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Murmu visits K’jhar, interacts with Juang people
NARESH PATTANAYAK     �����
KEONJHAR

President Droupadi Murmu
on Thursday visited Keonjhar
district on a one-day tour and
passed sometimes with the
PVTG Juang tribe at Gonasika
under Banspal block.

 Interacting with the Juang
community, known as the
original settlers of Keonjhar
district, the President said,
“Tribals are hankering for love
and affection to go ahead. If
we all give a little love and af-
fection by making them aware
of different schemes imple-
mented for them, then they
will prosper.”

“There are several schemes
implemented by the Govern-
ment. But the tribe could not

benefit from those due to lack
of awareness. We should be
aware of them and provide
benefits from those schemes
so that PVTG will live their
life with dignity without be-
coming a burden on others,”
Murmu added. 

The President arrived at
Raisuan airstrip of Keonjhar
on a special helicopter from
Mayurbhanj district and

went to Gonasika by road.
She stressed on education,
cultivation, training, em-
ployment and health of the
tribe. She also urged the Gov-
ernment to ensure education
to all and identify the drop-
out children and impart
training as per their ability
and provide them employ-
ment.

During the interaction the

President made the people
aware about different schemes
and facilities that the Gov-
ernment has implemented to
make them developed.

Murmu inaugurated a Na-
tional Seminar title ‘
Kendujhar ra Janajati : Jana,
Sanskruti O Aitiha’ and
PVTGs exhibition, and
addressed the students at the
Dharanidhar University.

Panel to supervise Srimandir Ratna Bhandar inventory
Scanning of Ratna
Bhandar reveals
multiple cracks

Nua-O ScholarshipNua-O ScholarshipNua-O ScholarshipNua-O ScholarshipNua-O Scholarship

Pandian attends launching in Baleswar

Prez addresses Utkal University convocation

MLA Prasanta Jagadev joins BJP

Apartment burglariesApartment burglariesApartment burglariesApartment burglariesApartment burglaries

9 members of inter-State gang held

ILS, BBSR holds National Science Day

Lions Bankers holds diabetes, cataract screening

Anganwadi Workers' remuneration hiked

Married woman stabbed to death in city

Lauds its role in
field of education
PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

President Droupadi Murmu
addressed the 53rd convoca-
tion of the Utkal University
here on Thursday

 She said that since its in-
ception, the Utkal University
has made its mark in the field
of education not only in
Odisha but also all over India.
It is a leading university of the
country in terms of its cam-
pus, environment and teach-
ing tradition.

She paid tributes to all the
visionaries who have contrib-
uted in the journey of this
university.

 Murmu said it is her good
fortune to have been a student

of the Utkal University. Many
students have brought honour
to the Utkal University by
doing remarkable works in
various fields.

 She noted that more than
two lakh students are study-
ing in the colleges recognised
under the Utkal University.
The percentage of girls is
greater than boys among these

students. She called upon stu-
dents to inculcate human
qualities, most importantly
modesty and humility, love
and compassion in everyone
they meet. She said they should
remember that peace and har-
mony are essential for human
existence.

 The President said that
when she was in school, her

teachers often taught to love
mother, motherland and
mother tongue. She stated that
education in our mother
tongue connects us with our
culture. "We have inherited a
very rich culture, and we have
to preserve it. We should
recognise our roots to preserve
the Indian knowledge tradi-
tion," she said.

CM forms 12-
member body
headed by Justice
Pasayat
PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

As per a direction by the
Orissa High Court, the State
Government has formed a
high-level committee to super-
vise the preparation of the in-
ventory of the Ratna Bhandar
of the Jagannath Temple at
Puri.

Chief Minister Naveen
Patnaik on Thursday consti-
tuted the 12-member panel
headed by former Supreme
Court Judge Justice Arijit
Pasayat for monitoring the
process of inventory of valu-
ables stored in the Ratna
Bhandar.

Other members of the com-
mittee included Dr
Ramakanta Panda (vice-chair-
man), Dr Bidhubhushan
Samal (former CMD of
Allahabad Bank), AK Sabat
(Chartered Accountant), a
representative of Puri King
Gajapati Dibyasingha Deb, a
representative of Archaeologi-
cal Survey of India, Durga

Prasad Dasmohapatra (servi-
tor), Madhav Chandra
Mohapatra (servitor),
Jagannath Kar (servitor),
Ganesh Mekap (servitor), Puri
Collector and Shree Jagannath
Temple Administration
(SJTA) Chief Administrator.

In September last year, the
High Court had directed the
government to constitute a
high-level committee for the
supervision of the preparation
of inventory of Ratna
Bhandar.

Replying to a query in the
State Assembly during Vote-
on-Account session in Febru-
ary, Law Minister Jagannath
Saraka told that the Ratna
Bhandar (treasure house) would
be opened for repair work dur-
ing Rath Yatra this year.

PNS     �����   PURI

The laser scanning of the
Jagannath Temple's Ratna
Bhandar conducted by the Ar-
chaeological Survey of India
(ASI) has revealed cracks at
multiple places.

The ASI has prepared a re-
port on structural assessment
of the Ratna Bhandar. The
condition mapping of Ratna
Bhandar's outer walls on
northern side was conducted
with laser scanning from No-
vember 28 to 29, 2023.

The following structural
problems of the Ratna
Bhandar have been men-
tioned in the report for carry-
ing out conservation works.

The weathered and weak
lime plaster of the slopped
surface shows visible cracks at

many locations which needs
de-plastering and appropriate
consolidation. These might
have caused seepages with into
the inner chamber.

The junction area of Ratna
Bhandar and Jagamohan Bada
just below the 1st Pidha needs
strengthening and proper
water-tightening.

After de-plastering the
outer three side walls if any
major damage found, it will
be taken care by appropriate
conservation mechanism.

In a letter to the Chief Ad-
ministrator of the Shree
Jagannath Temple Adminis-
tration (SJTA), the ASI has
mentioned that it is essential
to discuss the matter with
members of the SJTA to take
further course of action at the
earliest.

PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

The Lions Club of
Bhubaneswar Bankers
organised a diebetes and cata-
ract screening camp for the
benefit of urban poor and
nearby slum people.

With the cooperation of the
medical team of Urban Health
Mobile Unit under the Na-
tional Health Mission, Gov-
ernment of Odisha, cataract
and diabetes screenings were
undertaken in the camp. Be-
sides, general eye check up was
also done and spectacles were
distributed free of cost among
the poor and needy people.

Ln Gayatri Mishra, Ln
Ranjan Kumar Nayak and Ln
Chittaranjan Mohanty as-
sisted the medical team in con-
ducting the camp.

LCB Bankers president Dr
Manoranjan Bhuyan, secre-
tary Raghunath Prusty and
treasurer Manoranjan Das
helped in organising this
health camp. District Coordi-

nators of Lion District 322C4
Ln. Maya Swain and Ln.
Nirmal Kumar Behera, vice
president-I of LCB Bankers
Banambar Sahoo, members of
the Board of Directors Ln

Abhay Kumar Mohapatra, Ln
Susmita Rout, Ln Manoj
Kumar Jena and Ln
Muktikanta Satpathy among
others cooperated.

PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

Ahead of elections 2024,
Chilika MLA Prasanta Kumar
Jagadev joined the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) here on
Thursday.

The expelled BJD leader was
officially inducted into the BJP

in the presence of Bhubaneswar
MP Aparajita Sarangi, BJP State
election co-in-charge Lata
Usendi and other senior leaders
at the party's State headquarters.

 "I am delighted and proud to
have joined the BJP family. I will
work as a soldier of Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi," Jagadev

said after joining the BJP.
The BJD had suspended

Jagadev from the party in Sep-
tember 2021 for "anti-party"
activities, including an alleged
assault on a BJP leader in his
constituency.

He was expelled from the
party after he was booked in a

'mowing down' case in March
2022. He was condemned for
an alleged act after his SUV
ploughed through a crowd in-
juring at least 22 people includ-
ing 10 police personnel and
two journalists at Banpur in
Khordha district on March 12,
2022.

PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

Chief Minister Naveen
Patnaik on Thursday decided
to hike the monthly remu-
neration of Anganwadi Work-
ers and their assistants. The
remuneration was increased to
Rs 10,000 from the existing
Rs 7,500.

The remuneration of Mini-
Anganwadi Workers was hiked
to Rs 7,250 from Rs 5,375. The
remuneration of Anganwadi
Assistants was raised to Rs
5,000 from Rs 3,750

The remuneration hike
would be implemented retro-
spectively from October 1,
2023. As many as 1.48 lakh
Anganwadi Workers, Mini-
Anganwadi Workers and
Anganwadi Assistants would
be benefited.

The government would in-
cur an additional expenditure
of Rs 350 crore for the pur-
pose.

The arrears for four months
would be deposited in the ben-
eficiaries' bank accounts be-
tween March 5 and 10.

The Anganwadi Workers
would get an incentive of Rs 1
lakh at the time of their super-
annuation. The Mini-
Anganwadi Workers would get
Rs 75,000. The Anganwadi
Workers would get Rs 50,000 as
incentive under the Exit Policy.

The Anganwadi Workers
and their assistants would get
compensation of Rs 2 lakh in
case of accidental death or per-
manent disability. They would
be provided with compensa-
tion of Rs 1 lakh for partial dis-
ability caused due to mishaps.

PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

5T and Nabin Odisha Chair-
man  Kartik Pandian visited
Baleswar district on Thursday
and attended a Nua-O Schol-
arship distribution programme
and interacted with students
of the district.

He said that 30,926 eligible
students from 71 colleges of
Baleswar would get their schol-
arship amount in their bank
accounts on the day. With this,
Rs 30.6 crore is sanctioned for
30,926 students from the dis-
trict. He also distributed Nua-
O Scholarship sanction orders
to the students.

Pandian said the
government's next major ini-
tiative would be to cover all
the students through the
launching of the futuristic
Nabin Odisha Magic Card, a
points system-based smart
card which would engage and
empower the youths and en-
able them towards academic
development, personality de-
velopment, skill development
and employment.

Online registration portal
for this card would be launched

on March 5, 2024. All the stu-
dents, without any income
criteria, of the UG and PG
courses would be eligible. And
the distribution of the card
would be on August 15.

The students were excited
and thrilled to receive the
sanction orders and also im-
mediately after the launch of
the programme, they received
the SMS from banks that the
amount has been credited to
their accounts.

Later, Pandian visited the
memorial for Manmath Das
and Manoj Das in Bhograi.
He hailed the contributions of
the great souls towards the
academic and literary develop-
ment in Odisha. He thanked
the family members for donat-
ing the land for the memorial.

1 kg ornaments,
cash, bikes seized
PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

The Commissionerate po-
lice have busted an inter-State
gang allegedly involved in a
series of burglaries in apart-
ments in Bhubaneswar.

The special squad of police
arrested nine members of the
gang on Thursday.

The cops also seized four
motorbikes and a huge cache of
gold and silver ornaments from
the accused. Police seized nearly
1 kg of gold and silver orna-
ments and cash of Rs 3.20 lakh.

Police said the accused are
involved in several loot cases
at different places in the capi-
tal city. After committing the
crimes, the accused used to flee

to Chhattisgarh or Mumbai
where they enjoyed a lavish life
by spending the booty.

Commissioner of Police
Sanjeeb Panda said, "As many
as nine members of the gang
have so far been arrested. The
mastermind of the gang has
been identified as Dada Girish
Illiyash Naik, who is involved
in two murder cases. After in-
terrogation, it was revealed
that they have committed four
burglaries in the Mancheswar
area and six similar cases in
other parts of Bhubaneswar."

Panda added that one of the
accused has been identified as
hardcore criminal Bulu Patra,
who has over 40 criminal cases
pending against him in
Ganjam. Bulu looted over 8
kg of gold ornaments from a
jewellery shop in 2015.

Accused who had
relationship with
her absconds
PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

A married woman was
stabbed by a youth at Jharana
Nagar near Sishu Bhawan
Square under the Capital po-
lice limits in Bhubaneswar on
Tuesday night.

The victim succumbed to
her injuries on Wednesday
night, police said on Thursday.

The deceased was identified
as Geetanjali Ranjit and the ac-
cused as Kalu. Following the
death of Geetanjali, police
have registered a murder case
and launched a probe.

Geetanjali's husband had a
mobile phone shop. Some 20
days ago, he had employed
Kalu, a carpenter to repair his
shop. Both Geetanjali's hus-
band and Kalu are residents of
Jaleswar in Baleswar district.

During this period, Kalu

developed a relationship with
Geetanjali. Finally, he asked
her to elope with him. When
she refused to go with him, he
reportedly hatched a plan to
murder her.

On Tuesday night, she was
returning from the shop when
Kalu attacked her with a knife.
Hearing her scream, people
came to her rescue and rushed
her to the Capital Hospital.

City DCP Prateek Singh
said the criminal involved in
the incident has been identi-
fied and steps were being taken
to apprehend him.

PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

The Institute of Life Sci-
ences (ILS), Bhubaneswar cel-
ebrated the National Science
Day on the theme "Indigenous
Technologies for Viksit
Bharat" on Wednesday.

The objective of the theme
was to highlight the signifi-
cance of indigenous innova-
tions and to exhibit the work
of Indian scientists. As one of
the mission of ILS, the insti-
tute aims to communicate re-
cent advances in science and
technology to the general pub-
lic and encourage scientific
thinking among young stu-
dents.

In line with this year's theme,
ILS celebrated National Sci-
ence Day at its main campus

in Bhubaneswar and five other
locations across Odisha. The
aim was to reach out to the
maximum number of school
and college students and dis-
seminate its contribution to-
wards technological advance-
ment.

Notably, the ILS conducted
similar events in 19 out of the
30 districts of Odisha

The event held at ILS,
Bhubaneswar was inaugurated
by Director Debasis Dash He
spoke about the significance
of motivating school and col-
lege students to become a part
of the scientific research
workforce of the country.

Among others, Mamoni
Dash and Nivedita Jena also
spoke. Rajeev Swain coordi-
nated the event.
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Prime Minister Narendra
Modi would visit Odisha

on March 5 (Tuesday), informed
BJP State election co-in-charge
Lata Usendi on Thursday.
However, the schedule of the
Prime Minister's Odisha trip for

next week was yet to be pre-
pared, she said. According to
information, PM Modi is likely
to lay the foundation-stones for
various projects and address a
public meeting at Chandikhole
in Jajpur district during his trip
to the State. This will be Modi's
second tour to Odisha just after
a month. On February 3, he vis-
ited Sambalpur district, where he
inaugurated a basket of projects
worth over Rs 68,000 Crore.
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India and Mauritius are
natural partners in the

maritime domain to combat
traditional and non-
traditional challenges in the
Indian Ocean region, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi said
on Thursday after virtually
inaugurating a new airstrip, a
jetty and six community
development projects in the
island nation.
The India-assisted projects in
Agalega island of Mauritius
are seen as significant as they
are expected to boost
connectivity as well as
maritime security and
surveillance in the strategic
waters in the region.
After inaugurating the
projects along with Mauritian
Prime Minister Pravind
Jugnauth, Modi announced
that Mauritius will be the first
country to join India’s Jan
Aushadhi scheme, which is
an initiative aimed at
providing quality medicines

at affordable prices.
In his remarks, Modi flagged
concerns over challenges in
the Indian Ocean region and
said India and Mauritius are
“natural partners” in the
maritime domain to deal with
them.
“Many traditional and non-
traditional challenges are
emerging in the Indian
Ocean Region. All these
challenges affect our
economy. India and
Mauritius are natural
partners in the field of
maritime security to deal
with the challenges,” he said
at the virtual ceremony.
“We are actively working to
ensure security, prosperity
and stability in the Indian
Ocean Region. We are
cooperating together in all
areas like monitoring of
exclusive economic zone,
joint patrolling,
hydrography, and
humanitarian assistance and
disaster relief,” he said.
Modi’s comments came amid

increasing concerns in New
Delhi over China’s growing
military forays into the

Indian Ocean region which
is largely considered as the
backyard of the Indian Navy.

He said the inauguration of
the airstrip and jetty at
Agalega island will further

advance the cooperation.
The Prime Minister
described Mauritius as an
important partner under
India’s ‘Neighbourhood First’
policy and that the bilateral
development partnership has
been an important pillar of
the strategic relations.
“Our development
partnerships are based on the
priorities of Mauritius. Be it
Mauritius’s needs related to
EEZ (exclusive economic
zone) security, or health
security, India has always
respected the needs of
Mauritius,” he said. Modi said
the basic objective of India’s
efforts is to bring about
meaningful changes in the
lives of common people in
Mauritius.
“Today holds a special
significance for our
development partnership. I
am extremely happy that
today we are seeing the
completion of the
commitment I had made in
2015. In India these days it is

being called ‘Modi’s
Guarantee’,” he said.
The Prime Minister also
talked about the “vibrant,
strong and unique”
partnership between India
and Mauritius, adding the
island nation is New Delhi’s
special partner under its
vision of ‘SAGAR’ (Security
and Growth For All in the
Region). “Our relations have
gained unprecedented
momentum in the last 10
years. We have achieved new
heights in mutual
cooperation,” he said.
The inauguration of these
projects came weeks after
the launch of India’s Unified
Payments Interface (UPI)
systems and RuPay card
services in Mauritius.
“We are making history
today on the island of
Agalega with the
inauguration of a new
airstrip, a new jetty and
several other development
projects,” Jugnauth said at
the event.
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Prime Minister Narendra
Modi will be in West
Bengal on March 1 and 2

to launch multiple
development projects worth
over Rs 22,200 crore, a visit
which becomes politically
significant as well as it comes
amid the BJP’s sharp attack on
the state government over the
Sandeshkhali issue.
An official statement said that
on March 2 Modi will launch
many development projects,
worth over nearly Rs 1.83
lakh-crore, from Bihar for
across the country in his first
visit to the state after Chief
Minister Nitish Kumar quit
the opposition bloc and
joined hands with the BJP.
While the projects to be
launched from Bihar are
meant for regions spread
across the country, a sizeable
part of them will be based in
the state.  The prime minister
will inaugurate and lay

foundation of numerous
development projects worth
over Rs 35,700 core in
Jharkhand too on March 1,
the statement added.
In Bengal, he will attend
public programmes in
Arambagh on March 1 and
Krishnanagar on March 2,
while in Bihar he will visit
Aurangabad and Begusarai, it
said.
His visit to Bengal comes
amid rising political heat in
the state after many women in
Sandeshkhali accused ruling
Trinamool Congress
strongman Shajahan Sheikh
and other members of the
party of land grab and sexual
assault, an issue seized by the
BJP to corner its rival.
Giving details of the project,
the PMO said Modi will
inaugurate the Sindri fertiliser
plant of the Hindustan
Urvarak & Rasayan Ltd
(HURL) in Jharkhand.
The statement said the PM
will inaugurate and lay the

foundation stone of several
rail projects worth more than
Rs 17,600 crore in Jharkhand.
Another key project to be
inaugurated in the state is the
Unit 1 (660 MW) of North
Karanpura Super Thermal
Power Project (STPP) in
Chatra.
In Arambagh in West Bengal,
he will inaugurate and lay the
foundation stone of
developmental projects
related to sectors like rail,
ports, oil pipeline, LPG
supply and wastewater
treatment. He will inaugurate
Indian Oil’s 518-km Haldia-
Barauni crude oil pipeline
developed at a cost of about
Rs 2,790 crore. This pipeline
passes through Bihar,
Jharkhand and West Bengal
and will supply crude oil to
Barauni, Bongaigaon and
Guwahati refineries in a safe,
cost-efficient, and
e n v i r o n m e n t - f r i e n d l y
manner, the statement said.
He will also launch multiple

projects for strengthening of
infrastructure at Syama
Prasad Mookerjee Port,
Kolkata worth about Rs 1000
crore.  In Krishnanagar, the
statement said he will lay the
foundation stone of
Raghunathpur Thermal
Power Station phase II (2x660

MW) located at
Raghunathpur in Purulia
district.
This coal based thermal
power project of the
Damodar Valley Corporation
employs highly-efficient
super critical technology. The
new plant will be a step

towards strengthening the
energy security of the
country, it said.
Among other projects, he will
inaugurate the flue gas
desulfurization (FGD) system
of the unit 7 & 8 of the Mejia
thermal power station
developed at a cost of about

Rs 650 crore and the road
project for four laning of
Farakka-Raiganj section of
NH-12 developed at a cost of
about Rs 1,986 crore.
In Bihar’s Aurangabad, he will
inaugurate and lay the
foundation stone for several
national highway projects
worth more than Rs 18,100
crores.
He will also lay the
foundation stone of the six-
lane bridge across Ganga that
will be developed as a part of
the Patna ring road. It will be
one of the longest river
bridges in the country and
help decongest traffic through
the capital city and provide
faster and better connectivity
between the north and south
regions of the state.
He will also inaugurate 12
projects under Namami
Gange in Bihar that have been
developed at a cost of about
Rs 2,190 crore.
In Begusarai in Bihar, the
projects to be launched will

witness a significant boost to
the energy sector in the
country as he will inaugurate
and lay the foundation stone
for multiple oil and gas
projects worth about Rs 1.48
lakh-crore. The projects are
spread across the country in
various states like Bihar,
Haryana, Andhra Pradesh,
Maharashtra, Punjab and
Karnataka along with KG
Basin.
The oil and gas sector projects
worth about Rs 14,000 crore
will be taken up in Bihar. This
includes foundation stone
laying of the expansion of the
Barauni refinery with project
cost of more than Rs 11,400
crore.
He will also inaugurate the
HURL’s fertiliser plant in
Barauni which has been
developed at a cost of over Rs
9,500 crore. The prime
minister will launch several
railway projects worth about
Rs 3,917 crore as well, the
statement said.

Modi to launch `22,200 crore  projects in West Bengal

PNS n NEW DELHI

The first phase of
deployment of more than

3.4 lakh central armed police
forces (CAPFs) for the
upcoming general elections in
the country and Assembly
polls in few States will begin
from Friday. According to the
plan, about 2,000 companies
will be mobilised as part of
the pre-poll deployment in
sensitive and hyper-sensitive
constituencies beginning
March 1. About 1.5 lakh
personnel will move through
roads and rail as part of this
mobilisation, sources in the
government said.
The first CAPF units will start
reaching the states affected by
Left Wing Extremism (LWE),
apart from West Bengal and
Jammu and Kashmir, later
this week, they said. The
second phase of inducting the
poll companies will be
initiated from March 7,
followed by some last units
moving in their designated
locations in the second and
third week of March, they
said.
The commanding officers of
these units have been issued
the movement orders and
directed to familiarise their

troops about the areas they
are going for polls duty apart
from the general instructions
issued by the Election
Commission, a senior CAPF
officer said.
In the first phase, companies
deployed for law and order
duties in various states and
those in reserve like training
exercises are being sent. Some
units deployed for regular
duties like border guarding
and security will be
withdrawn and deployed
during the later phases, the
sources said. The troops of
these CAPF companies are
drawn from the CRPF, BSF,
ITBP, CISF and SSB.
As many as 3,400 companies
of the CAPFs and state police
forces have been
requisitioned by the EC for
ensuring free and fair polls
during the upcoming general
elections and assembly polls
in Andhra Pradesh,
Arunachal Pradesh, Odisha
and Sikkim. The poll panel is
expected to announce the
phases and poll dates in
March. It has also directed the
railway board to ensure
“smooth and hassle-free”
train movement for the
troops and officers of these
security forces.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
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BRS MP from Telangana
Pothuganti Ramulu joined

the BJP here on Thursday, quit-
ting his party ahead of the
upcoming Lok Sabha polls.
Along with Ramulu, his son
Bharat Prasad and several other
BRS leaders from Telangana,
also joined the BJP in the pres-
ence of senior party leaders,
including Union Minister Rajeev
Chandrasekhar and party in-
charge for Telangana Tarun
Chugh.
BJP national vice president D K
Aruna and the party’s OBC
Morcha chief K Laxman were
also present at the BJP head-
quarters on the occasion.
Welcoming the politicians to the
BJP fold, Laxman called
Ramulu, a BRS MP from Nag-
arkurnool Lok Sabha constit-
uency, the “most dedicated Dalit
leader” in Telangana. “I welcome
Ramulu to the BJP on behalf of
the party chief J P Nadda. I also

welcome other leaders of the
BRS joining the BJP along with
him. All these leaders have quit
BRS and joined the BJP,” Chugh
told at a press conference at the
party headquarters here.
He said the leaders joined the
BJP as they were impressed by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
policies and work that his gov-
ernment has done for the devel-
opment of the country.
“From Kashmir to Kanyakumari
and from Kutch to Guwahati,
every day some or the other big
leaders, social workers, doc-
tors, engineers, who have dedi-
cated their lives for the society,
are joining the BJP,” Chugh
added. Chandrasekhar said, “I
am happy and grateful that they
have joined Team Modi.”
“In Prime Minister Modi’s
efforts, vision and ‘sankalp’
(resolve) to create a viksit bharat
(developed India), we all will
work together as party workers
and leaders to deliver on that
goal of our prime minister,” the
MeitY MoS added. 

Deployment of 3.4
lakh CAPFs for polls
to begin from today
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India on Thursday said it is trying its
best for an “early discharge” of around

20 Indian nationals who are working as
support staff to the Russian army.
“It is our understanding that there are
20-odd people (Indians) who have gone
their to work as support staff or as
helpers with the Russian army,” Ministry
of External Affairs (MEA) spokesperson
Randhir Jaiswal said at his weekly media
briefing here.
“We are trying our level best for their
early discharge,” he added.
Jaiswal said the “20-odd people”
contacted the Indian embassy in
Moscow.
According to media reports, many
Indians recruited as security helpers in
the Russian military, have been forced to

even fight with Russian soldiers in
certain areas along Russia’s border with
Ukraine.
“We are trying our best to get them out.
We are trying to get them discharged and
support them,” Jaiswal said.
“They are at various places and our
embassy is in touch with the Russian
authorities,” he added.
Jaiswal said India is in regular touch with
Russian authorities, both in New Delhi

and Moscow, to ensure the return of the
Indians. “We told people not to venture
into the war zone or get caught into
situations which are difficult. We are
deeply committed for the welfare of all
our people,” he said.
On Monday, the MEA said several
Indians who worked as support staff to
the Russian army were discharged
following India’s demand.
It said India remains committed, as a
matter of “top priority”, to actively
pursuing with the Russian authorities all
the relevant cases of Indian nationals for
an early discharge from the Russian
army.
On the safety of the Indians going to
Israel, Jaiswal said nobody has gone to
that country after the provision of a
recent inter-governmental framework
for mobility of people. 

India trying for discharge of 20 nationals
working as Russian Army support staff
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India on Thursday said its
first civilian team of

technical experts has reached
the Maldives to replace the
military personnel operating
an advanced light helicopter in
the island nation.
Maldivian President
Mohamed Muizzu had set
March 10 as the deadline for
the withdrawal of the first
group of Indian military
personnel from his country.
“The first team of technical

personnel to operate the
advanced light helicopter has
reached the Maldives. It will
replace the existing personnel
who were operating this
platform,” Ministry of External
Affairs (MEA) spokesperson
Randhir Jaiswal said at his
weekly media briefing.
Following a second meeting of
the high-level core group that
was set up to address the issue
of withdrawal of the Indian
military personnel, the
Maldivian foreign ministry
had said India will replace all
its military personnel in two

phases by May 10.
The second meeting of the
core group took place in Delhi
on February 2.
The two sides decided to set
up the core group following a
meeting between Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and
Muizzu on the sidelines of the
COP28 summit in Dubai in
December last year.
At present, around 80 Indian
military personnel are in the
Maldives, primarily to operate
two helicopters and an aircraft
that have carried out hundreds
of medical evacuations and

humanitarian missions.
The ties between the two
countries came under some
strain since Muizzu came to
power in November last year.
Widely seen as a pro-China
leader, Muizzu maintained
after assuming charge as the
president that he will keep his
election promise of evicting
Indian military personnel
from his country.
Muizzu, 45, defeated India-
friendly incumbent Ibrahim
Mohamed Solih in the
presidential runoff held in
September last year.

Civilian team reaches Maldives to replace military staff: MEA

Telangana BRS MP
Ramulu joins BJP
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The Centre has expressed
strong concerns about five

States not signing MoUs with
the Education Ministry for
PM SHRI schools and Punjab
not implementing it despite
continuing to take funds
under the Samagra Shiksha
scheme, sources said on
Thursday.
Odisha, West Bengal, Tamil
Nadu, Kerala and Delhi have
not yet signed the
Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) with
the Union Ministry of
Education, while 30 states and
union territories (UTs) have
done so.
The scheme targets to upgrade
14,500 schools and is expected
to benefit 1.8 million students.
It also aims to ensure these
schools serve as model
institutes and encapsulate the

spirit of National Education
Policy (NEP) 2020.  The
government has already
selected 6,448 schools from 28
states and UTs for the upgrade
in the first round.
“Despite taking funds from
Centre for Samagra Shiksha
Scheme, the refusal of five
States/UTs, namely Odisha,

West Bengal, Tamil Nadu,
Kerala and Delhi to sign
MOUs for PM SHRI schools
reflects a troubling pattern.
Punjab, after initially signing
the MoU, stopped the
implementation of PM SHRI,”
government officials said.
“It is a clear politicization by
the States/UTs, where they

accept funds under Samagra
Shiksha but resist signing an
MoU for PM SHRI,” the
source added.
Asked about if the Centre can
halt funding under Samgra
Shiksha scheme for these
states, the source said “nothing
can be ruled out”. The Samagra
Shiksha Scheme is the largest
Central government scheme
for school education for
universalisation of education.
The scheme also supports the
states in implementation of
Right of Children to Free and
Compulsory Education (RTE)
Act, 2009; and Strengthening
and up-gradation of State
Council of Educational
Research and Training
(SCERT) and other agencies
for teacher training. In the
financial year 2023-23, the
Centre set aside Rs 37,453 out
of Rs 68,804 allocated for the
school education in its budget. 

PM SHRI schools: Centre concerned
over five States not signing MoU

Ranjan Dimri / The Pioneer
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CBI Director Praveen Sood
on Thursday said the

Central probe agency is a place
where work needs to be done
anonymously and silently while
staying away from seeking
recognition through external
platforms,.
Addressing investiture cere-
mony of sub-inspectors at the
CBI Academy in Ghaziabad,
Sood said young officers must
strive to do their work by
employing out-of-the-box
thinking and looking for
achieving better results through
approaching their tasks differ-
ently. “This will do away with
the mundane work by replacing
the same with smart work
which will yield better results,”
he said.
The officers have been induct-
ed after a 38-week training in
different disciplines and special-
isations.  Among the 30 pass-
outs, Sood awarded medals
and trophies as well.

Jumrani Prince Omprakash
was awarded ‘DP Kohli Award
for Best All-Round SI Trainee’,
Vicky Raj got ‘DCBI Trophy for
Indoor Studies’ and ‘Trophy for
Cyber Crime Investigation.
While Sudhanshu was selected
for the ‘John Lobo Trophy for
Best Outdoor’ and Ankit
Tanwar received the ‘CBI
Academy Trophy for
Dedication and Exemplary
Conduct’.
The CBI chief told the new
recruits that the agency offers
multiple specialisations in
investigations of various crimes
like anti-corruption, cyber
crime, economic offences, spe-
cial crime and they should
work in a manner that they are
equipped with specialization of

their choice in the next four-five
years.
“Noting that most of the officers
are from technical background,
he underlined that the knowl-
edge and learning acquired
during academics and during
the training, will come handy as
the officers embark on real
part of their learning process
when they assume charge,” a
CBI spokesperson said in a
statement.
The director said that as CBI
officers, the new inductees are
going to be the brand ambas-
sadors of the organization as
their conduct and work will
always be up for scrutiny by the
court and public which will
reflect upon the agency.
“Calling upon the officers to
maintain good conduct
throughout the service, the
director emphasized that CBI is
a place where work needs to be
done anonymously and silent-
ly, staying away from seeking
recognition through external
platforms,” the statement said.

Work is done anonymously in CBI: Sood
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Scientists at the Institute of
Advanced Study in Science

and Technology (IASST), under
the Department of Science and
Technology (DST), have devel-
oped an innovative cost-effective
wound dressing material using
banana fibers, a byproduct of the
extensive banana farming indus-
try in the country.
Led by Prof. Devasish
Chowdhury and Prof. (Retd)
Rajlakshmi Devi, along with
research scholar Mridusmita
Barman, the team has repur-
posed banana pseudostems, typ-
ically discarded as agricultural
waste, to create an eco-friendly
wound dressing solution. By
combining banana fibers with
biopolymers such as chitosan
and guar gum, the researchers
engineered a versatile patch
with superior mechanical
strength and antioxidant prop-
erties.
Additionally, the patch is loaded
with an extract from the Vitex
negundo L. plant, showcasing its
potential as an effective drug
release system and antibacteri-
al agent in vitro. Importantly, all
components used in manufac-
turing the dressing material are
natural and readily available
locally, ensuring a straightfor-
ward, cost-effective, and envi-
ronmentally friendly production
process.
The development of this sustain-
able wound dressing material
not only addresses the need for
effective wound care solutions
but also presents a novel appli-
cation for banana plants, poten-
tially benefiting farmers and
reducing environmental impact.

Indian scientists
develop wound
dressing material
with banana fibers
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The Directorate General of Civil Aviation
(DGCA) has imposed a penalty of Rs 30

lakhs on Air India after an incident of non-
availability of a wheelchair to an 80-year-old
passenger who collapsed and died after
walking from the aircraft to the airport ter-
minal at Mumbai. The incident occurred on
February 12, when a passenger requested a
wheelchair upon arrival in Mumbai. While
his wife was already using a wheelchair, Air
India allegedly asked the elderly passenger
to wait due to “heavy demand” for wheel-
chairs. The passenger reportedly opted to
walk instead, ultimately collapsing and
passing away during the immigration
process.

“However, the airline failed to show com-
pliance of the Civil Aviation Requirements
(CAR)  as the airline did not provide any
wheelchair to the elderly passenger,” the reg-
ulator said. “Further, Air India did not
inform about any action taken by the air-
line against the erring employee(s) and the
airline also failed to submit any corrective

actions taken to prevent the recurrence of
such incidents in the future.” “Accordingly,
a financial penalty of Rs. 30 lakh has been
imposed on Air India as per Aircraft Rules,
1937 for violating the provisions of the afore-
mentioned CAR,” the DGCA said.
The regulator further said that an advisory
had also been issued to all airlines to ensure
that an adequate number of wheelchairs are
available for passengers who require assis-
tance during embarking or disembarking
from the aircraft during their journey.
Issuing an official statement, the airline had
said that the passenger’s wife had been pro-
vided a wheelchair and staff had asked him
to wait while they arranged another one. But
he instead chose to walk to the terminal with
his wife.

Air India fined `30 lakh for not providing
wheelchair to elderly passenger who died

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
NEW DELHI

Historian Vikram Sampath
has demanded that the

Places of Worship (special
provisions) Act, 1991 must be
repealed in the light of the
findings by the Archeological
Survey of India (ASI) in the
Gyan Vapi Mosque on the
order of the court. 
The historian has also stated
that the law enacted by
parliament in the backdrop of
the Ramjanmabhoomi
movement of the Vishwa
Hindu Parishad (VHP) and
against the Babri Mosque is

draconian for the Hindus to
reclaim their places of
worship in the country.
In his book, ‘Waiting for
Shiva; Unearthing of the
Truth of Gyan Vapi’, Sampath
writes: “Draconian laws like
the Places of Worship Act,
1991, precent Hindus from
even seeking peaceful, legal
reclaim of what has been
forcibly snatched away from
them. Which justice-abiding
democracy in the world
would have made such
provisions?”
The Places of Worship
(Special Provisons) Act, 1991
was enacted by the Congress-

led Government at the Centre
which was headed by former
Prime Minister PV Narsimha
Rao. 
The Bharatiya Janata Party-
led Government at the Centre
has left the 1991 law
untouched even while the
splotlight from within the
saffron outfits is now shifting
to Kashi and Mathura after
the consecration of the Ram
Temple in Ayodhya.
Sampath also made reference
to Turkey converting historic
churches into mosques to
argue for a revisit of the 1991
law which calls for status quo
in matters of religious places. 

Places of Worship Act must
be repealed, says historian
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Abill that sought to
collect funds from
temples with over Rs 10

lakh annual income, which
was defeated by the
opposition BJP-JD(S)
combine in the legislative
council last week, was taken

up for reconsideration and
passed by the legislative
assembly once again on
Thursday.
The Karnataka Hindu
Religious Institutions and
Charitable Endowments
(Amendment) Bill, 2024, will
now be sent to the Governor
directly for his assent,

following which it will
become law. 
The bill was defeated by a
voice vote in the upper house,
where the opposition has a
majority, on February 23, after
it was passed by the assembly
on February 21. Piloting the
bill in the assembly on
Thursday, Muzrai Minister

Ramalinga Reddy said: “the
bill was passed by the
assembly earlier, but was
defeated in the council, I
request the assembly to once
gain pass the bill.
“Speaker U T Khader then put
the bill for vote and it was
passed by a voice vote.
‘Muzrai’ refers to grants made

by the government for
religious and charitable
purposes as well as the upkeep
of religious and charitable
institutions, according to the
Karnataka Government
Gazetteer. The department of
Religious and Charitable
Endowments is, hence,
popularly known as the

PTI n BENGALURU

The much awaited Socio-
Economic and Education

Survey report, generally
known as the ‘caste census’,
was submitted to Chief
Minister Siddaramaiah by
Chairman of the Karnataka
State Commission for
Backward Classes K
Jayaprakash Hegde on
Thursday.
The report comes amid
objections to its findings by
certain sections of society and
even within the ruling
Congress. “We don’t know
what is in the report. 
The government has received
the report, it will be placed
before the cabinet, and will be
discussed and decided there,”
Siddaramaiah told reporters
after receiving it. People of
Karnataka’s two dominant
communities — Vokkaliga
and Lingayat — have
expressed reservations about
the survey, calling it
unscientific, and have
demanded that it be rejected
and a fresh survey conducted. 
According to some analysts,

successive governments have
been shying away from
releasing the report as the
findings of the survey are
allegedly contrary to the
“traditional perception” of the
numerical strength of various
castes in Karnataka, especially
the Lingayats and Vokkaligas,
making it a politically sticky
issue. Deputy Chief Minister
D K Shivakumar, who is also
the state Congress President,
is from the Vokkaliga
community. 
He was a signatory, along with
a couple of other ministers, to
a memorandum submitted by
the community to the chief

minister, requesting him to
reject the report along with
the data. 
The All India Veerashaiva
Mahasabha, the apex body of
Veerashaiva-Lingayats, has
also expressed its disapproval
over the survey, calling it
unscientific, and demanded
that a fresh survey be
conducted. 
The Lingayat body is headed
by veteran Congress leader
and MLA Shamanuru
Shivashankarappa. Moreover,
several Lingayat ministers
and MLAs too have raised
objections to the survey and
its findings, putting the

Congress government in a
tough spot. 
In 2015, the Siddaramaiah-
led Congress government of
2013-2018 had commissioned
the ‘caste census’ in the state
at an estimated cost of Rs 170
crore. The Karnataka State
Commission for Backward
Classes under its then
chairperson H Kantharaju
was tasked with preparing the
Socio-Economic and
Education Survey Report. 
The survey work was
completed in 2018, towards
the end of Siddaramaiah’s first
tenure as chief minister, but
the report was not accepted or
made public. 
The commission under its
current Chairman
Jayaprakash Hegde was to
submit the report in
November last year. However,
as some more time was
sought, the government had
extended his tenure for the
submission of the report. 
With pressure mounting on
the Siddaramaiah
government from certain
sections to make the survey
findings public, following the

release of the Bihar
government’s caste survey
report a few months ago, the
chief minister had earlier said
that a decision would be taken
once he receives the report. 
But the survey was mired in
controversies even before the
report was submitted to the
government, amid deep
divisions within the ruling
Congress, stiff opposition by
the two dominant
communities against its
acceptance, and the survey’s
original ‘work-sheet’ copy
going missing. As the two
politically influential
communities of Vokkaligas
and the Lingayats have
expressed strong disapproval
of the survey, the caste census
report seems to be a political
hot potato for the
government. 
It may set the stage for a
confrontation, given that
Dalits and OBCs among
others are demanding for it to
be made public. Political
parties in the state have
indulged in a blame game
over successive governments
not acce

PTI n GUWAHATI

Union Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman on

Thursday virtually inaugurat-
ed Electronic Data Interchange
(EDI) at 10 land customs sta-
tions (LCS) in the northeastern
region to expedite the clearance
process in cross-border trade.
The process was till now
undertaken in the manual
mode, which took more time.
“EDI implementation is poised
to empower members of the
trade community and all stake-
holders in the customs clear-
ance process through reduction
in dwell-time and costs associ-
ated with cross-border trade,”
North East Commissioner of
Customs (Preventive) M
Rahman told reporters here.
Onboarding these LCSes into
the department’s electronic
ecosystem compliments the
government’s Act East Policy,
committed towards optimisa-
tion of market linkages and
development in the region, he
added.

Most of these LCSes had been
notified from 1948 onwards to
facilitate trade and movement
of people across the interna-
tional borders, the official said.
“Out of the 10 LCSes, nine are
along the Bangladesh border,
namely Baghmara, Bholaganj,
Borsora, Dawki, Ghasuapara
and Shella Bazar in Meghalaya;
Golakganj and Karimganj
Steamerghat in Assam, and
Khowaighat in Tripura, which
collectively covers around 1,640
km,” Rahman said.
Besides, one LCS, Zokhawthar
in Mizoram along the India-

Myanmar border, covering
roughly 900 km, has also been
digitised, he added.
“The export basket at these
LCSes comprises mainly of
minerals and agricultural pro-
duce, while the import basket
comprises processed food
items, cement and plastic prod-
ucts,” Rahman said.
The linking of these LCSes
onto the EDI platform will
enable a more secure and
seamless ecosystem for paper-
less transactions of documents
and enable online payments of
duty and refund, he added. PTI n PRAYAGRAJ

The counsel for the Shahi
Idgah managing

committee on Thursday
argued in the Allahabad High
Court that the suit seeking
“removal” of the mosque
adjoining the Krishna
Janmabhoomi temple in
Mathura is barred by the law
of limitation.
The limitation law sets a
specific time period to seek a
legal remedy. 
Taslima Aziz Ahmadi,
appearing for the Muslim
side, told the court that the
two parties in the case entered
into a compromise on
October 12, 1968, which was
confirmed in a civil suit
decided in 1974. 
The limitation to challenge a
compromise is three years but
the suit was filed in 2020 and
thus the present suit is barred
by limitation law, she told the
court.
The high court was also
informed that the suit has
been filed for possession after

the removal of the Shahi
Idgah structure as well as for
“restoration of the temple and
for a permanent injunction”. 
The prayer in the suit shows
the structure of the mosque is
there and the committee of
management is in possession
of the same, Ahmadi said.
“In this way, a
question/dispute has been
raised on Waqf property and
thus provisions of Waqf Act
will apply and in such it is the
Waqf tribunal who has
jurisdiction to hear the matter
and not a civil court,” she said.
After hearing the argument,
the High Court fixed March
13 as the next date of hearing
the plea regarding the
maintainability of the suit
seeking “removal” of the
Shahi Idgah mosque, which
the Hindu side claims has
been built on 13.37-acre land
of Katra Keshav Deo temple.
In May last year, the high
court transferred to itself all
15 cases related to the Sri
Krishna Janmabhoomi-Shahi
Idgah Masjid dispute. 

PTI n NAGPUR

Bharatiya Janata Party MP Tejasvi Surya on
Thursday claimed divisiveness is “inherent

in the Congress’ DNA,” amid allegations of
pro-Pakistan slogans being raised in the
corridors of the Karnataka legislature
complex.
Addressing a press conference in
Maharashtra’s Nagpur city, the Lok Sabha
member from Bengaluru South alleged that
Congress is the original party “responsible for
dividing the country.”
He also said that BJP president JP Nadda will
address a rally of the ‘Namo Maha Yuva
Sammelan’ organised in Nagpur on March 4.
More than one lakh youth from Maharashtra
will participate in the congregation, the BJP’s
Yuva Morcha president said.
On Tuesday, supporters of Congress leader
Syed Naseer Hussain allegedly shouted
“Pakistan zindabad” slogans after his Rajya
Sabha election victory at the Karnataka
Vidhana Soudha, which houses the legislature
and state secretariat.
Asked about it, Surya alleged that Congress is
the original party “responsible for dividing the
country.”
“Divisiveness is inherent in the DNA of the
Congress party. It would be a mistake to hope

for anything else other than this from the
Congress,” he claimed.
He said south India will be the BJP’s fortress in
the upcoming Lok Sabha elections.
The BJP will win all the 28 Lok Sabha seats in
Karnataka and get a historic mandate in
Telangana and Tamil Nadu, Surya said.
He said the BJP will also have Lok Sabha
members from Kerala and the party’s vote
percentage will increase in Andhra Pradesh.
The country’s youth made a big contribution
in the BJP’s win in the 2014 and 2019 Lok
Sabha polls, he said, adding that most of them
were first-time voters who wanted a change.
The youth empowered and energised BJP’s
win. The development made by the
government led by Prime Minister Narendra
Modi has been youth-centric in the last 10
years, Surya said.

PTI n CHHATRAPATI SAMBHAJINAGAR

Quota activist Manoj Jarange on
Thursday claimed that if he is

arrested, crores of Marathas will
stage a hunger strike.
Talking to reporters at a private
hospital in Maharashtra’s
Chhatrapati Sambhajinagar, where
he is currently undergoing treatment
after ending his fast at his native
Antarwali Sarati village in Jalna
three days back, Jarange said the
Maratha community is fighting for
its rights.
The government still has a chance to
implement the “sage soyre” (blood
relatives of Kunbi Marathas) draft
notification. The community will
appreciate it, he said.
The draft notification was issued in
January for issuing certificates to
eligible Kunbi (OBC) Marathas.
Jarange has reiterated his opposition
to the 10 per cent quota granted to
the Maratha community recently by
the Maharashtra legislature under a
special category.
The activist has been under fire for

using intemperate language against
Maharashtra Deputy Chief Minister
Devendra Fadnavis on Sunday as he
alleged the BJP leader was trying to
kill him.
Assembly speaker Rahul Narwekar
on Tuesday directed the state
government to set up a special
investigation team (SIT) and
conduct a comprehensive inquiry
into the Jarange’s remarks against
Fadnavis.
“The Maratha community and I will
not give up the demand of quota for
the relatives (of Marathas who have
Kunbi certificates), even if I am put
in jail. It seems the report (of SIT) is
about to get ready before the inquiry.
No matter wherever they keep me, I
am ready to go anywhere,” he said.
“I am not greedy even for a single

rupee. Let them arrest me. The route
by which I will be taken to jail, they
(government) will find crores of
Maratha community members

sitting on hunger strike along the
route,” Jarange added.
The activist claimed nearly 1.5 crore
persons have got reservation till now

as about 57 lakh records of ‘Kunbis’
have been found so far, and that he
has been demanding reservation for
the remaining people.
“They (those in the government)
expect that we should talk to them
respectfully. When our people are
getting arrested without any fault,
why should we? What was the
reason that curfew was imposed in
Antarwali Sarati?” he asked. 
Jarange said the 10 per cent
reservation for the Maratha
community is acceptable if facilities
for the SEBC (Social Economic
Backward Class) are included in it. 
“This 10 per cent reservation should
be included in the OBC quota,” he
added.
On the Prakash Ambedkar-led
Vanchit Bahujan Aghadi’s proposal
that Jarange contest the upcoming
Lok Sabha poll from Jalna, the
activist said he respects the VBA
chief as he has supported their
agitation since the beginning. 
“But contesting elections is not my
way. I will keep working for my
community,” he added. 

Temple Bill passed in Karnataka Assembly again after its defeat in Council

Caste census report submitted amid objection by Lingayats, Vokkaligas

If I am arrested, crores of Marathas
will go on hunger strike: Jarange

Suit seeking removal of
mosque barred by law
of limitation: HC told

MATHURA SHAHI IDGAH CASEDivisiveness is in
Congress DNA: BJP MP

10 customs stations in NE digitised to expedite
clearance process in cross border trade

Muzrai department. It
administers about 35,000
Hindu religious institutions
which receive grants from the
Government of Karnataka
Opposition BJP and JD(S)
were not present in the
assembly when the bill was
passed on Thursday, as they
had staged a walkout earlier in
the day, demanding the
Congress government’s
resignation for its “inaction”
in nabbing the culprits who
allegedly shouted the
‘Pakistan zindabad’ slogans,
after Congress member Syed
Naseer Hussain was declared
elected to the Rajya Sabha. 
The Muzrai department’s

amendment bill had created a
huge controversy, as it angered
the opposition, especially the
BJP, which has claimed that
the ruling Congress was
trying to fill its “empty coffers”
with temple money. 
The Congress then sought to
turn the tables on the saffron
party, pointing out that it had
effected an amendment in
2011 to seek funds from high-
income Hindu shrines. 
The bill among other things,
proposes to collect five per
cent from temples whose
gross income is between Rs 10
lakh and less than Rs one
crore and 10 per cent from
temples whose income is

above Rs one crore, to be put
into a Common Pool Fund,
administered by ‘Rajya
Dharmika Parishath’, which is
proposed to be used for
Archakas’ (priests) welfare
and upkeep of ‘C’ category
temples (state controlled)
whose annual income is less
than Rs five lakh. 
The act that was earlier
amended in 2011 had made
way for five per cent of the net
income of temples with
annual income between Rs
five lakh and Rs 10 lakh and
10 per cent of the net income
of temples with annual
income of over Rs 10 lakh to
come into the fund. 



Science and technology
serve as the driving force
propelling our nation

forward, akin to the wheels of
progress. However, the effica-
cy of these wheels deter-
mines the speed of our jour-
ney. Since independence,
Bharat has experienced signif-
icant advancement, largely
attributable to strides in sci-
entific innovation undertak-
en by our scientific commu-
nity. This progress is evident
across various sectors crucial
to human life, including agri-
culture, food, healthcare,
infrastructure, and communi-
cation. Yet, the translation of
scientific innovations into
societal benefits often
encounters challenges, pri-
marily due to a disconnect
between scientific research
and grassroots needs.
While many innovations orig-
inate from peer-reviewed
publications, often authored
by Western scientists, they
may lack relevance to local
contexts. Consequently, solu-
tions to everyday challenges
remain elusive, despite
remarkable achievements in
space and technology. This
reliance on external sources
creates a bottleneck in devel-
oping disruptive discoveries

tailored to local needs.
Historically, groundbreaking
innovations were not solely
the domain of trained scien-
tists but also arose from the
keen observations and cre-
ativity of untrained natural-
ists. 
Preceding the advent of mod-
ern science, human civiliza-
tions thrived for millennia,
leveraging state-of-the-art
technologies of their time.
Many contemporary innova-
tions find their roots in
ancient technologies, under-
scoring the contributions of
our forebears.
However, the contemporary
scientific community often
falls short in generating truly
novel ideas, frequently resort-
ing to replicating concepts
from Western literature. This
approach results in innova-
tions primarily catering to

industrial needs rather than
addressing societal issues.
The critical distinction
between invention and utili-
ty underscores the necessity
for originality and societal rel-
evance in innovation.
Grassroots innovators emerge
as pivotal agents in bridging
this gap, offering solutions
rooted in local contexts and
addressing specific communi-
ty needs. These individuals
possess an intimate under-
standing of their environ-
ment, enabling them to devel-
op tailored interventions that
resonate with the realities of
daily life. Their localized
approach ensures solutions
are not only relevant but also
sustainable, addressing root
causes rather than superficial
symptoms.
By empowering grassroots
innovators, communities can
leverage their inherent knowl-
edge, creativity, and resource-
fulness to solve their chal-
lenges. This bottom-up
approach fosters ownership
and collective responsibility,
driving more effective and
sustainable solutions.
Initiatives such as those facil-
itated by the National
Innovation Foundation-India
exemplify the government's

commitment to promoting
grassroots innovation and
integrating it into the main-
stream.
While India has made signif-
icant strides in fields like
space science, vaccine devel-
opment, and agriculture, per-
sisting societal challenges
necessitate a collaborative
approach between scientific
institutions and grassroots
innovators. 
Celebrating National Science
Day under the theme
'Indigenous Technologies for
Viksit Bharat' provides an
opportunity to acknowledge
the invaluable contributions
of grassroots innovators.
Their selfless dedication to
improving their communities
exemplifies the spirit of inno-
vation and underscores the
potential for transformative
change when science aligns
with grassroots needs.
In conclusion, the journey of
progress propelled by sci-
ence and technology requires
not only scientific excellence
but also a deep-rooted con-
nection to societal needs. 

(The writer is an adjunct
faculty at the National

Institute of Advanced
Studies,  Bangalore, views

are personal)
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February 29 aims at achieving "true equi-
ty" for those afflicted by rare conditions.
Equity in health access, treatment, and
social opportunities is crucial for patients
with rare diseases. In India, one in twen-
ty suffers from rare diseases. All this said,
the biggest difficulty that arises in the man-
agement of rare diseases is their treatment,
which takes a heavy financial toll on the
patients as well as their relatives. Moreover,
treatment is long and tiring, so patience and
equanimity among all stakeholders can go
a long way.

Ganapathi Bhat | Akola  
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Sir — Ukrainian President Zelensky told
reporters on February 22, in the second
year of the Russian invasion, that Ukraine
had lost more than 31 thousand soldiers
in the war. The lives of civilians would have
been even greater than this. On Monday
evening, French President Emmanuel
Macron indicated that he was willing to
send his troops to Ukraine. But immedi-
ately after his statement, almost all EU and
NATO member countries distanced them-

selves from Macron's suggestion. All
refused to deploy their troops in Ukraine.
Whereas just two days ago, US President
Joe Biden's views were being read on his
social media platform 'X' in which he wrote,
"When Putin ordered his tanks to enter
Ukraine, he thought the world would bow
down.  
To provide "so that the Ukrainian troops
have the necessary weapons and ammu-
nition to defend themselves". The Second
World War also ended only when all the
Allies entered the field together, otherwise
before that the German victory campaign
was uninterrupted. Was moving forward.
According to the latest data, Ukraine is los-
ing more and more of its territory to Russia.
Kyiv is facing a shortage of military equip-
ment as well as trained combat soldiers. In
such a situation, if Ukraine has to save its
existence, then NATO’s soldiers will have
to be fielded in the region to fight Russian
invaders.

Jang Bahadur Singh | Jamshedpur
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Sir — People who are planning to visit
banks in the first week of March and there-
after will have to plan very well in advance.
Locker operation for the marriage will have
to gear up early. The banks across the coun-
try will remain closed for 14 days on var-
ious counts due to holidays and the end of
the financial year at the fag end of March.
According to the bank calendar released
by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), the
coming weeks of March and April will wit-
ness over seven days of holidays. 
These include all Sundays, the second and
fourth Saturdays, public holidays, and
regional holidays. In the state of
Maharashtra, the bank is closed on March
8 as well for Mahasivarathiri, March 25,
Monday for Holi second day, and March
29 for Friday. People with pending work
related to the banks also need to note that
there will be only two days when the banks
will continue their services between March
27 and April 4 will remain shut as it will
be the last day of the financial year (FY 24).
In April, the banks will be shut down to
close their yearly accounts. April 2 will be
a holiday on account of Good Friday while
the services will be affected further.

Jayanthy Subramaniam | Mumbai
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Sir — Autoimmune disorders, inherited
cancers and congenital conditions are not
uncommon. Across the globe, some three
fifty million people live with about seven
thousand of what are called "rare diseases".
A disease is "rare" when it affects fewer than
one in two thousand people. More than
seventy per cent of these diseases begin in
childhood. Insufficient knowledge on the
part of the doctor and lack of awareness
among the patients render these rare dis-
eases challenging. That more than seven-
ty-five per cent of rare diseases are of genet-
ic origin, and fifty per cent are present from
birth further complicates things.
Besides misdiagnosis leading to inadequate
treatment, crippling pain and discomfort
are unpleasant companions of the patients
with rare diseases. 'Rare Diseases Day' on
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commitment made to the
Supreme Court, that the edi-
fice would be safe? Its future
was for the court to decide.
First, who then would ever
again have faith in the word of
a BJP leader? 
Secondly, the opposing parties
would go to town saying that
the BJP was a party ridden
with factions. Its top leader
does not believe in masjid-
hunting while one of its chief
ministers practices the exact
opposite. 
Thirdly, an upright party is
a united party, and we are
known as a party with a dif-
ference. Becoming a faction-
ridden party is not the differ-
ence between our aspira-
tions. Fourthly, discipline
has been our hallmark. Did
the karsevaks at Ayodhya
behave in a disciplined way,
by going against the leader-
ship and demolishing a place
of worship of another com-
munity?
In April 1998, I became the
party’s Member of the Rajya
Sabha through a bye-election.
Among members generally, it
seemed that interest in
Ayodhya had waned. The case
lay in court without active
hearings. When I thought of
the vanished edifice, I did
wonder whether at that rate

the Congress with a clever
leader might just snatch the
issue out of the BJP’s hands
and use it for electoral bene-
fit. How popular the issue was
kept becoming clear over and
over again. 
Meanwhile, many more pil-
grims continued to visit the
holy city.One day in July 1999,
Advani called me to his room
in Parliament House for a chat
over toast and coffee. He
opened up by showering
praise on Vajpayee’s tactful
leadership of a coalition of so
many parties with so many
different political ideologies
ranging from the Shiv Sena on
the one hand to the DMK on
the other. 
There was no doubt that
Vajpayee was running a com-
plex government very success-
fully. Advani was full of praise
for his leadership. If there is to
be another leader in the future,
he should have the wide
acceptance and loyalty that
Atalji commanded. That is
what a diverse country like
ours needs, Advani opined. 
All of us in our party should
give up small differences and
think of large policy issues.
Automatically, such a leader
and his party would attract
votes as well as an ongoing fol-
lowing. 

He went on to say that India’s
future lies in the integrity of
politics.Rather than recom-
mending any shift towards
moderation or ‘soft secular-
ism’, Advani stressed the unity
of thought, policy and leader-
ship. By implication, he was
asking for a united party
under a broadminded leader.
He was repeatedly emphatic
about parties rather than the
party. 
Even dynastic parties are not
free of factions and breakups,
and it is the BJP alone that has
admirably avoided going that
way. It seemed as though he
wanted to give up all he had
stood for earlier and espouse
a new cause, not only for the
BJP but for the sake of the
country. 
As I knew him, I can state that
this was no mere shift but a
sacrifice. From his eloquence
of attacking pseudo-secular-
ism to pan-India moderation,
it was as if Advani had given
up his yesterday for the sake
of the BJP’s and the country’s
tomorrow. It could not have
been easy for him, but that is
what he is.

(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 biggest sacrifice Lal
Krishna Advani made
was to distance him-
self from the culmina-
tion of the Babri edi-

fice at Ayodhya. Understandably,
the Hindu public was disap-
pointed; Advani’s followers were
heartbroken. Many of them went
to the extent of alleging that he
had let down the cause.For a con-
scientious leader, this was like
cutting his nose and throwing it
away. During the spring of 1991,
Advani told me that it was
Ayodhya that had made him a
national figure. Until his leading
the Rathyatra from Somnath to
hopefully reach the birthplace of
Shri Ramchandra—which was
intercepted by Lalu Prasad Yadav
at Samastipur in 1990—Advani
was merely a senior party appa-
ratchik. 
It was his taking up the cause of
the Ramjanmabhoomi that cat-
apulted him to the gallery of
national figures.When, there-
fore, Advani spoke to the press
saying that December 6, 1992,
was the darkest day of his life, he
knew what he was throwing
away. Soon thereafter, accompa-
nied by friends, I called on him
at the Irrigation Department’s
guest house near Jhansi, where he
along with a few other senior BJP
leaders had been kept under
house arrest, following the demo-
lition of the Babri edifice on that
fateful day of December 6 that
year. Advani told me that after
seeing my letter published in the
Pioneer, wherein I had in rejoin-
der to his remark written that
“There have been darker days”, he
knew I had come to protest
against his statement. It took him
quite a while before he came
around to believing my denial.
He was right to the extent that I
continued to hold the view
(which I of course, still do) that
the Babri edifice was a baggage
of dacoity and had to be confis-
cated.
Advani then went on to explain:
Whatever my explanation, I had
to realise that party unity, regard-
less of anything else, was our
uppermost duty. Atalji (Vajpayee)
was our seniormost leader, and
no party member should differ
with him publicly on such a mat-
ter of policy. Should party mem-
bers flagrantly violate their party’s
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The Modi government's
comprehensive strategy
for tackling fundamen-

tal aspects of development
such as food security (Roti),
clothing (Kapda), housing
(Makaan), science and tech-
nology (Vigyan), and self-
respect (Aatmasamman)
stands as a remarkable exam-
ple of effective policymaking.
These initiatives have not only
brought about socio-econom-
ic transformation but have
also significantly contributed
to the nation's advancement.
The Modi government has
aimed to uplift and empower
every section of society. Under
the leadership of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, the
Government of India has pri-
oritised inclusive growth and
sustainable development.
Through numerous flagship

schemes, significant strides
have been made towards
building a stronger, more
resilient India.
As we reflect on the journey of
India's transformation over
the past decade, it becomes
evident that the Roti, Kapda,
Makaan, Vigyan, and
Aatmasamman initiatives have
played a pivotal role in shap-
ing the nation's socio-eco-
nomic landscape. Moving for-
ward, it is imperative to build

upon these foundations and
continue striving towards a
more prosperous and equitable
future for all. Through revolu-
tionary initiatives, the govern-
ment has aimed to enhance
agricultural productivity and
bolster the textile industry,
thereby encouraging research
in science and technology,
stimulating economic growth,
and creating employment
opportunities for
Aatmanirbhar Bharat.
A pivotal aspect of the Modi
government's initiatives has
been the empowerment of
Bharat, ensuring self-reliance
and dignity for every citizen.
This vision extends to promot-
ing social justice, gender equal-
ity, and skill development,
encapsulating the ethos of
"Aatmanirbhar Bharat."
Initiatives aimed at uplifting

marginalised communities
exemplify the government's
commitment to fostering an
inclusive society.
Roti: Transforming Food
Security in India
The Modi government has
taken a multifaceted approach
to food security, encompassing
macro and micro levels.
Initiatives like PMGKY and
ONORC have bolstered vul-
nerable groups' food access,
provided relief during crises,
and built resilience. Prioritising
nutrition through POSHAN
Abhiyaan demonstrates a
commitment to tackling defi-
ciencies. 
Kapda: Enhancing Textiles
and Khadi
The remarkable growth in
Khadi's turnover, from Rs.
31,154 crores in 2013–14 to Rs.
1,34,630 crores in 2022–23,

underscores its economic revi-
talization. This surge in
demand has propelled produc-
tion and employment oppor-
tunities, reflecting the govern-
ment's commitment to nurtur-
ing indigenous industries.
India’s textile exports have
increased from $12 billion in
2010–11 to $39.2 billion in
2017–18. The textile industry
in India is currently a $75 bil-
lion industry and is expected
to grow to $300 billion by
2025–26. 
Makaan: Revolutionising
Housing
In a nation as vast and diverse
as India, characterized by his-
torical socioeconomic dispar-
ities, the Pradhan Mantri Awas
Yojana (PMAY) has emerged
as a transformative force. This
initiative transcends mere
housing provision; it catalyses

profound change. Through
Pradhan Mantri Awaas
Yojana-Gramin (PMAY-G),
expansive coverage under-
scores the unwavering dedica-
tion of the Modi government
and the vision of converting
mere structures into cher-
ished homes and dreams into
tangible realities, marking a
testament to the government's
commitment to the well-being
and prosperity of its citizens
nationwide. The “Housing for
All” scheme represents a mul-
tifaceted approach to address
the critical issue of housing in
India. The Light House
Projects (LHPs) stand as a pio-
neering initiative under the
visionary Global Housing
Technology Challenge-India
(GHTC-India), spearheaded
by the Government of India
since its launch in 2019.

Vigyan: Advancing the
Space Sector
India has emerged as a
prominent space power in the
world, with significant glob-
al implications.
Chandrayaan-3 hailed as
India's lunar triumph, reaf-
firms India's technological
prowess and solidifies its
position as a leader in space
exploration, paving the way
for future lunar endeavours,
including human exploration.
Aditya-L1, a state-of-the-art
coronagraphy spacecraft
meticulously crafted by the
Indian Space Research
Organisation (ISRO),
embarked on a pioneering
mission to explore the mys-
teries of the sun's atmos-
phere, particularly focusing
on the corona and chromos-
phere. 

Aatmasamman: Empowering
Bharat
Once an individual has
secured all the necessities for
a comfortable life, the concept
of "Aatmasamman," or self-
respect. Beyond material
needs, self-respect becomes
the cornerstone of emotional
and psychological well-being,
encompassing a profound
sense of dignity, worth, and
integrity. Stand Up India
Scheme, Beti Bachao Beti
Padhao (BBBP) Scheme, Skill
India Mission, Pradhan Mantri
Kaushal Vikas Yojana
(PMKVY), and Pradhan
Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana
(PMJDY) have been support-
ive of empowering numerous
sections of society.

(The author is a Member of
Parliament, Rajya Sabha,

views are personal)
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keeps the farmers on their toes lead-
ing to income insecurity and
mounting debt. An example is the
casualty in the current protests of a
marginal farmer whose 8-acre agri-
cultural land had 8 lacs of debt on
it, making it virtually impossible for
the farmer to pay it off and contin-
ue with another crop. Climate
change-driven issues such as these
have made the farmers demand an
MSP law to act as a safety net for the
time, effort and risk they invest in
farming.
The perennial shortage of water
resources is the first symptom of cli-
mate change's impact on the agri
sector. According to Rainfed Atlas,
it is estimated that between 52% and
55% of the farming community
have no means of irrigation and are
dependent on rain-fed agriculture.
But due to climate change temper-
atures are spiralling and rainfall has
become more erratic, with longer
dry spells resulting in droughts and
shorter periods of more intense
rainfall causing floods. This results
in a domino effect whereby crop
yield is adversely impacted while
high Co2 levels cause low nutrition-
al value of crops. This translates to
low marketability of the produce
therefore causing financial distress
and rising debt for the farmers.
The impact of climate change on the
agri-sector and the sluggish govern-
ment response in managing its
fallout has come as a double wham-
my for the farmer community. The
lack of robust insulation measures
that seek to protect the sector from
the vagaries of climate extremities
is now having a telling impact on
productivity. The cereal crop pro-
ductivity of most cereals is slated to
decrease due to an increase in tem-
perature and CO2 levels, and the
decrease in water availability.
According to estimates, there will be
a projected loss of 10-40% in crop
production by 2100 if no climate
change adaptation measures are

taken. A one-degree Celsius increase
in temperature may reduce yields of
major food crops by 3-7%. Given
these troubling projections, the
government must extricate the agri-
sector from the clutches of climate
change. This alone can ensure the
best interests of farmers, safeguard
national food security and protect
livelihoods.
An audit of the agri-sector at the
micro-level is essential to identify
and remove processes that are
detrimental to natural resources.
This will ensure weeding out of inef-
ficient water-intensive practices
and allow optimal use of the pre-
cious resource. Similarly, best farm-
ing practices need to be promoted
across the sector to ensure climate
change adaptation and mitigation in
the sector. For example, the raised-
bed planting of wheat in the Indo-
Gangetic plains enables 20-25%
savings in irrigation water and also
helps in reduced herbicide use.
Measures such as these combined
with water accounting methodolo-
gies can build long-term sustainabil-
ity, efficiency and resilience of the
agri-sector besides immensely ben-
efiting the marginal farmers.
The government must also initiate
climate-smart agriculture strate-
gies which aim at adapting agricul-
ture to climate change. This can be
done by implementing technologies
that help farmers plan crops by con-
sidering the climate specifics of their
area through easy-to-use apps on
their smartphones. This can be done
by prioritising botanical research to
develop crop species that are more
tolerant to water deficiencies and
extreme temperatures. Additionally,
ecologists can evolve effective soil
management methods that reduce
the depletion of topsoil, promote
carbon sequestration, and reduce
chemical application. Advanced
farm irrigation technologies can also
help proper water saturation levels
in the soil, prevent water flooding,

and help avoid top-soil runoff.
The government must focus on spe-
cially developed software solutions
for agriculture that can help in real-
time monitoring of the crops and
allow farmers to accurately calculate
the required inputs, which reduces
costs in the short term and protects
nature in the long term.
Technology-assisted cover crops
for instance can not only help pre-
vent soil erosion, and promote
water retention and nitrogen fixa-
tion but also serve as organic
manure for fodder. Smart agri-
software can help farmers imple-
ment differentiated applications of
fertilisers which can help decrease
soil pollution and increase crop
nutrient levels. The software can
also have in-built weather-related
tools that provide timely alerts of
extremities, elaborate weather fore-
casts to schedule farming events and
enable prediction of general climate
change tendencies by analysing
historical weather data.
Currently, the agri-sector prob-
lems and farmer grievances are dealt
with on a reactive basis; this is evi-
dent in the form of chronic farmer
agitations that come back every year.
The government must realise that
a lasting solution is only possible if
actual problems, including the
impact of climate change on agri-
culture, are addressed with the par-
ticipation of all stakeholders of the
sector. The collaboration of farm-
ers, policymakers, environmental-
ists, botanical scientists and technol-
ogy experts can help chalk out long-
term strategies and solutions and
ensure a robust agri-sector that is
resilient against climate change
onslaughts. Farmer protests are a
symptom of climate change's impact
on agriculture. Protecting the sec-
tor from adverse impacts will auto-
matically ensure farmer well-being
and prosperity.

(The author is a policy analyst.
The views are personal)

The ongoing farmer protests that
began on February 13th have
already claimed five lives and
resulted in Delhi bearing the
brunt of economic losses to the

tune of 300 crores as nearly five lakh traders
who did regular business in Delhi from
adjoining states suspended their business-
es given the unrest. Since 2020, farmer
protests have unfortunately assumed a
regular frequency not only in Delhi and
Punjab but across India. According to con-
sultancy firm Verisk Maplecroft estimates,
India has accounted for the biggest global
share of farmer protests in the past three
years.
The farmer protests 2.0 again highlight the
fault lines in India’s agricultural viability and
this time the farmers are demanding con-
clusive government action. The protesting
farmers want a firm minimum support
price (MSP) that is backed by a legal guar-
antee for all crops. Another demand is to
implement the recommendations of the MS
Swaminathan committee on agriculture
which will enable increasing MSP to 50 per
cent above the weighted average cost of pro-
duction. Other demands include better
sugar cane prices and a pension of Rs 10,000
a month for every farmer above the age of
60.
The government is engaged in feverish
negotiations with the farmer unions to
break the impasse. However, a break-
through achieved may be short-lived, as the
government would have only successfully
attended to the symptoms and not to the
problem itself. India’s agri sector contributes
only 15 per cent to the GDP but engages
58 per cent workforce. This lopsided pro-
portion is made worse by the fact that 85
per cent of the farmers operate in less than
five acres of land half of which in many parts
of India may be dry and barren. This trans-
lates to low yields, low earnings and high
debt and when combined with increasing
challenges of climate change on agriculture,
the problem assumes a much larger and
ominous proportion.
Climate change whether it is unseasonal
rain, hailstorms, floods, or drought, India’s
agri-sector has seen it all. The lingering
uncertainty due to environmental issues
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Israeli troops fired on a
crowd of Palestinians wait-

ing for aid in Gaza City on
Thursday, witnesses said. More
than 100 people were killed,
bringing the death toll since
the start of the Israel-Hamas
war to more than 30,000,
according to health officials.
Hospital officials initially
reported an Israeli strike on
the crowd, but witnesses later
said Israeli troops opened fire
as people pulled flour and
canned goods off of trucks.

Israeli officials acknowl-
edged that troops opened fire,
saying they did so after the
crowd approached in a threat-
ening way. The officials insist-
ed on anonymity to give
details about what happened,
after the military said in a
statement that “dozens were
killed and injured from push-
ing, trampling and being run
over by the trucks”. Gaza City
and the surrounding areas in
the enclave’s north were the
first targets of Israel’s air, sea
and ground offensive,
launched in response to
Hamas’ Oct 7 attack. The area
has suffered widespread dev-
astation and has been largely
isolated during the conflict.
Trucks carrying food reached
northern Gaza this week, the
first major aid delivery to the
area in a month, officials said

Wednesday.
Aid groups say it has

become nearly impossible to
deliver humanitarian assis-
tance in most of Gaza because
of the difficulty of coordinat-
ing with the Israeli military,
ongoing hostilities and the
breakdown of public order,
with crowds of desperate peo-
ple overwhelming aid con-
voys. The UN says a quarter of
Gaza’s 2.3 million Palestinians
face starvation; around 80%
have fled their homes.

Kamel Abu Nahel, who
was being treated for a gun-
shot wound at Shifa Hospital,

said he and others went to the
distribution point in the mid-
dle of the night because they
heard there would be a deliv-
ery of food. “We’ve been eat-
ing animal feed for two
months,” he said.

He said Israeli troops
opened fire on the crowd,
causing it to scatter, with some
people hiding under cars.
After the shooting stopped,
people went back to the trucks,
and the soldiers opened fire
again. He was shot in the leg
and fell over, and then a truck
ran over his leg as it sped off,
he said.
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Prime Minister Rishi Sunak
said Britain is descending

into “mob rule” because of the
pressures created by protests
against the Israel-Hamas war
— words criticised as alarmist
by a human rights group.
Sunak told a meeting of police
leaders on Wednesday that
there was a “pattern of increas-
ingly violent and intimidatory
behaviour” that’s intended to
“shout down free debate and
stop elected representatives
doing their job”.

“There is a growing con-
sensus that mob rule is replac-
ing democratic rule,” he said,
according to a transcript
released by the prime minister’s
office. “And we’ve got to collec-
tively, all of us, change that
urgently.”

Tom Southerden of
Amnesty International said
Thursday that talk of mob rule
“wildly exaggerates the issue
and risks delegitimising the
rights of peaceful protest.” Mass
protests have drawn hundreds
of thousands of people to cen-
tral London almost weekly to
call for a cease-fire in a conflict
that has killed more than
30,000 Palestinians, according
to the Gaza Health Ministry in
the Hamas-run territory. Israel
says Hamas killed 1,200 Israelis,
mostly civilians, and abducted
roughly 250, in the Oct. 7
attack.

The protests have been
overwhelmingly peaceful,
though there have been dozens

of arrests over signs and chants
allegedly supporting Hamas, a
banned organisation in Britain.
Jewish organisations and many
lawmakers say the mass march-
es have created an intimidating
atmosphere for Jewish
Londoners — though members
of the Jewish community have
been among those on pro-
cease-fire marches.

Divisions over the conflict
in Gaza have convulsed British

politics, with some lawmakers
saying they fear for their safe-
ty after receiving threats over
their positions on the war.
Reports of both antisemitic
and anti-Muslim abuse in
Britain have soared since
Hamas’ Oct 7 attack on Israel,
which triggered Israel’s inva-
sion of Gaza. A debate last
week in the House of
Commons on whether to call
for a cease-fire descended into
chaos amid allegations the
speaker of the house had bent
parliamentary rules in response
to pressure from pro-
Palestinian activists.

During the debate, protest-
ers projected “From the river to
the sea, Palestine will be free”
— a slogan some see as calling
for the destruction of Israel —
onto Parliament’s Big Ben
clocktower. On Saturday, Sunak
suspended Conservative law-
maker Lee Anderson from the

party for saying London Mayor
Sadiq Khan, who is Muslim,
was controlled by Islamists
and had allowed them to take
charge of the city.

Pro-Palestinian demon-
strators protested at the house
of a Conservative lawmaker
earlier this month, while envi-
ronmental activists have target-
ed Sunak’s family home in
northern England.

The prime minister met
police chiefs after announcing
a 31-million-pound ($40-mil-
lion) fund to step up security
for lawmakers after politicians
reported threats and intimida-
tion connected to the war.

At Wednesday’s meeting,
the government told police
chiefs that protests at politi-
cians’ homes “should general-
ly be cosidered to be intimida-
tory.” Sunak told officers to take
a “robust approach...to protect
our democratic processes from
intimidation, disruption, from
subversion.” 

British lawmakers have a
tradition of meeting regularly
with constituents in their local
communities, but security has
been tightened after several
attacks in the last decade. 

In 2016, Labour lawmaker
Jo Cox was killed by a far-right
extremist, and Conservative
David Amess was murdered in
2021 by an attacker inspired by
the Islamic State group.  Sunak’s
comments follow several years
of increasingly stringent restric-
tions on peaceful protest by the
Conservative government.

It has passed new laws to

clamp down on broadly
defined “public nuisance,” pun-
ishable by up to 10 years in
prison, and giving police more
powers to restrict protests
judged to be disruptive.
Hundreds of environmental
activists have been arrested
and sometimes jailed for block-
ing roads and other nonviolent
acts.

“Freedom of expression
and assembly are absolutely
fundamental rights in any free
and fair society,” said
Southerden, law and human
rights director at Amnesty UK.

“The UK has undergone a
major crackdown on protest
rights in recent years, with
peaceful protest tactics being
criminalised and the police
being given sweeping powers to
prevent protests taking place,”
he said. 

Voters in the town of
Rochdale in northwest England
went to the polls Thursday to
elect a lawmaker, after a chaot-
ic special election campaign
dominated by the Gaza war.
The Labour Party disowned its
candidate, Azhar Ali, for claim-
ing that Israel allowed Hamas’
Oct 7 attack to happen as a pre-
text to invade Gaza.  His name
remains on the ballot, alongside
candidates including George
Galloway, a former Labour
lawmaker who is campaigning
against Labour’s stance on the
Israel-Hamas war, and Simon
Danczuk, yet another former
Labour legislator who now
represents the right-wing
Reform UK. 
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Joe Biden “continues to be fit
for duty” and “fully exe-

cutes” all of his responsibilities,
his physician has said after an
annual health checkup, assert-
ing that the 81-year-old US
President does not have any
major health concerns. The
White House on Wednesday
shared a memo with President
Biden’s “current health summa-
ry” following his annual rou-
tine physical at Walter Reed
National Military Medical
Centre. Biden, whose health
has been under scrutiny ahead
of November’s presidential
election, underwent the assess-
ment on Wednesday. “He con-
tinues to be fit for duty and
fully executes all of his respon-
sibilities without any exemp-
tions or accommodations,” Dr
Kevin O’Connor, physician to

the US President, wrote in a
memo shared with reporters.
Biden’s annual medical check-
up included speciality consul-
tation with several Presidential
Specialty Consultants.

These specialities includ-
ed Optometry, Dentistry,

Orthopedics (Foot and Ankle),
Orthopedics (Spine), Physical
Therapy, Neurology, Sleep
Medicine, Cardiology,
Radiology and Dermatology.

Soon after his return from
Walter Reed, Biden told
reporters that doctors told him
he looked too young. The think
you look too young,” he said
amidst laughter. “No, there is
nothing different than last year.
Everything is great,” the presi-
dent said, responding to ques-
tions on his health checkup.

It is a White House tradi-
tion to publicise the annual
health checkup of the US
President in the form of a
memo from the president’s
physician.

The White House Press
Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre
told reporters at her daily news
conference that Biden’s doctors
decided against a cognitive

test. Such a test is being
demanded by several of his
political opponents, including
Indian-American Republican
presidential candidate Nikki
Haley. 

“The President doesn’t
need a cognitive test. That is
not my assessment. That is the
assessment of the President’s
doctor. That is also the assess-
ment of the neurologist who
has also made that assessment
as well,” Jean-Pierre said.

“The President’s doctor has
said, if you look at this, the
President, who is also the
Commander-in-Chief, passes a
cognitive test every day, as he
moves from one topic to anoth-
er topic, understanding the
granular level of these topics,”
she said.

“You saw him talk about a
fighting crime today.
Tomorrow, he’s going to go to

the border. Next week, he’s
going to give a State of the
Union Address,” she added.

Asserting that this is a very
rigorous job, she said that
Biden has been able to do it
every day for the past three
years. “And let’s not forget, he
is also leading a historic pres-
idency, which is also important
to note in everything that we’ve
been able to do — he’s been
able to get done over the past
three years,” the press secretary
said.

Biden is the oldest presi-
dent in the history of the
United States.

The president’s health was
in the news earlier this month
after a special counsel investi-
gating Biden for improperly
storing classified documents
suggested he was suffering
from mental decline due to his
age.
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London (PTI): British Prime
Minister Rishi Sunak has called
on the country’s police chiefs to
use the full spectrum of their
powers to ensure that protests
are not allowed to descend into
“mob rule”. 

The British Indian leader
was speaking after a meeting at
10 Downing Street on
Wednesday during which min-
isters and senior police chiefs
agreed to sign up to a new
“democratic policing proto-
col”.

It comes in the wake of
growing security concerns for
British MPs and some violent
incidents during large-scale
marches on the streets of the
UK in protest over the raging
Israel-Hamas conflict.
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US President Joe Biden is
doing everything he can to

improve the process related to
the sought-after H-1B visa,
Green Card backlog and other
issues related to the country’s
legal immigration system, the
White House has said.

The H-1B visa is a non-
immigrant visa that allows US
companies to employ foreign
workers in speciality occupa-
tions that require theoretical or
technical expertise.

Technology companies
depend on it to hire tens of
thousands of employees each
year from countries like India
and China.

“One of the steps, if we
look at the H-1B visa process,
we have taken action to
improve that and the process
and backlog for lawful perma-
nent residents (Green Card)
who are eligible to become US
citizens,” White House Press
Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre
told reporters at her daily news
conference on Wednesday.

A Green Card, known offi-
cially as a Permanent Resident
Card, is a document issued to
immigrants to the US as evi-
dence that the bearer has been
granted the privilege of resid-
ing permanently.

Jean-Pierre was responding
to questions about the feeling
among a section of Indian
Americans that the president is
not putting as much effort
into addressing the woes of
legal immigrants as he is doing
for illegal immigrants.

Biden heads to the south-
ern border with Mexico in
Texas on Thursday.“Just last
month, for example, as a part
of our efforts to strengthen the
integrity of our immigration
system and reduce the poten-
tial for fraud, the Department
of Homeland Security pub-

lished a final rule relating to H-
1B visa,” Jean-Pierre said.

“So, the changes promote
fairer and more equitable out-
comes and, so, we will contin-
ue our work to improve the sys-
tem within our authorities and
that has certainly been a prior-
ity,” she said and added that the
administration takes that “very
seriously” and is continuing to
do everything that it can to
improve the visa process.

The US Citizenship and
Immigration Services (USCIS)
has announced the launch of
myUSCIS organisational
accounts that will allow multi-
ple people within an organisa-
tion, as well as their legal rep-
resentatives, to collaborate on
and prepare H-1B registra-
tions, H-1B petitions and any
associated Form I-907, Request
for Premium Processing
Service.

A new organisational
account is required to partici-
pate in the H-1B Electronic
Registration Process starting in
March 2024, the USCIS said. 

“We are working expedi-
tiously to address any techni-
cal issues that may arise for
legal representatives whose
accounts migrated when they
logged into their online
account on or after February
14, 2024, including impacts on
cases other than H-1B filings,”
it said.

The initial registration
period for FY 2025 H1B cap
will open at noon Eastern on
March 6, and run through
noon Eastern on March 22.

During this period,
prospective petitioners and
their representatives, if applic-
able, must use a USCIS online
account to register each bene-
ficiary electronically for the
selection process and pay the
associated registration fee for
each beneficiary, its media alert
said.
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Washington (PTI):  The
grouping of India, Israel, the
UAE and the US continues to
be a priority for the Biden
administration and is not on
the back-burner due to the
ongoing conf l ict  in the
Middle East, the White House
has said, underlining that the
President is “deeply commit-
ted” to making sure that the
I2U2 init iat ives  make
progress.

The I2U2 grouping was
conceptualised during the
meeting of the foreign minis-
ters of the four countries held
on October 18, 2021. The
I2U2’s first summit was held
on July 14, 2022, to establish
the group.

The grouping remains
critically important, White
House Press Secretary Karine
Jean-Pierre told reporters at
the White House here on
Wednesday.

Asked if the grouping is
now on the back-burner or no
longer active because of the
Israel-Hamas conflict, the
official said, “No, not at all,
still a priority”.

“The I2U2 remains criti-
cally important and the pres-
ident is deeply committed to
making sure that we contin-
ue with the I2U2, obviously
with our partnership among
our four countries  and
beyond through innovative,
inclusive and science-based
solutions to advance... let’s not
forget, enhance food and
energy security space opera-
tions and other ventures,
advancing projects on water
conservation, waste manage-
ment and other areas,” Jean-
Pierre said. So, there is a
strong future for the I2U2 and
“we’re looking forward to
continuing that partnership”
and it has not taken on the
back-burner,  the White
House official said.  “It cer-
tainly continues to be a prior-
ity,” Jean-Pierre said.
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Dakar (Senegal) (AP): At
least two dozen people died
off Senegal’s northern coast
and many others were injured
when their boat capsized, offi-
cials said, underscoring the
danger of the route used by an
increasing number of
migrants seeking to reach
Spain from West Africa. 

The boat was bound for
Europe and capsized near the
town of Saint-Louis, where
bodies washed ashore
Wednesday afternoon and the
fire department was alerted,
said Alioune Badara Sambe, the
local governor.

The injured are being treat-
ed in a hospital in Saint-Louis
and an investigation into the
circumstances surrounding the

accident has been opened, he
said.

The number of migrants
leaving from Senegal on rick-
ety wooden boats surged last
year, and nearly 1,000 people
died while trying to reach
Spain by sea in the first six
months of 2023, according to
the Spanish migration advoca-
cy group Walking Borders.

Factors such as youth
unemployment,  political
unrest and the impact of cli-
mate change push migrants to
risk their lives on overcrowd-
ed boats.

Senegal has been thrown
into turmoil as elections
meant for February were
delayed by the president,
sparking deadly protests.  
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Brussels: The European
Union’s  powerful
Commission announced on
Thursday that it will begin
releasing billions of euros to
Poland that were frozen over
the previous government’s
policies that the bloc said
amounted to widespread
backsliding on fundamental
democratic principles. 

The move had been
expected after Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen
promised “good news” last
week to reward Polish Prime
Minister Donald Tusk for his
efforts to overturn a series of
measures imposed by the pre-
vious conservative government
that went against EU judicial
cornerstones.  Thursday’s move
cemented a sea change in rela-
tions. Both sides had openly
clashed. AP
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The Supreme Court on
Wednesday agreed to

decide whether former
President Donald Trump can be
prosecuted on charges he inter-
fered with the 2020 election,
calling into question whether
his case could go to trial before
the November election. While
the court set a course for a quick
resolution, it maintained a hold
on preparations for a trial
focused on Trump’s efforts to
overturn his election loss.

The court will hear argu-
ments in late April, with a deci-
sion likely no later than the end
of June. That timetable is much
faster than usual, but assuming
the justices deny Trump’s
immunity bid, it’s not clear

whether a trial can be sched-
uled and concluded before the
November election. Early vot-
ing in some states will begin in
September. 

The court’s decision to
intervene in a second
major Trump case this
term, along with the
dispute over whether
he is barred from
being president again
because of his
actions fol-
lowing the
2020 elec-
t i o n ,
u n d e r -
scores the
d i r e c t
role the
just ices
will have

in the outcome of the election.
Trump’s lawyers have sought to
put off a trial until after the elec-
tion. In the end, the timing of
a possible trial could come
down to how quickly the jus-
tices rule. They have shown
they can act fast, issuing a deci-
sion in the Watergate tapes
case in 1974 just 16 days after
hearing arguments. 

The decision in Bush v.
Gore came the day after argu-
ments in December 2000. By

taking up the legally
untested question now,
the justices have created
a scenario of uncertain-
ty that special counsel
Jack Smith had sought
to avoid when he first
asked the high court in
December to immedi-

ately intervene. In his latest
court filing, Smith had suggest-
ed arguments a full month ear-
lier than the late April time-
frame. Trump wrote on Truth
Social that legal scholars “are
extremely thankful” the court
stepped in to decide on immu-
nity. “Presidents will always be
concerned, and even paralyzed,
by the prospect of wrongful
prosecution and retaliation after
they leave office,” he wrote. 

A Smith spokesperson
declined to comment. The trial
date, already postponed once by
Trump’s immunity appeal, is of
paramount importance to both
sides.  Prosecutors are looking
to bring Trump to trial this year
while defense lawyers have
been seeking delays in his crim-
inal cases. 
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Paris (AP): French President
Emmanuel Macron boldly
promised to swim in the River
Seine being cleaned up for the
Paris Olympics as he toured the
new complex that will house
athletes on Thursday. Macron
cited pollution-reduction in
the Seine as one of the Games’
positive long-term impacts. He
noted “extraordinary” public-
funded investments being
poured into making the river
— largely off limits to bathers
since 1923 — swimmable
again.

Asked by a journalist
whether he would bathe in it,
Macron replied, “Me, yes, I’ll
go.”

But he refrained from say-
ing when. “I’m not going to
give you the date: There’s a risk
you’ll be there,” he said.

Regardless of whether he
does indeed don trunks,

Macron’s visit to the future
high-security Olympic village
served to highlight how the
Paris Games are helping to
transform some disadvantaged
neighbourhoods in the French
capital’s poorer suburbs.

The eco-friendly village
led to nearly 2,000 jobs being
created, with 1,136 going to
local residents. It cost about 2
billion Euros (USD 2.2 billion),
most of it investment by prop-
erty developers but also includ-
ing 646 million Euros (USD
700 million) from public funds.
The Olympic construction
company, Solideo, transferred
the village to Paris Games
organizers on Thursday, sym-
bolically handing over a large
key, with Macron watching.

“It’s a very big day,”
Macron said. “It’s a demonstra-
tion that France is a nation of
builders.”
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Idaho halted the execution of
serial killer Thomas Eugene

Creech on Wednesday after
medical team members repeat-
edly failed to find a vein where
they could establish an intra-
venous line to carry out the
lethal injection. Creech, 73,
has been in prison half a cen-
tury, convicted of five murders
in three states and suspected of
several more. He was already
serving a life term when he beat
a fellow inmate, 22-year-old
David Dale Jensen, to death in
1981 — the crime for which he
was to be executed.

Creech, one of the longest-
serving death row inmates in
the US, was wheeled into the
execution chamber at the Idaho
Maximum Security Institution
on a gurney at 10 a.m. 

Three medical team mem-
bers tried eight times to estab-
lish an IV, Department of
Correction Director Josh Tewalt
told a news conference after-
ward. In some cases, they
couldn’t access the vein, and in
others they could but had con-
cerns about vein quality. They
attempted sites in his arms, legs,
hands and feet. At one point, a
medical team member left to
gather more supplies. The war-
den announced he was halting

the execution at 10:58 a.m.
The corrections depart-

ment said its death warrant for
Creech would expire, and that
it was considering next steps.
While other medical proce-
dures might allow for the exe-
cution, the state is mindful of
the 8th Amendment’s ban on
cruel and unusual punishment,
Tewalt said.Creech’s attorneys
immediately filed a new motion
for a stay in US District Court,
saying “the badly botched exe-
cution attempt” proves the
department’s “inability to carry
out a humane and constitution-
al execution.” The court grant-
ed the stay after Idaho con-
firmed it would not try again to
execute him before the death
warrant expired; the state will
have to obtain another warrant
if it wants to carry out the exe-
cution.“This is what happens
when unknown individuals

with unknown training are
assigned to carry out an execu-
tion,” the Federal Defender
Services of Idaho said in a
written statement. “This is pre-
cisely the kind of mishap we
warned the State and the Courts
could happen when attempting
to execute one of the country’s
oldest death-row inmates.” Six
Idaho officials, including
Attorney General Raul
Labrador, and four news media
representatives, including an
Associated Press reporter, were
on hand to witness the attempt
— which was to be Idaho’s first
execution in 12 years.The exe-
cution team was made up
entirely of volunteers, the cor-
rections department said. 

Those tasked with inserting
the IVs and administering the
lethal drug had medical train-
ing, but their identities were
kept secret. 
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Pakistan’s newly-elected law-
makers were sworn in on

Thursday during Parliament’s
maiden session after President
Dr Arif Alvi summoned the
National Assembly after delay-
ing the process for several
days. The National Assembly
was summoned after Alvi’s ini-
tial refusal due to differences
with the caretaker government
over the issue of former prime
minister Imran Khan’s party-
backed candidates being allot-
ted the reserved seats.

The opening session of the
16th Parliament, headed by
the outgoing Speaker of the
previous Parliament, Raja
Pervaiz Ashraf, began after a
delay of more than an hour.
Ashraf administered the oath to
the newly-elected lawmakers
amidst unruly scenes as 71-
year-old Khan’s Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI)-backed
lawmakers chanted slogans
against alleged vote rigging in
the February 8 general elec-
tions. After the oath-taking, the
lawmakers signed the register
roll of the National Assembly
to officially become members.

The new oath-taking law-
makers included the Pakistan
Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-
N) supremo Nawaz Sharif,
PML-N President Shehbaz
Sharif, Pakistan Peoples Party
(PPP) Co-chairman Asif
Zardari and PPP Chairman
Bilawal Bhutto-Zardari.  

Early on Thursday, Alvi
approved a move from the
caretaker parliamentary affairs
ministry to summon the
newly-elected National
Assembly’s first session on
February 29, according to a
statement posted by the presi-
dent’s X account.

“Subject to some reserva-
tions, President Dr Arif Alvi
has summoned to convene the
National Assembly on
February 29 in exercise of the
powers conferred by Article
54(1) of the Constitution of the
Islamic Republic of Pakistan,”
the statement said.

It said that the president
accorded his approval keeping
in view “the mandate and
implications of the timeline
given in Article 91 (2) and sub-

ject to some reservations and
expecting the resolution of the
issue of the reserved seats
before the 21st day [after the
general elections].”

The late-night statement
also took issue with the tone of
the summary sent to Alvi by
the caretaker Prime Minister
Anwaar-ul-Haq Kakar, adding
that the president was calling
the session as he expected that
the issue of reserved seats
would be settled by the 21st day
after the polls, as envisaged in
the law.

According to constitution-
al provisions, the meeting of
the National Assembly must be
convened within 21 days of the
elections, and February 29 is
the mandated date under
Article 91. The newly-elected
National Assembly will elect
the new speaker and deputy
speaker. The election for the
post of prime minister is
expected on Saturday, and for-
mer premier Shehbaz Sharif is
poised to be elected as the new
leader of the House under a
post-election deal between the
PML-N and the PPP.

On Monday, Alvi, a close
aide of jailed former prime
minister Imran Khan and a for-
mer senior member of his
party, rejected a move from the
caretaker parliamentary affairs
ministry to summon the
National Assembly’s first ses-
sion, maintaining that all
reserved seats be allocated
before its summoning.

Winning independent can-
didates of former-cricketer-
turned-politician Khan’s PTI
joined the rightwing Sunni

Ittehad Council (SIC) to receive
the party’s share of reserved
seats for women and minorities
in the national and provincial
assemblies. Candidates of the
PTI fought as independents
after the party could not direct-
ly participate in the February 8
elections due to the non-allot-
ment of its iconic electoral
symbol - the cricket bat.

A five-member bench of
the Election Commission of
Pakistan began the open hear-
ing on the SIC’s plea seeking
allocation of reserved seats
and the counter-pleas filed
against it earlier this week.

The House was already
meeting at 10 am on Thursday
as National Assembly outgoing
Speaker Ashraf decided to con-
vene the lower house of parlia-
ment session after Alvi’s denial.

Alvi’s statement said that
returning the move for a
National Assembly session was
“very much in accordance with
the provisions of Article 48(1)”
of the Constitution.

“It is not understood on
what grounds it has been taken
as a partisan act, though it was
also aimed at the completion of
the National Assembly in
accordance with Article 51 of
the Constitution,” it said. Alvi’s
decision not to summon the
session was heavily criticised by
the PML-N and the PPP par-
ties, whose leaders on Tuesday
warned that it might lead to
“legal consequences”.

The PTI had alleged mas-
sive rigging in the election
and vowed to raise their voice
inside and outside the
Parliament. 

Moscow (AP): A Russian rock-
et on Thursday successfully put
an Iranian satellite into orbit, a
launch that underlined increas-
ingly close cooperation between
Moscow and Tehran. Russia’s
state-run Roscosmos corpora-
tion said that a Soyuz rocket
blasted off from the Vostochny
launch facility in the country’s
far east to carry the Iranian satel-
lite and 18 Russian satellites into
orbit. The Iranian state TV said
the 110-kg (242-pound) satellite
has three cameras to take images
for environmental, agricultural
and other purposes. Iran’s state
TV said the satellite will be put
into orbit around the North and
South Poles, synchronised to be
in the same fixed position rela-
tive to the Sun, and will be fully
functional after a calibration of
its systems. Thursday’s launch
comes after Russia put into
orbit the Iranian Khayyam satel-
lite in 2022.
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The allocation of reserved
seats to Pakistan’s Sunni

Ittehad Council may be in
jeopardy after it was revealed
that the right-wing party has
not provided its list of mem-
bers for the reserved seats, it
emerged on Thursday.

The religious party of the
Sunni Muslim sect came to
prominence after the Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party
of former jailed prime minis-
ter Imran Khan asked its inde-
pendently elected members to
join SIC to claim its share in
the 70 seats reserved for
women and non-Muslims in
the 266-member National
Assembly. However, the
Election Commission of
Pakistan (ECP) has been refus-
ing to allocate the reserved
seats to the party, prompting
the PTI to express outrage
and protest at the maiden ses-
sion of Parliament on
Thursday.

Speaking on the floor of
the Assembly, Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N)
senior leader Khawaja Asif
questioned how the PTI could
demand reserved seats when
the SIC had not submitted a list
of its members on reserved
seats before the ECP.

Legally, every party should
provide before elections a list
of members it wants to be
elected on reserved seats.

Separately, ECP on
Wednesday reserved its judg-
ment on the petitions relating
to the allotment of reserved
seats to the SIC after hearing
arguments from the parties. A
five-member commission
headed by Chief Election
Commissioner (CEC)
Sikandar Sultan Raja heard
the petitions.

The News International
reported that during the hear-
ing, CEC Raja handed over a
letter written to the ECP by the
SIC to PTI lawyer Senator
Barrister Ali Zafar and said
they don’t want reserved seats
and you are forcing it.

The CEC said the Council

head wrote a letter to the ECP
on February 26 and said they
don’t have a list of reserved
seats since no one contested
the election from the SIC plat-
form.

Barrister Ali Zafar
expressed ignorance about the
letter and said that the SIC did
not inform the PTI about any
such letter and asked the ECP
to consider the extraordinary
situation faced by the PTI and
allot reserved seats to the SIC
after independent members
joined it.

Pakistan Peoples Party
(PPP) lawyer Farooq H Naek
started his arguments and said
that no SIC member won the
general seat, and the Council
did not submit any priority list
to the ECP. Under Section 104
of the Elections Act, the new
list could not be submitted
after the expiry of the nomina-
tion papers date and the exist-
ing list could be changed.

He also maintained that if
a name was deleted from the
current list for reserved seats,
the political party could give
more names. The ECP could
not issue a directive to ask the
SIC to seek a priority list at this
time. According to the formu-
la given in Article 51 of the
Constitution, seats were allot-
ted. “If the stipulated time
passes, then the list cannot be
given,” Naek added.

PML-N lawyer Azam
Nazeer Tarar said the SIC did
not participate in the general
elections. The ECP wrote a let-
ter to all political parties about
the implementation of election
rules, but the Council replied
that their party did not field
any candidates.

Tarar said, “The Section
104 clearly states that whoev-
er is participating in the elec-
tions, under Section 104, must
have a priority list for reserved
seats. If a political party has
been rejected by the people,
then how can independent
members go and ask for
reserved seats.” The ECP bench
reserved its verdict on the
petition after hearing the argu-
ments of the parties.
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Russian President Vladimir
Putin vowed on Thursday

to fulfil Moscow’s goals in
Ukraine and sternly warned the
West against deeper involve-
ment in the fighting, saying that
such a move is fraught with the
risk of a global nuclear conflict.

Putin’s warning came in a
state-of-the-nation address
ahead of next month’s election
he’s all but certain to win,
underlining his readiness to
protect Russian gains in
Ukraine. In an apparent refer-
ence to French President
Emmanuel Macron’s statement
earlier this week that the future
deployment of Western ground
troops to Ukraine should not
be “ruled out”, Putin warned
that it would lead to “tragic”
consequences for the countries
who decide to do that.

Putin noted that while
accusing Russia of plans tp
attack NATO allies in Europe,
Western allies were “selecting
targets for striking our territo-
ry and selecting the most effi-
cient as they think striking
assets and talking about the

possibility of sending a NATO
contingent to Ukraine”.

“We remember the fate of
those who sent their troop
contingents to the territory of
our country,” the Russian leader
said. “Now the consequences
for the potential invaders will
be far more tragic.”

Speaking before an audi-
ence of lawmakers and top offi-
cials, Putin said the West
should keep in mind that “we
also have the weapons that can
strike targets on their territo-
ry, and what they are now sug-
gesting and scaring the world
with, all that raises the real
threat of a nuclear conflict
that will mean the destruction
of our civilisation”.

“Don’t they understand
it?” he said, alleging that
Western leaders are playing
with options of deeper involve-
ment in the conflict, as in a
simulation. “Those people
haven’t been through any tough
challenges and they have for-
gotten what war means.”

The strong statement fol-
lowed earlier warnings from
Putin, who has issued frequent
reminders of Russia’s nuclear

might since he sent troops
into Ukraine in February 2022
as he sought to discourage the
West from expanding its mili-
tary support for Kyiv.

Putin emphasised that
Russia’s nuclear forces are in
“full readiness,” saying that the
military has deployed potent
new weapons, some of them
tested on the battlefield in
Ukraine. The Kremlin leader
said they include the new
Sarmat heavy intercontinental
ballistic missile that has entered
service with Russian nuclear
forces, along with the
Burevestnik atomic-powered
cruise missile and the Poseidon
atomic-powered, nuclear-
armed drone, which are com-
pleting their tests.

He added that the Kinzhal
and Zircon hypersonic missiles
have proven their efficacy on
the battlefield in Ukraine. At
the same time, he rejected
Western leaders’ statements
about the threat of a Russian
attack on NATO allies in
Europe as “ravings” and again
dismissed Washington’s claim
that Moscow was pondering
the deployment of space-based

nuclear weapons. Putin
charged that the US allegations
were part of a ploy to draw
Russia into talks on nuclear
arms control on American
terms even as Washington con-
tinues its efforts to deliver a
“strategic defeat” to Moscow in
Ukraine.

“Ahead of the US election,
they just want to show their cit-
izens, as well as others, that
they continue to rule the
world,” he said. “It won’t work.”

In his speech that focused
heavily on economic and social
issues ahead of the March 15-
17 presidential vote, Putin
argued that Russia was “defend-
ing its sovereignty and securi-
ty and protecting our compa-
triots” in Ukraine, charging that
the Russian forces have the
upper hand in the fighting. He
hailed Russian soldiers and
honoured those who were
killed in fighting with a
moment of silence.

Putin has repeatedly said
that he sent troops into Ukraine
in February 2022 to protect
Russian interests and prevent
Ukraine from posing a major
security threat to Russia by

joining NATO. Kyiv and its
allies have denounced it as an
unprovoked act of aggression.
The Russian leader has repeat-
edly signalled a desire to nego-
tiate an end to the fighting but
warned that Russia will hold
onto its gains.

Putin, 71, who is running
as an independent candidate in
the March 15-17 presidential
election, relies on the tight
control over Russia’s political
system that he has established
during 24 years in power.
Prominent critics who could
challenge him have either been
imprisoned or are living
abroad, while most indepen-
dent media have been banned,
meaning that Putin’s reelection
is all but assured. He faces
token opposition from three
other candidates nominated
by Kremlin-friendly parties
represented in parliament.

Russia’s best-known oppo-
sition leader Alexei Navalny,
whose attempt to run against
Putin in 2018 was rejected, died
suddenly in an Arctic prison
colony earlier this month, while
serving a 19-year sentence on
extremism charges. 
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Russian forces are pushing
hard against more Ukrainian

towns and villages in eastern and
southeastern Ukraine as
Moscow tries to press its current
advantage in weapons and
troops, Kyiv officials said
Thursday. Despite Russia’s
apparent offensive momentum
on the ground, Ukraine claimed
it has shot down 11 Russian war-
planes in less than two weeks as
the Kremlin’s forces pushed 
forward.

With the war starting its
third year, Russian forces have
been bludgeoning some
Ukrainian defensive positions
into submission, deploying over-
whelming amounts of artillery
and troop numbers in an effort
to punch through defensive
lines at targeted points. Though
Russia’s gains have been small,
slow and costly, Ukraine does-
n’t have enough reservists and
has a severe shortage of artillery
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shells as the supply of military
aid from Western partners has
waned. The Russian army is try-
ing to seize the towns and vil-
lages of Tonenke, Orlivka,
Semenivka, Berdychi and
Krasnohorivka in the eastern
Donetsk region, Ukraine’s army
chief Col Gen Oleksandr Syrskyi
said on social media.

Those are places where
Ukrainian military officials had
said they would form a new line
of defence after Ukrainian
troops pulled out of Avdiivka on
Feb 17. In the southeastern
Zaporizhzhia region, Russian
forces are focusing on retaking
Verbove and Robotyne, towns
that Ukraine won back in last

summer’s counteroffensive in
2023, Syrskyi said.

Syrskyi, who was appointed
by Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy to lead
the country’s military on Feb 8,
accused some of his comman-
ders of making “miscalcula-
tions” in assessing the enemy
and taking countermeasures.

Meanwhile, Ukraine’s air
force commander Mykola
Oleshchuk said his units shot
down two Russian Su-34 jets
overnight. That made a total of
11 warplanes, including an early
warning and control A-50 plane,
that Ukraine claims to have
downed since Feb 17.

“The enemy has increased

its air presence in the east. Our
top military leadership reacted
accordingly,” air force
spokesman Yurii Ihnat said on
national television. A major
question for Kyiv officials is how
they can unlock further military
help from their partners.
Emergency US national securi-
ty funds for Ukraine are still on
hold amid a political dispute in
Washington.

The Speaker of the
Ukrainian Parliament, Ruslan
Stefanchuk, addressed an open
letter to US House Speaker
Mike Johnson asking him to put
to a vote the Biden administra-
tion’s proposal to send $60 bil-
lion of aid to Ukraine.
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Pakistan’s newly-elected
Parliament will meet on

Thursday for its maiden session
as President Dr Arif Alvi final-
ly summoned the Assembly
after differing with the caretak-
er government over the issue of
former prime minister Imran
Khan’s party-backed candidates
being allotted the reserved seats.

Early on Thursday, Alvi
approved a move from the care-
taker parliamentary affairs min-
istry to summon the newly-
elected National Assembly’s first
session on February 29, accord-
ing to a statement posted by the
president’s X account.

“Subject to some reserva-
tions, President Dr Arif Alvi has
summoned to convene the
National Assembly on February
29 in exercise of the powers con-
ferred by Article 54(1) of the
Constitution of the Islamic
Republic of Pakistan,” the state-

ment said. It said that the pres-
ident accorded his approval
keeping in view “the mandate
and implications of the timeline
given in Article 91 (2) and sub-
ject to some reservations and
expecting the resolution of the
issue of the reserved seats before
the 21st day [after the general
elections].”

The late-night statement
also took issue with the tone of
the summary sent to Alvi by
the caretaker Prime Minister
Anwaar-ul-Haq Kakar, adding
that the president was calling
the session as he expected that
the issue of reserved seats
would be settled by the 21st
day after the polls, as envisaged
in the law. According to con-
stitutional provisions, the
meeting of the National
Assembly must be convened
within 21 days of the elections,
and February 29 is the mandat-
ed date under Article 91. The
newly elected Parliament will

meet on Thursday for its maid-
en session amidst a row over
the alleged rigging of votes.

In the opening session,
Raja Pervaiz Ashraf, the outgo-
ing Speaker of the previous
Parliament, would administer
the oath to the new members
and adjourn the session for the
next Assembly to elect the
new speaker and deputy 
speaker.

The election for the post of
prime minister is expected on
Saturday, and former premier
Shehbaz Sharif is poised to be
elected as the new leader of the
House. On Monday, Alvi, a
close aide of jailed former
prime minister Imran Khan
and a former senior member of
his party, rejected a move from
the caretaker parliamentary
affairs ministry to summon the
National Assembly’s first ses-
sion, maintaining that all
reserved seats be allocated
before its summoning.
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Japan’s beleaguered prime
minister renewed his apol-

ogy over his governing party’s
corruption scandal, promis-
ing to not hold any more par-
ties himself as leader during
a political ethics committee
Thursday. Fumio Kishida has
fought against plummeting
support ratings since his gov-
erning party’s corruption
scandal rocked the govern-
ment. The scandal, consid-
ered the biggest in decades,
centres on political funds
raised through party event
tickets bought by individuals,
companies and organisations.
It led to 10 people — lawmak-
ers and their aides — being
indicted in January.

While Kishida himself is
not the focus of the scandal
and was not even invited to
the hearing, the surprise
announcement of his per-
sonal appearance broke a
deadlock between the oppo-
sition lawmakers and his gov-
erning party Wednesday

when the five implicated
attendants refused to go pub-
lic, holding up a hearing.
Kishida expressed a “sense of
crisis” that the deadlock on
the hearing would further
deepen the public’s distrust in
politics.

The ruling Liberal
Democratic Party’s resistance
to have a fully open session
fuelled public criticism that
Kishida’s party is taking the
corruption lightly and trying
to hide something.

Kishida’s action could
help ease criticisms that he
was too slow and lax in
addressing the public’s dis-
trust and taking anti-corrup-
tion measures. In his opening
statement, Kishida renewed
his apology for triggering
public distrust in politics,
and promised to take leader-
ship in reforming his party,
saying seniority-based tradi-
tion, lack of compliance and
a sense of privilege among
lawmakers need to be
removed if they were part of
the problem.
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The Union Cabinet on Thursday
approved setting up three
semiconductor-making units by

firms, including Tata Group and Japan’s
Renesas, at an investment of Rs 1.26 lakh
crore as part of an attempt to cut India’s
dependence on imports to meet
requirements of chips.
The units which will make chips for
sectors including defence, automobiles
and telecommunications, will begin
construction within the next 100 days,
Telecom Minister Ashwini Vaishnaw told
reporters after the cabinet meeting.
The three units will be set up under the
‘Development of Semiconductors and
Display Manufacturing Ecosystem’
programme that provides government
support of up to Rs 76,000 crore.
Tata Electronics Pvt Ltd will set up a
semiconductor fab in partnership with
Taiwan’s Powerchip Semiconductor
Manufacturing Corp at Dholera in

Gujarat. The plant will have a capacity to
produce 50,000 wafers per month and will
involve an investment of Rs 91,000 crore.
Tata Semiconductor Assembly and Test
Pvt Ltd (TSAT) will set up a
semiconductor unit in Morigaon, Assam,
at an investment of Rs 27,000 crore. CG
Power in partnership with Renesas
Electronics Corp and Stars
Microelectronics of Thailand will set up a
unit in Sanand in Gujarat at an investment
of Rs 7,600 crore.
In June last year, the Cabinet approved a
proposal of Micron for setting up a
semiconductor unit in Sanand, Gujarat.
The approvals are part of the Modi
government’s ambitions to make India a
chipmaker for the world and cutting
reliance on countries like Taiwan.
Vaishnaw said the Tata plant at Dholera
will produce high-performance compute
chips with 28 nm technology for electric
vehicles (EV), telecom, defence,
automotive, consumer electronics, display
and power electronics.

The unit in Assam will have a capacity of
48 million per day for automotive, electric
vehicles, consumer electronics, telecom,
and mobile phones. The CG power
semiconductor unit will manufacture 15
million chips for consumer, industrial,
automotive and power applications.
“Within a very short time, India’s
semiconductor mission has achieved four
big successes. With these units, the
semiconductor ecosystem will get
established in India. India already has
deep capabilities in chip design. With
these units, our country will develop
capabilities in chip fabrication. Advanced
packaging technologies will be
indigenously developed in India with
today’s announcement,” he said adding the
three units will generate direct
employment of 20,000 advanced
technology jobs and about 60,000 indirect
jobs.
These units will accelerate employment
creation in downstream automotive,
electronics manufacturing, telecom

manufacturing, industrial manufacturing,
and other semiconductor-consuming
industries.
Construction of Micron’s Sanand unit is
progressing at a rapid pace and a robust
semiconductor ecosystem is emerging
near the unit, he said.
Tata Electronics’ partner PSMC is
renowned for its expertise in logic and
memory foundry segments. PSMC has 6
semiconductor foundries in Taiwan.
Power management chips the two will
manufacture are high voltage, high current
applications.
TSAT semiconductor is developing
indigenous advanced semiconductor
packaging technologies including flip chip
and ISIP (integrated system in package)
technologies.
Renesas is a leading semiconductor
company focussed on specialised chips. It
operates 12 semiconductor facilities and is
an important player in microcontrollers,
analogue, power, and System-on-chip
(‘SoC)’ products.
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The Union Cabinet on
Thursday approved the

amendment in the MMDR
Act to specify the royalty rate
on 12 critical and strategic
minerals, an official
statement said. A decision in
this regard was taken at a
meeting of the Union Cabinet
chaired by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, the Ministry
of Mines said in a statement. 
“The Union Cabinet...
Approved the amendment of
Second Schedule to the
Mines and Minerals
(Development and
Regulation) Act, 1957
(MMDR Act) for specifying
rate of royalty in respect of 12
critical and strategic
minerals,” the statement said.
The 12 critical and strategic
minerals are beryllium,
cadmium, cobalt, gallium,
indium, rhenium, selenium,
tantalum, tellurium,
titanium, tungsten, and
vanadium, it said.
This completes the exercise of
the rationalisation of royalty
rates for all 24 critical and
strategic minerals, the
Ministry said.
The government notified the
royalty rate of four critical
minerals, namely glauconite,
potash, molybdenum and
platinum group of minerals

on March 15, 2022 and of 3
critical minerals lithium,
niobium and rare earth
elements on October 12,
2023.
As per the statement, the
Mines and Minerals
(Development and
Regulation) Amendment Act,
2023, which has come into
force from August 17, 2023,
had listed 24 critical and
strategic minerals in Part D of
the First Schedule of the
MMDR Act. 
The amendment provided
that mining lease and
composite licence of these 24
minerals shall be auctioned
by the central government.
The approval for
specification of rate of royalty
will enable the Centre to
auction blocks for these 12
minerals for the first time in
the country. 
Royalty rate on minerals is an
important financial
consideration for the bidders
in auction of blocks, the
statement said.
Further, manner for
calculation of Average Sale
Price (ASP) of these minerals
has also been prepared by the
Ministry of Mines, which will
enable determination of bid
parameters, it said. 
The Second Schedule of the
MMDR Act provides royalty
rates for various minerals. 
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Benchmark stock indices Sensex and Nifty
closed with gains on Thursday in a highly

volatile trade amid the scheduled monthly
expiry of derivative contracts.
The 30-share BSE Sensex rebounded 195.42
points or 0.27 per cent to settle at 72,500.30.
During the day, the benchmark oscillated
between a high of 72,730.00 and a low of
72,099.32.
The broader Nifty of NSE gained 31.65 points
or 0.14 per cent to close at 21,982.80.
“Domestic benchmark traded near a flat-line
trend throughout the session, but some
buoyancy emerged by the end of the day.
Investors adopted a cautious wait & watch
approach on the verge of a heavy economic data
week,” said Vinod Nair, Head of Research at
Geojit Financial Services.
Among Sensex shares, IndusInd Bank,
Mahindra & Mahindra, HCL Tech, Power Grid,
Maruti, State Bank of India, Titan, Asian Paints,
Nestle and UltraTech Cement were the major
gainers.

Reliance Industries climbed nearly 2 per cent
intra-day before closing more than half-a per
cent higher after the company and Walt Disney
announced the signing of binding pacts to

merge their media operations in India to create
a Rs 70,000 crore behemoth.
Hindustan Unilever, Bharti Airtel, Tata Motors,
ITC, Tech Mahindra and Axis Bank were

among the laggards.
“Markets traded volatile on the monthly expiry
day but managed to end marginally higher,” said
Ajit Mishra, SVP - Technical Research, Religare
Broking Ltd.
In the broader market, the BSE midcap gauge
climbed 0.84 per cent and smallcap index went
up by 0.50 per cent. Among the indices, services
jumped 1.46 per cent, power climbed 1.01 per
cent, commodities (0.79 per cent), industrials
(0.74 per cent), metal (0.74 per cent) and capital
goods (0.65 per cent). 
In Asian markets, Seoul, Tokyo and Hong Kong
settled lower while Shanghai ended in the green.
European markets were trading mostly in the
green. The US markets ended marginally lower
on Wednesday.  Foreign institutional investors
(FIIs) offloaded equities worth Rs 1,879.23
crore on Wednesday, according to exchange
data. The BSE benchmark fell by 790.34 points
or 1.08 per cent to settle at 72,304.88 on
Wednesday. The Nifty slumped 247.20 points or
1.11 per cent to settle at 21,951.15.
Global oil benchmark Brent crude declined 0.43
per cent to USD 83.32 a barrel.
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Sebi on Thursday barred 12
entities, including promoter

of V Marc India Ltd, from the
securities market for engaging
in a fraudulent scheme to
manipulate volumes and price
of the company’s shares.
Additionally, the regulator
impounded wrongful gains of
Rs 6.38 crore made by some of
the entities from the
manipulative scheme,
according to an interim order.
This case primarily deals with

fraudulent and manipulative
trading in the scrip of V Marc
India Ltd, listed on NSE’s SME
segment, prima facie
orchestrated by the promoter
and company management,
along with connected parties.
In its order, Sebi, prima facie,
found that V Marc’s promoter
and MD Vikas Garg and
Sandeep Kumar Srivastava,
former Whole Time Director
of the company-- engaged the
services of Prijesh Kurani to
‘operate the market’.
It further noted that Kurani, in

turn, in addition to using his
own and his connected
entities’ trading accounts,
engaged accounts of persons
connected to Garg to
manipulate the scrip. Further,
Garg and the company
management channelled funds
through their connected
entities to Kurani for executing
the fraudulent scheme.
The alleged fraudulent scheme
was set in motion as soon as
the scrip was listed on April 8,
2021. “The impact of this
alleged fraudulent scheme is

evident in the manner volumes
surged and prices increased
after which most of the entities
-- PV Manipulators-- as well as
the IPO subscribers - exited
fully. The shares offloaded
were purchased by public
shareholders leading to the
increase in their numbers as
well,” Sebi said.
Accordingly, Sebi has
restrained 12 entities “from
buying, selling or dealing in
the securities market or
associating themselves with
the securities market, either

directly or indirectly, in any
manner whatsoever until
further orders”. Apart from
Garg, Srivastava and Kurani,
the other entities barred by
Sebi are -- Sudhir Gupta,
Dharini Kurani, Rekha Kurani,
Surbhi Aggarwal, Vinod Vilas
Sable, Seema Garg, Madhu
Srivastava, Jai Kishorr Singhal
and Seema Agarwal.
Sebi’s examination which
covered the period from April
9-30, 2021, was aided by data
obtained from the mobile
device of Kurani, seized

following the ‘search and
seizure operation’ carried out
by the regulator at his
residence in May 2022, in the
context of investigation into
the matter of ‘Front Running of
Trades of Axis Mutual Fund’.
The data from the device,
particularly messages
exchanged on WhatsApp
involving entities referred to in
this order, including a copy of a
signed agreement between
certain entities, has served as
important evidence in this
case.
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Foreign direct investment
(FDI) inflows in India

declined 13 per cent to USD
32.03 billion in April-
December 2023, dragged down
by lower infusion in computer
hardware and software,
telecom, auto, and pharma
sectors, according to the latest
government data.
FDI inflows stood at USD
36.74 billion during the
corresponding nine months of
the preceding fiscal.
Inflows during the October-
December quarter of the
current fiscal, however, rose by
18 per cent to USD 11.6 billion
as against USD 9.83 billion
during the same quarter of
2022-23.
The total FDI — which
includes equity inflows,
reinvested earnings and other
capital — declined by about 7
per cent to USD 51.5 billion
during the period under review
against USD 55.27 billion in
April-December 2022, the data
from the Department for
Promotion of Industry and
Internal Trade (DPIIT)
showed.
During the nine-month period
of this fiscal, FDI equity
inflows decreased from major
countries, including Singapore,
the US, the UK, Cyprus and the
UAE. Investments fell
significantly from the Cayman
Islands and Cyprus to USD 215
million and USD 796 million,
respectively, during April-
December 2023 as against the
two comparative figures of
USD 624 million and USD 1.15
billion recorded in the year-ago
period.
However, inflows increased
from Mauritius, the
Netherlands, Japan and
Germany.
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Lagging deposit accretion
poses the risk of

constraining credit growth for
banks in FY25, India Ratings
and Research said on
Thursday.
Maintaining its “neutral”
outlook on the banking sector
for FY25, the agency said the
deposit growth is likely to
moderate to 12-13 per cent in

FY25 from the 13.8 per cent
estimated for ongoing fiscal
year. The loan-to-deposit ratio
for the sector is at a five-year
high of 81 per cent, which
makes deposit growth as a
crucial part in banks’ credit
book expansions, it said.
The agency said it expects
credit growth to come at 20.5
per cent in FY24, including
the positive impact of the
HDFC twins merger, and

added that the same number
will come at over 15 per cent
in FY25.
The loan book mix for banks
is likely to change in FY25 due
to the dip in shares of
exposures to the retail and
non-bank lenders segments,
the agency said, adding that a
revival in private capex will
help increase the share of
corporate lending in the
overall pie.
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The growth of eight key
infrastructure sectors

slowed to a 15-month low of
3.6 per cent in January, on
account of poor
performance of sectors like
refinery products, fertiliser,
steel and electricity,
according to the official data
released on Thursday.
The growth of eight core
sectors — coal, crude oil,
natural gas, refinery

products, fertiliser, steel,
cement and electricity —
was 4.9 per cent in
December.
It was 9.7 per cent in January
2023. The previous low level
of growth rate was recorded
at 0.9 per cent in October
2022. Cumulatively also, the
growth rate in the output of
these sectors slowed down to
7.7 per cent as against 8.3
per cent in April-January
2022-23. 
The output growth of

refinery products and
fertiliser was in the negative
zone. And the pace of
increase in the output of
coal, steel, and electricity
decelerated during the
month under review.
However, crude oil, natural
gas, and cement production
recorded positive growth in
January.
The eight core sectors
contribute 40.27 per cent to
the country’s Index of
Industrial Production (IIP).
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Agritech startup Otipy on
Thursday said it has

joined Open Network for
Digital Commerce (ONDC)
to sell fruits and vegetables to
consumers in Delhi-NCR and
Mumbai.
In a statement, Otipy said this
integration ensures its
catalogue is visible on various
apps, making it easy to
discover and enabling smooth
transactions on the growing
network.
As Otipy onboards ONDC, it
is set to expand its customer
reach, making its products
available to a wider audience
through popular ONDC
seller apps like Pincode (by
PhonePe) and Paytm apps.
This move aims to strengthen
the brand’s presence in Delhi-
NCR and Mumbai, the
statement said.
Moreover, Otipy will also
focus on bulk procurement
directly from farmers and
Farmer Producer
Organizations (FPOs).

“As we join the ONDC
Network, it helps us in
expanding our reach to varied
customer segments. Through
the network, we not only plan
to enrich buyer choices but
also elevate the shopping
experience, facilitating
inclusivity in a dynamic e-
commerce landscape,” Varun
Khurana, Founder and CEO
of Otipy, said.
“With Otipy on the Open
Network, it not only stands to
benefit from an extensive
reach of the network but also
reinforces its commitment to
fostering a sustainable and
inclusive e-commerce
framework,” T Koshy,
Managing Director & Chief
Executive Officer of ONDC,
said.
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The government on Thursday
approved a rooftop solar

scheme, PM-Surya Ghar: Mufti Bijli
Yojna, with an outlay of Rs 75,021
crore, to provide up to Rs 78,000
subsidy for the installation of solar
plants and 300 units free power for
one crore households.
Briefing media after the Union
Cabinet meeting, I&B Minister

Anurag Thakur informed that
approval has been given for the
scheme for installing rooftop solar
and providing free electricity up to
300 units every month for one crore
households.
“The Union Cabinet, chaired by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, has
approved PM-Surya Ghar: Muft
Bijli Yojana with a total outlay of Rs
75,021 crore for installing rooftop
solar and providing free electricity

up to 300 units every month for one
crore households,” an official
statement said.
The Prime Minister launched the
scheme on 13th February 2024.
The scheme provides a central
financial assistance (CFA) of 60 per
cent of system cost for 2 kW
systems and 40 per cent of
additional system cost for systems
between 2 kW to 3 kW capacity.
The CFA will be capped at 3 kW.

At current benchmark prices, this
will mean Rs 30,000 subsidy for 1
kW system, Rs 60,000 for 2 kW
systems and Rs 78,000 for 3 kW
systems or higher.
The households will apply for
subsidy through the National Portal
and will be able to select a suitable
vendor for installing rooftop solar.
The National Portal will assist the
households in their decision-
making process by providing

relevant information such as
appropriate system sizes, benefits
calculator, vendor rating etc.
Households will be able to access
collateral-free low-interest loan
products of around 7 per cent at
present for installation of
residential RTS (rooftop solar)
systems up to 3 kW.
Other Features of the scheme
include a Model Solar Village to be
developed in each district to act as a

role model for adoption of rooftop
solar in rural areas.
Besides, Urban Local Bodies and
Panchayati Raj Institutions shall
also benefit from incentives for
promoting rooftop solar (RTS)
installations in their areas.
The scheme provides a component
for payment security for renewable
energy service company (RESCO)
based models as well as a fund for
innovative projects in RTS.
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Capital markets regulator
Sebi has asked mutual

fund houses to put in place a
framework to safeguard
investors, who invested in
smallcap and midcap
schemes, amid a “froth
building up” in these
categories.
Also, the regulator has
suggested steps such as
restrictions on inflows in
these segments, portfolio
rebalancing, and laying
guidelines to safeguard
investors from the first-
mover advantage of
redeeming investors.
This came in the backdrop of
strong flow in the small and
midcap schemes of mutual
funds over the last few
quarters.
In a communication to
Association of Mutual Funds
in India (AMFI) on Tuesday,
Sebi asked the industry body
to inform trustees of all the
mutual fund houses to frame
a policy to protect the interest
of investors of smallcap and

midcap schemes.
“In the context of the froth
building up in the small and
mid-cap segments of the
market and the continuing
flows in the small and mid-
cap schemes of mutual funds,
trustees, in consultation with
unitholder protection
committees of the AMCs
shall ensure that a policy is
put in place to protect the
interest of all investors,” the
regulator said.
The market regulator said
that “appropriate” and
“proactive measures” should
be taken by Asset
Management Companies
(AMCs) and fund managers
to protect investors. 
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PTI ■ GUWAHATI

It has been tales of grit and
determination at the
Khelo India University

Games (KIUG) Ashtalakshmi
2023, which comes to an end
on Thursday, with new meet
records achieved and paths
set for future star players of
the country.
The athletics section boosted
of at least four new KIUG
records at the events played at
the Indira Gandhi stadium
here.
Pole vaulter M Gowtham of
University of Madras cleared
the distance of 5m to take
home the men’s pole vault
gold medal.
Javelin thrower Jyoti of
Chaudhary Devi Lal
University, who had won the
gold medal in the National
Open Athletics meet in
Bengaluru in October last
year, came up with a throw of
53.16m in her fourth attempt
to clinch the women’s javelin
throw gold, and also set a new
meet record.
In the women’s 800m event,
Panjab University’s
Amandeep Kaur clocked
2:11.27s to clinch the gold

medal with a new Games
record, while Vikash of
Chandigarh University
registered a new Games
record in men’s 1500 m
clocking 3.50.70s to take the
gold. Chandigarh University
looks poised to top medals’
tally with 28 golds in its kitty
already, followed by Lovely
Professional University with
17 golds and Guru Nanak
Dev University, Amritsar,
with 12 golds.
The KIUG 2023 were held in
18 venues across seven cities
of North East, with Guwahati
hosting the opening
ceremony which was
attended by Union Sports and
Youth Affairs Minister
Anurag Thakur, among
others.
More than 4,500 players from
over 200 universities
competed in this fourth
edition of KUIG.
The KIUG is a part of the
Indian government’s Khelo
India initiative that was
launched in 2016, focussing
on promoting grassroots
sports and identifying young
talents from across the
country.
For some like Mrinal

Chauhan of Lovely
Professional University, a
second spot in the Recurve
men on debut at the KIUG
was no mean feat.
With limited financial means

to pursue archery which
involves high cost training
equipment as his family
depends on the earnings of
his father’s stationery shop,
Mrinal’s early struggles are

now nearly over.
Support through the (Tagert
Olympic Podium) TOP
scheme, a flagship initiative
by the ministry of Sports and
Youth Affairs, meant that he

could take forward his
passion, honing his skills at
the Tata Archery Academy in
Jamshedpur.
“TOPS has allowed me to
dream bigger, aim higher.

Now, I don’t have to
dependent on my father for
my financial needs as I get
stipend every month,” the 20-
year-old said, adding that the
Games were also a vital
preparation for the upcoming
trials leading to the Paris
Olympics qualification
events.
Jyoti Kattimai of Karnataka
University may have failed to
make a podium finish, but
her story of fighting tough
financial constraints to make
this far is an inspiration in
itself.
With her father working as a
scrap dealer and mother as a
housekeeping staff in the
same sports hostel in
Dharwad where Jyoti trains,
it has been a tale of long
struggle for the 24-year-old.
Jyoti’s family of eight
members (including four
sisters) expanded to 13 after
two of her elder sisters
returned home with their
children after a few years of
marriage, and the family just
about pulling along.
She may have had to remain
contend with the fifth spot in
the 800m for women, but
Jyoti hopes to keep on

pursuing her game with her
coach Shamla Patil being her
biggest support, who also
sponsors her university fees.
The vital role of coaches in
shaping a player or a team
cannot be stressed enough,
and Bharati Vidyapeeth’s
rugby team credit their coach
for the show they could put
up.
Coming in as defending
champions, the team did not
have high hopes for a podium
finish as the core of their
team that won the gold in
Lucknow last year had passed
out of the varsity.
But the team with almost all
new players was marshalled
brilliantly by Prashant
Arvind Singh, who works as a
gym instructor in Mumbai, to
clinch the bronze medal here.
“It is a big thing for us
because we reached here after
only 15 days of preparation.
We will return next year and
win our third gold,” said
Prashant, who has also
represented India at the U-19
level and was part of the
silver medal-winning
Maharashtra team in the
National Games held in Goa
last year.

New records, tales of grit emerge

PTI ■ NEW DELHI

Rejecting the Wrestling
Federation of India’s

invitation to compete in the
upcoming national trials,
ace Indian wrestler Bajrang
Punia has moved an urgent
joint petition in the Delhi
High Court, seeking a stay
on the selection
competition here on March
10-11.
It has been learnt from
reliable sources that
Bajrang, Vinesh Phogat,
Sakshi Malik and her
husband Satywart Kadiyan
moved the court on
Wednesday and the matter
will be heard on Friday.
While Bajrang did not
confirm filing a petition, he
questioned the
government’s silence on the
issues concerning Indian
wrestling.
The Indian team for the
Asian Wrestling
Championships Olympic
Qualifier in Kyrgyzstan
next month will be selected
on the basis of the trials at
Delhi’s IG Stadium.
Bajrang told PTI from
Russia, where he is training
for the last two months, that
he has spent a fortune
abroad but he won’t
compete in trials if they are
conducted by the Sanjay
Singh-led WFI.
“I would not spend Rs 30
lakh on my training if I were
to not compete in the trials,
but how the suspended WFI
is conducting the trials? I
don’t get what the
government’s compulsion is
(on allowing WFI to

conduct trials)?” Bajrang
said.
“I don’t understand how a
sports body suspended by
the Indian government
issue a circular and
announce the trials. Why is
the government silent? We
will appear in the trials only
if the ad-hoc panel or the
government conducts it.
How can a suspended body
announce the trials?” he
asked.
WFI president Sanjay Singh
had appealed to the
protesting wrestlers to
forget the past and appear
for the trials.
The trio had led a
prolonged protest at Jantar
Mantar, demanding the
arrest of then WFI
president Brij Bhushan
Sharan Singh, who they had
accused of sexual
harassment.
Bajrang, the Tokyo
Olympics bronze winner,
said that not just him but
Sakshi Malik and Vinesh
Phogat will also skip the
trials. “This decision to not
appear in trials is a joint
decision taken by us. We are
together in this,” he said.
PTI tried to reach out
Sakshi and Vinesh for
confirmation but the
former did not return calls
and the latter could not be
contacted.
Asked specifically if they
have moved court against
the trials, Bajrang denied
the development but a
source in the WFI
confirmed to PTI that four
wrestlers have approached
the Delhi High Court.

PTI ■ NEW DELHI

Sports Minister Anurag
Thakur on Thursday

announced that the
government will issue digital
certificates to registered
athletes across the country, a
move which would ensure a
transparent account of their
participation and
performance. The digital
certificate will have dates of
the athletes’ participation in
competitions and serve as
proof of their achievements.
“With athletes at the heart of
our progressing and growing
sporting ecosystem, the sports
ministry has made a crucial
decision to promote the

‘issuance of digital certificates
to athletes’,” wrote Thakur on
‘X’.
The ministry has directed all
National Sports Federations
(NSFs) to only release merit
and participation certificates
through the DigiLocker.
The minister had first
announced his plan to
simplify things for athletes
and National Sports
Federations (NSFs) during
the National Sports Day on
August 29 last year.
On Thursday, the minister
said, “Keeping up with our
policy of ‘athlete-first’, NSFs
have been advocated to issue
certificates to athletes via
DigiLocker, an initiative of

Ministry of Electronics and
IT.” He said the digital
certificates will add a new
aspect to sports
administration and
management of
sportspersons. 
“This decision has been taken

to ensure the accessibility,
security and veracity of
documents and promote
transparency and efficiency in
the sports administration of
the NSFs. This will further
lead to ease of living for our
sportspersons across the

nation.
“From June 1 this year, only
certificates issued by the
(sports) federations through
Digilocker shall be valid and
no physical certificates issued
will be recognised for
government and other
benefits. We have advised the
federations that their
affiliated units must also start
issuing the certificates
through the DigiLocker from
January 1 next year,” added
Thakur.
Enumerating the benefits of
issuing sports certificates
through DigiLocker, Thakur
said it will make access and
sharing of certificates easy,
eliminate the need for

physical copies, provide a
secure environment for
storing and verifying
documents and ensure their
integrity and authenticity.
This, he said, would
streamline the certificate
issuance process and reduce
administrative burden.
“These certificates are proof
of the athletes’ commitment,
effort, and accomplishments
in their respective sports, and
are currently distributed
through outdated and
inefficient, conventional
methods,” he said, adding that
NSFs must put in place
technology-based tools and
solutions to serve the interest
of sports, especially athletes. 

AP ■ MANCHESTER

Jim Ratcliffe’s determination
to bring down Manchester

City is abundantly clear.
So is his admiration, it seems,
for the team he calls “the
enemy.” Since becoming co-
owner of Manchester United
last week, Ratcliffe has spoken
about the “driven and elite
environment” that has been
created at City in its Abu
Dhabi-controlled regime.
He described City’s 4-0 win
over Real Madrid in last
season’s Champions League
semifinals as “the best football
I have ever seen.”
He was even behind United’s
recent appointment of one of
City’s former top executives,
Omar Berrada, as the new
chief executive in what United
said was the first step on a
journey “to put football and
performance on the pitch back
at the heart of everything we
do.”
Ratcliffe acknowledged
United was a “long way
behind” City. Just how far
might be placed into sharp
focus this weekend.
It’s the 192nd Manchester
derby on Sunday, pitting two
rivals at opposite stages of
their modern development:
City, the English, European
and world club champion, vs.

United, a fallen giant looking
to be kickstarted by the riches
and passion of a locally born
billionaire.
Few are giving United a hope
in the Premier League clash at
Etihad Stadium - privately,
maybe even Ratcliffe will not
expect a win, either - but his
recent investment in United,
not forgetting his comments
about knocking City and
fellow local rival Liverpool “off
their perch” within three
years, provides the narrative
and backdrop to a fixture that,
for the most part, has been
one-sided in recent years.
Take last season’s match at the
Etihad, for example, where
Erling Haaland and Phil
Foden scored hat tricks in
City’s 6-3 thrashing of United.
Or this season’s match at Old

Trafford, where United was
overrun and ultimately
humiliated in a 3-0 loss in
October.
City comes into the derby
following a 6-2 win at Luton in
the FA Cup highlighted by a
five-goal performance by
Haaland. United has actually
won seven of its nine games in
all competitions in 2024 but
barely ever convinces, which
leaves Ten Hag under
permanent pressure. Tellingly,
Ratcliffe, in his round of post-
takeover interviews, never
gave his complete backing to
the Dutchman.
March will also see United
take on its other big foe,
Liverpool, in the FA Cup
quarterfinals. It’s a month of
great opportunity for Ten Hag
and his players but also one of
potential danger, if United was
to lose to City - and therefore
further jeopardize its
Champions League
qualification ambitions - and
Liverpool.
Fifteen points separate
second-placed City and sixth-
placed United, and that could
be 18 by Sunday evening.
More important for City is the
points gap to leader Liverpool,
which stands at one heading
into the weekend. Liverpool
plays first, away to
Nottingham Forest. 

PTI ■ PRAGUE

Indian Grandmaster R
Praggnanandhaa committed

a time-pressure blunder as he
suffered defeat at the hands of
Parham Maghsoodloo of Iran
in the second round of Prague
Masters Chess tournament
here. The defeat ended
Praggnanandhaa’s impressive
47-game unbeaten streak in
Classical Chess.
The 18-year-old
Praggnanandhaa also lost the
top ranking in live ratings
among Indians -- a spot
reclaimed by the legendary
Viswanathan Anand who is

also the brand ambassador of
this event.
D Gukesh, meanwhile, came
up with an impressive
performance with black pieces
to beat Nguyen Thai Dai Van of
Czech Republic while the other
three games in the 10-player
round-robin event ended in a
draw.
With seven rounds still to
come, Iranian GM
Maghsoodloo is sitting pretty
on two points, a half point
ahead of Gukesh and Nodirbek
Abdusattarov of Uzbekistan
who played out a draw with
India’s Vidit Gujrathi.
Praggnanandhaa, Gujrathi,

Richard Rapport of Romania
and David Navara of Czech
Republic share the fourth spot
on one point each while
Vincent Keymer of Germany
and Mateusz Bartel of Poland
are on joint eighth spot with 0.5
point in their kitty. Van is the
only player yet to open his
account.
Praggnanandhaa went down
fighting from a position he
would have easily saved on
another day. Playing the black
side of a London System, the
Indian did not have much
trouble in equalizing and
Maghsoodloo kept on looking
for ways to complicate the

position.
At some point in the middle
game, Praggnanandhaa even
looked better but with the clock
ticking away it was not an easy
task to finish. Maghsoodloo by
then had trained his eyes to go
for the black king and all he
needed was a blunder that
created several threats. It was
over in 38 moves.
Gukesh’s perseverance paid off
against Dai Van in a reverse
Benoni game wherein the latter
played white. Gukesh just kept
himself in the game by slow
and steady improvement right
through and his tactic proved
right as the Czech player fell

prey and gave up a rook for
minor piece.
Wasting no time, Gukesh
converted to an endgame and
found a beautiful finish
towards the end to force
matters. The game lasted 52
moves.
Gujrathi accepted an early
pawn sacrifice by Abdusattarov
out a Four Knights opening.
Playing black, the Uzbek never
looked like in any real danger
despite the material deficit and
in the end drew in just 35
moves.
In other games, Bartel Mateusz
had an easy game with Rapport
while Keymer did not find any

difficulty in signing peace with
Navara.
In the Challengers section, R
Vaishali lost her second straight
game against Ediz Gurel of
Turkey.
Results Round 2 (Indians
unless stated): Parham
Maghsoodloo (Iran, 2) beat R
Praggnanandhaa (1); David
Navara (Cze, 1) drew with
Vincent Keymer (Ger, 0.5);
Nguyen Thai Dai Van (Cze, 0)
lost to D Gukesh (1.5); Vidit
Gujrathi (1) drew with
Nodirbek Abdusattarov (Uzb,
1.5); Richard Rapport
(Romania, 1) drew with Bartel
Mateusz (Pol, 0.5). 

AP ■ SAN DIEGO

Marta Kostyuk of Ukraine,
Daria Saville of

Australia and Katie Boulter of
England advanced to the
quarterfinals of the
Cymbiotika San Diego Open. 
Kostyuk continued to build
on the form that saw her
reach her first major
quarterfinal last month at the
Australian Open. The sixth
seed knocked off the last
remaining wild card by
beating 18-year-old Taylah
Preston of Australia, 6-4 6-3
on Wednesday.
For Kostyuk, 21, it was almost
like facing a mirror image of
herself.
“I was playing her for the very
first time. She’s still very
young. She reminds me a
little bit of me,” said Kostyuk,
who finished with 25 winners
to 17 unforced errors,
including nine double-faults. 
“I knew I had to fight and
grind. It was very close.”
Preston, who notched her
first tour-level main-draw
singles win in the opening
round against Magdalena
Frech, impressed with her
natural power and clean
groundstrokes. She has
jumped from No. 819 to No.
153 in a matter of one year,
and will reach yet another
career high when the updated
WTA rankings are released

on Monday.
Saville, a qualifier, saved a
match point to overcome
Germany’s Tatjana Maria in a
dramatic 3-hour, 14-minute
marathon, 5-7 7-6(2) 6-2.
Serving to stay in the match
at 4-5, 30-40 in the second
set, Saville hammered a
crosscourt forehand winner
to keep her hopes alive. She
eventually forced a third set
in a tiebreak.
It was anything but a
comfortable matchup for the
29-year-old baseliner.
“There was no comfort ever,
at all,” said Saville, who
avenged a quarterfinal loss to
Maria in Barranquilla in
2023. 
“I think I kind of experienced
today, tonight, probably what
I do to players. It was a fun
match - only because I won in

the end. But it was a tough
battle.”
The 47th-ranked Maria’s
unconventional slice-and-
dice game repeatedly left
Saville scrambling for
answers, but the 36-year-old
managed to convert only six
of her 23 break-point
opportunities in taking the
loss.
“I needed two hours to adjust,
three hours,” said Saville of
facing her crafty veteran foe. 
“I think I’m going to have to
readjust tomorrow, hitting
with someone who hits with
spin. I hit a lot of balls today.
It’s going to be really
important for me to do the
right recovery and get ready
for the next round.”
It marked the fourth win of
the week for Saville including
the qualifying rounds.

Bajrang refuses to
appear in selection
trials under WFI

Athletes to be issued digital certificates: Anurag 

Manchester Derby can further
expose gulf between City and United

Kostyuk, Saville and Boulter advance to
quarterfinals of Cymbiotika San Diego Open

Khelo India University Games 2023

Praggnanandhaa commits blunder, loses second round match in Prague
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PTI ■ NEW DELHI

Member of the 1983 World
Cup-winning team Kirti

Azad on Thursday backed the
BCCI’s directive for cricketers
to play Ranji Trophy, saying it’s
a good move and the rule
should be applicable to every
India team player, including
Rohit Sharma and Virat Kohli.
The out-of-favour duo of Ishan
Kishan and Shreyas Iyer were
excluded from the list of
centrally-contracted players
after they ignored the directive
to play Ranji Trophy.
“It (directive) is a very good
move. Everybody should be
playing Ranji Trophy cricket,
but currently the emphasis is
on the IPL. It is good, it is
entertaining but the real
cricket is the (five) days’
cricket. Playing in domestic
cricket is good, it keeps you in
touch.
“But whenever you are free,
even if you’re a Rohit Sharma
or a Virat Kohli, you should go
back and play domestic cricket
for the state. That (state) gave
you the opportunity to be a
player, get selected and then
play for the country.
He felt that penalising just
Ishan and Iyer wasn’t right.
“Just to penalise the two is not
correct, I think everybody
should be penalised.
Everybody should be seen with
the same mirror,” Azad told
PTI Video.
Azad declined to comment on
whether this was the potential
end of the road for Ishan and
Iyer after their names were
excluded from the list of
centrally-contracted players.
“My question is, are they
playing enough domestic
cricket? They are playing T20

cricket, nowadays and every
other state has a T20 cricket
league. Back in the days when
we were starting our careers,
players like Bishan Singh Bedi,
Madan Lal, Surinder
Amarnath, Mohinder
Amarnath, Chetan Chauhan,
Sunil Gavaskar, Sandeep Patil,
Karsan Ghavri played
alongside youngsters like me
and Ravi Shastri.
“All these senior Test team
players would play for their
sides, would play for the pride
of their state which seems
missing in the youngsters
nowadays,” he added.
He questioned why India
players had issues playing
domestic cricket while
England cricketers willingly
played county cricket when not
in the national side.
“Look at county cricket; there
are 20-plus counties and there
are numerous three-day and
four-day games along with T20
cricket, but every player is
involved there. If a player is left
out of the Test squad, then he
returns to play for his county.
“So why can’t we have our
players playing those domestic
matches, that’s the big
question,” he added.
He praised players like Dhruv
Jurel and Sarfaraz Khan for
finding the balance between
T20 cricket for their IPL teams
and playing Ranji Trophy.
“There are players like Jurel,
Sarfaraz who do play T20
cricket but, at the end of the
day, are also representing their
states in the Ranji trophy. The
bowlers also get into the
rhythm of bowling longer
spells when they regularly play
domestic cricket. It (Ranji) is
not a form of slam-bang and
thank you,” he said. 

Even Rohit, Kohli
should play domestic
cricket when free: Kirti 

PTI ■ NEW DELHI 

Senior India batter KL
Rahul will not feature in
the fifth and final Test

against England in
Dharamsala owing to an
injury while pace spearhead
Jasprit Bumrah will return to
the team, the BCCI said on
Thursday.
Rahul, who continues to feel
sore in his right quadriceps,
has travelled to London to get
an expert opinion on his
injury.
The wicketkeeper-batter
became unavailable after the
series-opener in Hyderabad
in January and as per the
BCCI, he was 90 per cent fit
before the third Test in Rajkot
earlier this month.
“Mr. KL Rahul, whose
participation in the final
IDFC First Bank Test was
subject to fitness, has been
ruled out of the fifth and final
Test in Dharamsala. The
BCCI Medical Team is closely
monitoring him and

coordinating with specialists
in London for further
management of his issue,” the
Board said in a release. 
Meanwhile Bumrah, who was
released from the squad for
the fourth Test in Ranchi in

line with the team’s workload
management policy, will link
up with the squad in
Dharamsala for the final Test,
beginning March 7.
India have already taken an
unassailable 3-1 lead,

following the victory in the
fourth Test in Ranchi.
Rahul’s absence from the final
Test means Rajat Patidar
remained with the squad but
the MP batter can’t be sure of
his place in the playing

eleven, having aggregated
only 63 runs in six innings. 
All-rounder Washington
Sundar has also been released
from the squad. 
“He will join Tamil Nadu - his
Ranji Trophy side - for their
Ranji Trophy Semi-final
fixture against Mumbai,
starting March 2nd, 2024. He
will join the India squad after
the completion of the
domestic fixture for the fifth
Test, if need be,” the BCCI
said.
Rahul needs to be fully fit
before the IPL where he will
lead Lucknow Super Giants
and is expected to bat in the
middle order to bolster his
chances of making the India
squad for the T20 World Cup
in the USA and the
Caribbean.
It is the same quadriceps
injury that had sidelined
Rahul for almost four
months last year.
Having got injured during
the IPL, Rahul returned to
action during the Asia Cup in

September last and made
instant impact. In the Test
tour of South Africa last year,
Rahul was the only century-
maker for India in the drawn
series.
The BCCI also said senior
pacer Mohammed Shami is
recovering well after
undergoing a surgery on
February 26 for his right heel
problem. 
“He is recovering well and
will soon head to the
National Cricket Academy
(NCA) in Bengaluru to
commence his rehabilitation
process,” the Board said of
Shami. 
India’s updated squad for
fifth Test: Rohit Sharma (C),
Jasprit Bumrah (VC),
Yashasvi Jaiswal, Shubman
Gill, Rajat Patidar, Sarfaraz
Khan, Dhruv Jurel (WK), KS
Bharat (WK), Devdutt
Padikkal, R Ashwin,
Ravindra Jadeja, Axar Patel,
Kuldeep Yadav, Mohd. Siraj,
Mukesh Kumar, Akash
Deep. 

PTI ■ WELLINGTON

Australian batting star
Steve Smith has said

that the cricketing
authorities should urgently
address the issue of pacers
persistently bowling
bouncers to a leg side field,
as it restricts a batter’s
ability to hit the ball
“anywhere in front of the
wicket”.
The former Australia
captain, who is playing the
opening Test against New
Zealand here, added a
bowler should be allowed
just one or two such
deliveries, after which he
should be warned or the
delivery be called a wide.
“I think there could be some
slight rule changes in terms
of balls going down the leg
side when you set that field.
“You really can’t hit the ball
anywhere in front of the
wicket really, and I feel like
it is almost like when a (left-
arm) spinner comes over
the wicket and they get the
warning down the leg side
and then they start getting
‘wided’,” Smith was quoted
as saying by Sydney
Morning Herald.
“If you’re bowling balls
consistently in that area
down leg, it should be a
similar ruling to the spinner
if that makes sense.
Basically bowl one or two,
then get a warning and then
get wides called,” he added.

Smith, who made a 31 in
Australia’s first innings on
the opening day of the Test
here as Australia ended day
one at 279/9, added that if
the ball is drifting too much
down leg, it’s impossible for
a batter to play any kind of
stroke.
“To have those catchers
(fielders) there in position,
it can be challenging for
sure. The only thing I’d like
to see is if you get too much
down leg, you can’t really
score anywhere else, and all
the fielders are there. That
would be the only change I
wouldn’t mind seeing,”
added Smith.
Smith has found himself
getting bogged down by
pace bowlers over the years
as they use the tactic to stop
the flow of runs, or force
him to play a hook shot in
frustration to one of the
fielders. Smith praised New
Zealand pace bowler Neil
Wagner, who announced
his retirement from Test
cricket on Tuesday, for his
accuracy.
“Ultimately it is a good skill
what Neil’s been able to do,
the way he can get the ball
between throat and chest
height consistently, not
bowl his two (bouncers) for
the over and just carry on
doing it,” Smith said.
“It’s a good skill and it can
be challenging, particularly
for guys that are pullers of
the ball.” 

Smith pushes for
rule reform

RAHUL RULED OUT OF FIFTH
TEST, BUMRAH RETURNS: BCCI

Australia 279-9 on Day 1 of 1st Test against New Zealand
AP ■ WELLINGTON (NEW
ZEALAND)

The sun came out around
lunchtime at the Basin

Reserve on Thursday. Its
appearance at first breathed
life into New Zealand’s
bowling performance on the
first day of the first cricket
Test against Australia.
Then the tall West Australian
Cameron Green took the
upper hand for Australia with
an unbeaten 103, reaching his
second test century in the last
over of the day. At stumps
Australia was 279-9 and
Green appeared to have
wrested control of the match
from New Zealand at the last
minute.
Green was reluctant to say so.
“The match is pretty close,”
Green said. 
“They’re probably just on top.
They’ve got a quality batting
lineup and we’ve got to bowl
well tomorrow. It’s a lot about
the overhead conditions and
we’ve got to wake up
tomorrow and see how the
overheads are.”
New Zealand had bowled
unproductively on a cool,
overcast morning and Steve
Smith and Usman Khawaja
had looked like carrying
Australia to lunch without
loss after it had sent in on a
green pitch.
As the sun broke through the
clouds and began to warm a
capacity crowd at the inner-
city oval, New Zealand’s luck
changed. After going 24 overs
without a breakthrough in the
morning, Matt Henry
dismissed Smith (31) 10
minutes before lunch.
Marnus Labuschagne (1) fell
just after the resumption,
then Khawaja (33) and Travis
Head (1) were out as Australia
slipped from 61-0 to 89-4.
Mitch Marsh and Green
counter-attacked with a
partnership of 67 for the fifth
wicket before and directly
after tea. Marsh made 40 from
39 balls with six fours and a
six but he also fell to Henry.
Green went on to turn the
tide of the first day with his
century from 154 balls. He
lashed three late boundaries
to do so, reaching his century
from the penultimate ball of
the day.
When the covers came off at
the Basin Reserve about 8 am
Thursday after light rain
overnight and in the early
morning, the pitch looked
bright green and moist. With

the two teams captained by
faster bowlers in a rarity for
Test cricket it was inevitable
the team that won the toss
would bowl.
Pat Cummins called tails, it
was a head and Tim Southee
said New Zealand would
field, saving his batters from
the need to face Cummins,
Josh Hazlewood and Mitchell
Starc and what looked like a
green seamer.
As it turned out, the pitch was
not as lively as it appeared, at
least at first. There was a bit of
grass to aid seam, a little
swing in overcast conditions
but not as much pace at it
might have seemed.
Smith and Khawaja were bent
on surviving the morning,
not too concerned with runs
and they came within
minutes of doing before
Henry struck just at the sun
began to shine.
Henry had Smith caught by

wicketkeeper Tom Blundell
with a good length ball that
just left the batter, sending
Blundell diving across first
slip. Australia went to lunch
at 62-1 and New Zealand may
have felt the morning was less
productive than it should
have been.
The bowlers settled into more
productive lengths after lunch
and used variations more
effectively which resulted in
the quick wickets of
Labuschagne, Khawaja and
Head.
O’Rourke dismissed Head,
first setting him up with a
series of fuller balls then
catching him out with a
shorter one going across him
which he followed and guided
to Blundell.
Starc (9) and Cummins (16)
fell before the second new ball

which was taken in the last
half hour. Hazlewood (0) will
join Green on Friday
morning as Australia
attempts to add late runs to its
total.

PTI ■ NEW DELHI

Former India pacer Irfan
Pathan has questioned the

BCCI’s decision to deny central
contracts to Ishan Kishan and
Shreyas Iyer for ignoring a
diktat to play Ranji Trophy,
saying that players like Hardik
Pandya have not been judged
on the same parameter.
The BCCI on Wednesday
terminated Kishan and Iyer’s
central contracts, while
Pandya, who has not featured
in Tests since 2018, secured a
place in Grade A.
“If players like Hardik don’t

want to play red ball cricket,
should he and others like him
participate in white-ball
domestic cricket when they
aren’t on national duty?” he
questioned BCCI’s decision, in
his post on X. “If this doesn’t
apply to all, then Indian cricket
won’t achieve the desired
results!” he added. The 25-
year-old Kishan did not turn
up for Jharkhand throughout
the team’s campaign in Ranji
Trophy despite not being on
national duty since leaving
from the tour of South Africa
in December last, citing
personal reasons.

Irfan questions denial of
contracts to Iyer, Kishan 


