, new people
came in, they had new ideas, there was
an another opportunity. They were excit-
ed, may be as an individual I wasn't that

excited. But they created the energy and
we reached the playoffs three years in a
row," Kohli said.

"Now we start every season with the
excitement that was before and I feel
excited now, the person who was not up
to the mark. So it is a colective respon-
sibility, if someone is feeling down as well,
the others can pull them up."

Kohli's decision to quit RCB captain-
cy came after he had made up his mind

to step down as India's T20 skipper, fol-
lowing the 2021 T20 World Cup. He was
later removed as ODI captain and soon
after quit as Test captain as well. The 34-
year-old from Delhi said there has been
phases in his career when he felt insecure
and tried to save his reputation.

"...I have needed constant reminders,
even from youngsters, because they
have a fresh perspective. I have been
under pressure because I have played for
so long, I have been insecure, I have tried
my performances, my reputation like 'Oh
I am Virat Kohli, I have to perform in
every game. I can't afford to get out'.

"But these youngsters come and tell
me, 'why didn't you hit the ball?' and I
was like, 'he is right'. I couldn't think
about it because I am so caught up with
me, me, me and what I should do and
how people are looking at me and all that
stuff that I forgot how to play the game."

Kohli recently cracked a superb 186
against Australia in the drawn fourth and
final Test, ending a three-year wait to get
to his 28th Test century.
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Captain Dimuth Karunaratne
says Sri Lanka will use their

agonising last-gasp defeat to
New Zealand as motivation
when the second Test starts on
Friday in Wellington.

Kane Williamson sealed a
thrilling New Zealand win by
running a bye as the first Test
went to the final ball in
Christchurch.

The hosts' two-wicket tri-
umph scuppered Sri Lanka's
chances of making the World
Test Championship final, hand-
ing the spot to India, who will
face Australia.

"Unfortunately we aren't in
a position to progress (to the
final), but it's a two-Test series
and we have to play for our
pride," Karunaratne told
reporters on Thursday.

"I can see the boys in the
dressing room still want to win

this match and draw the series."
Karunaratne knows his

team paid a heavy price for field-
ing errors in Christchurch, par-
ticularly when danger man
Williamson was dropped on
33. He went on to make a
match-winning century.

"There were small things we
couldn't do well, that is the only
concern, but we're trying to cor-
rect the mistakes," said
Karunaratne.

The Sri Lankan skipper says
his seam bowlers can cause
problems for Williamson and
New Zealand's top order.

Asitha Fernando took seven
wickets in the first Test.

"We can challenge the Kiwi
top batters every time, even
some of their players said to me
that they didn't expect that kind
of bowling pressure from the Sri
Lankans," said Karunaratne.

The second Test is at
Wellington's Basin Reserve,

scene of the hosts' memorable
one-run win over England last
month which squared that two-
Test series.

"We had great crowds last
time we were here and got peo-
ple talking about Test cricket,"
said captain Tim Southee, whose
Black Caps are chasing a third
straight Test win.

Showers and high winds are
forecast on Friday and Southee
will decide his team after
inspecting the green wicket.

"We'll have a final look in
the morning as there is a bit of
weather around," he added.

All-rounder Doug
Bracewell has been added to the
New Zealand squad as cover for
Neil Wagner, who is sidelined
after finishing the first Test with
a back and hamstring injury.

Southee expects Sri Lanka
to put up another stern test.

"They are a quality side, as
we saw in Christchurch," he said.
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England batter Will Jacks has
been ruled out of the upcom-

ing edition of the Indian Premier
League (IPL) due to an injury
while doing national duty in
Bangladesh.

The 24-year-old Jacks, who
was bought for Rs 3.2 crores by
Royal Challengers Bangalore
(RCB) at the IPL auction in
December last, suffered a mus-
cle injury while fielding during
England's second ODI against
Bangladesh in Mirpur earlier
this month, according to a
report in ESPNcricinfo. "..After
scans earlier this week and con-
sultation with a specialist, he has
been forced to pull out of the
IPL," the report said.

RCB is currently in discus-
sions with Michael Bracewell of
New Zealand as Jacks' potential
replacement, the report said.

Jacks made his England
debuts in all three formats this
year, winning his T20I and Test
caps in Pakistan before playing
his first ODI in Bangladesh.

The injury may affect his
chances of earning selection in
England's ODI squad for the
World Cup later this year.
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Veteran Australia batter
David Warner was on

Thursday named as captain of
Delhi Capitals for the upcom-
ing Indian Premier League
(IPL) season in the absence of
Rishabh Pant, who is current-
ly undergoing rehabilitation
after a car crash.

India all-rounder Axar
Patel will be the vice-captain of
the Delhi team, a role he per-
formed last year also. IPL 2023
begins on March 31.

DC also announced for-
mer India captain and Ex
BCCI chief Sourav Ganguly as
the franchise's Director of
Cricket. Ganguly has been
associated with Delhi Capitals
in the past too, in the role of
mentor, during the 2019 sea-
son.

“Rishabh has been a terrif-
ic leader for Delhi Capitals, and
we're all going to miss having
him around. I would like to
thank the management for
the faith and trust they've

always shown in me," Warner
said in a release.

The naming of Warner as
DC captain was on expected
lines after Pant — who led the
team from 2021 season — met
with a horrific car accident in
late December and successful-
ly underwent a knee ligament
tear surgery in Mumbai.

Warner is currently in
India for Australia's ODI leg of
the tour which begins in
Mumbai on Friday. He is one
of IPL's most prolific batters
with 5881 runs from 162 mat-
ches in the 13 seasons that he
has featured since 2009. He has
an average of 42.01, strike rate
of 140.69 and has hit four hun-
dreds and 55 fifties.

Warner began his IPL stint
with the Delhi franchise in
2009 — when it was Delhi
Daredevils then — and
remained part of the team till
2013. He was the interim cap-
tain of the team for a couple of
matches in 2013, before being
bought by Sunrirsers Hydera-
bad next year.
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INDIA TO FACE AUS IN 1ST ODI TODAY
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