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Delhi Chief Minister
Arvind Kejriwal on
Thursday questioned

the locus standi of the
Enforcement Directorate (ED)
for arresting him in the multi-
crore liquor gate scam merely
on the basis of statements of
some, including his former
Cabinet colleague Manish
Sisodia’s secretary. 
Kejriwal asked the court
whether these four statements
are enough to arrest a sitting
Chief Minister.
“I am named by four witnesses
in the excise policy case. Are
four statements enough to
arrest a sitting CM?”, alleged
Kejriwal.
He was produced in a special
court on Thursday where his
ED custody was extended by
four days till April 1. The
probe agency had sought
seven-day custody of the AAP
chief.
Kejriwal was supposed to do
an “expose” on Friday as per
his wife’s, Sunita, statement a
day earlier. 
Kejriwal submitted in the open
court during the proceedings
that statements of witnesses
recorded by the investigating
agency do not in any manner
connect him with the alleged
offences and questioned his
arrest in the matter. 
Furthermore, the Chief

Minister said Sarath Reddy, an
approver in the case, got bail
after he made a statement
against him who himself
donated �55 crore to the BJP.
“I have evidence of this.
Money trail is established as he
donated the funds after being
arrested,” the Chief Minister
said.
Kejriwal’s submissions were
strongly objected to by ED
counsel Additional Solicitor
General SV Raju, who also
questioned why attempts were
being made to link the BJP
with the excise policy case. 
Raju had argued that
Kejriwal’s statements to the
ED’s questioning have been
evasive.
“He (Kejriwal) wants to play to
the gallery. How does he know
how many documents are with
ED? This is all figment of
imagination ... AAP received
the kickbacks which they used
in Goa elections. There is a
clear cut chain ... The money
that they say came to BJP has
nothing to do with the liquor
scam. There is no quid pro
quo... The CM is not above
law. He is an ordinary man.
We have material to show that
this very person demanded
100 crore kickback,” Raju
contended. 
In its remand application, the
ED said during Kejriwal’s
custodial interrogation, his
statements were recorded over

five days but he was “giving
evasive replies”.
Kejriwal alleged that the ED
investigation had two
objectives —  one, to create a
smokescreen in front of the

country that Aam Aadmi
Party was corrupt and did the
scam and two, to do an
“extortion racket” for
collecting money.
Reddy is the director of

Aurobindo Pharma Limited
and one of the co-accused-
turned-approvers in the case.  
The AAP national convener
personally addressed the Delhi
court today and made the

submissions in Hindi after
taking permission from the
court despite his lawyers being
present and he did not oppose
the ED’s remand extension
request. 

“Ham ED ki remand oppose
nahi kar rahe. Jitne din chaahe
wo mujhe custody m rakh le.
Par ye ghotala hai (loose
translation: I am not opposing
the ED’s plea for remand. They
can keep me in custody for as
long as they want. But this is
all a scam),” Kejriwal told the
court.
“So far, the CBI has filed
31,000 pages in this case in the
court and 294 witnesses have
been examined in this case.
The ED has investigated 162
people and filed a 25,000-page
report so far. By combining all
these documents and reports,
why have I been arrested? My
name figures only in four
statements,” he said in a jam-
packed courtroom.
Elaborating on the four
statements mentioning his
name, Kejriwal said C Arvind,
former Deputy Chief Minister
Manish Sisodia’s secretary
gave a statement. According to
it, Sisodia handed over some
excise policy-related
documents to C Arvind in his
(Kejriwal’s) presence, in the
Chief Minister’s official
residence. 
“He has only stated that
Sisodia gave some documents
to C Arvind. Madam, several
MLAs, Ministers and
dignitaries come with their
secretaries to my house.
“They do side-talks and hand
over documents to each other.

How do I know who is giving
what to whom? Is this
statement a sufficient reason
to arrest the sitting chief
minister?” Kejriwal said.
Giving details of the second
statement in which his name
appeared, Kejriwal said
Magunta Srinivas Reddy is an
MP from (Andhra Pradesh
Chief Minister) Jagan Mohan
Reddy’s party (YSRCP).
“Magunta Srinivas Reddy
came to my office at 4.30 pm
on March 16, 2021. He had
sent an e-mail to my office
that he is an MP and wanted
to meet me. My office gave
him an appointment to meet
me after 10 days. He came
over and said I want to open
my family’s charitable trust in
Delhi. I told him that the land
does not come under us, it
comes under the Lieutenant
Governor (LG),” Kejriwal
said. The Delhi Chief
Minister further said
Magunta Srinivas Reddy gave
three statements to the
agency but only one was
considered.
“Why the only statement that

is against Kejriwal has been
included in the 25,000 pages of
ED report and the other two
statements were not
considered? All the three
statements should have been
brought to the notice of the
court, so that it could decide
the truth in the case,” he said.
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AGaneshamurthi, the 76-
year-old Member of

Parliament (MP) belonging to
the MDMK who was
representing Erode in the Lok
Sabha, committed suicide over
denial of ticket.
Ganeshamurthi, three-time MP
representing Erode, was
shattered when he was told by
party founder Vaiko that he
would not figure in the party’s
list as a candidate for the
upcoming election. Instead,
MDMK chief Vaiko nominated
his son Durai Vaiko as the
candidate from Erode.
Persons close to Ganeshamurthy
said though the latter pleaded
with Vaiko for one more term,
the party founder remained
intransigent and this upset the
sitting MP.

According to police,
Ganeshamurthi had allegedly
tried to kill himself after
consuming some poisonous
tablets on March 24 at his
home. He was rushed to a
hospital here and later referred
to another private institute in
Coimbatore.
Hospital authorities said
Ganeshamurthy died of cardiac
arrest.  Vaiko who rushed to
Coimbatore said, “He met me
twice. We never expected him
to make such a decision. He was
in a good mood. I cannot
believe that he took such a step
and passed away. We pay our
deep homage.” Expressing
shock over the sudden demise
of Ganeshamurthi, noted film
actress in Tamil and Malayalam
Lalitha Sree said, “Political
parties should be careful while
not granting chances to sitting
MPs because some of them are
so obsessed with serving the
people that they may not be
able to withstand the snubbing
they receive from the mother
parties.” 
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India and China have agreed to
sustain their efforts to resolve the

boundary dispute through
diplomatic and military channels
during a fresh round of talks
between the two sides.  The parleys
came in the backdrop of persisting
tension at the Line of Actual Control
(LAC) in Eastern Ladakh for the last
four years.
Both sides had an in-depth
exchange of views on how to achieve
“complete disengagement” and
resolve the remaining issues along
the Line of Actual Control during
the 29th meeting of the Working
Mechanism for Consultation and
Coordination on India-China
Border Affairs (WMCC), Ministry
of External Affairs (MEA) said here

on Thursday.
The key meeting was held in Beijing
on March 27, it said in a statement.
Joint Secretary (East Asia) from the
MEA led the Indian delegation.
The Chinese delegation was headed
by the Director General of the

Boundary and Oceanic
Department of the Chinese
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the
statement said.
“In the interim, both sides agreed
to maintain regular contact
through diplomatic and military

channels and on the need to uphold
peace and tranquility on the ground
in the border areas in accordance
with existing bilateral agreements
and protocols,” it said.
Meanwhile, the Chinese Ministry of
Foreign Affairs in a statement on
Thursday said, “Both sides
positively evaluated the progress
made in the management and
control of the situation in the
China-India border area, and had
a candid and in-depth exchange of
views on the ideas of work for the
next stage.” 
The two sides “agreed to focus on
the relevant issues on the ground
along the border, reach a solution
acceptable to both sides as soon as
possible, and promote the
transition of the border situation
into a normalised phase of control
and management,” it said. 
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As returning officer VR Krishna
Teja, who is also the district

collector, started accepting the
nomination papers for the Lok
Sabha election from Thrissur
constituency on Thursday,
Kunhambu Nair Padmarajan (64)
was present to file the first
nomination paper. 
Since all the papers were in order,
the returning officer accepted the
same and Padmarajan rushed to
Thrissur Railway Station to board
the train to Kannur to visit his
ancestral home and worship in
front of the family deity.

Thrissur hogged the national
limelight thanks to film actor-
turned -politician Suresh Gopi who
is contesting from the
constituency as a BJP
candidate. But for one
day, people forget the
star candidate and his
challengers K
M u r a l e e d h a r a n
(Congress) and V S
Sunil Kumar (CPI) and
the focus was on
Padmarajan.
Padmarajan is known all over the
world as “election king” and his
contest from Thrissur is his 240th
battle of ballot box. 

It is said about BJP leaders in
Kerala that they contest the
election only to get defeated. But

Padmarajan is a man with a
mission. Last week he filed

nomination papers from
Dharmapuri Lok Sabha
constituency in Tamil
Nadu which has been
accepted.
Owner of a roadside

tyre-retreading shop at
Mettur who is also a part

time homeo medical
practitioner, Padmarajan is not
one who wastes money on
election. 
“I want the world to know me as

one who democratised the election
process. Thanks to my efforts.
Candidates not sponsored by
political outfits too get dignity and
respect,” Padmarajan told The
Pioneer after filing his nomination
paper.
He has been contesting elections
since 1988. “I had contested six
presidential elections and an equal
number of vice presidential polls.
The Limca Book of Records has
featured me twice while the
Guinness Book of world Records
featured me once,” said
Padmarajan who has spent more
than �1.5 crore on election related
expenses. 
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Kejriwal in full throttle as ED retains his custody
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India, China discuss disengagement in border areas
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Days after being denied ticket to
contest from his sitting Pilibhit

Lok Sabha seat by the BJP, Varun
Gandhi on Thursday wrote an
emotional open letter to the people
of Pilibhit assuring them that he
will continue to serve them.
Varun, the son of BJP sitting
Sultanpur MP, Maneka Sanjay
Gandhi, has broken his silence first
time after the BJP dropped him
from the list of candidates in the
upcoming LS elections. 
Sharing the letter on X, he said, his

relationship with Pilibhit is one of
love and trust which is far above
any political calculations. The BJP
has fielded Uttar Pradesh
Public Works Minister
Jitin Prasada from
Pilibhit replacing
Varun who has been
vocal against his own
Government several
times on the issue of
inflation and
unemployment. Prasada
had filed his nominations on
this seat on Wednesday.
“Even though I am not able to
contest elections from here, I will

continue to serve the people of
Pilibhit”, the Pilibhit MP wrote in
the open letter.

Defining himself fortunate to
have served the people of

Pilibhit, he wrote, “I
consider myself
fortunate that I got the
opportunity to serve
the great people of
Pilibhit for years. Not

only as an MP, but also as
a person, the ideals,

simplicity and kindness I got
from Pilibhit have contributed
greatly to my upbringing and
development.” 
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Mukhtar Ansari, a mafia-
turned lawmaker, passed

away on Thursday after
suffering a heart attack while in
custody at Banda jail.
A senior police official
confirmed that Mukhtar
collapsed in his barrack within
the jail premises due to a heart
attack. He was swiftly
transported to a hospital in
Banda, where medical
personnel attempted to revive
him. However, Mukhtar
ultimately succumbed to
cardiac arrest, as reported by a
medical bulletin issued by Rani
Durgawati Medical College.
Following Mukhtar’s demise,
authorities have heightened
security measures across
various regions, including
Lucknow, Mau, Ghazipur, and
Varanasi. State-wide
enforcement of Section 144 has
been initiated in response to
the situation. 
This tragic incident occurred
amidst concerns over
Mukhtar’s declining health,
with Thursday marking the
second instance in two days
where his condition worsened.
Earlier in the week, the 63-

year-old was hospitalised in
Banda for approximately 14
hours after complaining of
abdominal pain. Despite being
discharged, apprehensions
persisted regarding his well-
being, particularly in light of
allegations made by his brother
and Ghazipur MP, Afzal
Ansari. Afzal Ansari asserted
that Mukhtar had been
poisoned while in jail, citing
instances where his health had
deteriorated due to alleged
ingestion of harmful
substances. 
Mukhtar, a former five-time
MLA from the Mau Sadar
constituency, had a
controversial political career
overshadowed by legal
troubles. With over 60 criminal
cases pending against him,
Mukhtar had been
incarcerated in both Uttar
Pradesh and Punjab since
2005, facing convictions in
eight cases since September
2022. At the time of his
passing, Mukhtar was held in
Banda jail. Concerns regarding
Mukhtar’s health had been
raised earlier during a virtual
court hearing in Barabanki on
March 21, where his lawyer
alleged that his client was being
subjected to “slow poison”.
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Female voters prioritise
equality and empowerment
Voters are looking for-

ward to the day of
polling for the Lok Sabha
election on April 19. Ac-
cording to the Election
Commission's records,
there are 40,12,006 female
voters in the State, includ-
ing 7,45,352 from
Dehradun. Looking for-
ward to election, many
women have expressed
concern and said that they
hope the government will
address their issues after
the election.

A local resident Moni
Chauhan said that in the
past few years, she has
come across numerous in-
stances of crimes against
women in Uttarakhand, as

well as many other cases re-
ported daily in the media.
Despite the government's
rhetoric about women's
empowerment, theere
seems to be a lack of initia-
tives to support it. She said
that whoever wins the elec-
tion must prioritise
women's safety in every
sector and take steps to em-
power women.

Software engineer  Sakshi
Yadav expressed her con-
cern about the inequality in

terms of salary and promo-
tions faced by women in
various companies she has
worked for. Although
everyone talks about equal-
ity in every field for men

and women, it is not a real-
ity. She suggested that the
government should raise
awareness about equality.

Local resident Nagma
Hussain alleged that she
and many women belong-
ing to her community have
faced discrimination when
it comes to employment
opportunities. She believes
that whoever wins the elec-
tion should prioritise
equality and safeguard the
interests of all people,

regardless of their
background. 

Police register case against
16 accused of land fraud
The police registered a

case against 16 accused
of committing an organised
crime to scam people by lur-
ing them to buy land to earn
quick profits. The Dehradun
senior superintendent of po-
lice Ajai Singh said that the
complainant Govind Singh
Pundir registered a com-
plaint at the Rajpur police
station stating that he buys
and sells land as a business. 

A man named Amjad Ali,
a resident of Chhutmalpur
area, approached his elder
brother in August last year.
He told him that Baba
Amrik Singh of Budha Dal
Committee in Maharashtra
was looking at the land for
building a school and
ashram. However, the com-
mittee will check the soil of
the land before purchasing
it. Considering this, the
complainant said that they
provided a sample of soil to
him. 

The accused along
with eight other men
approached him a
month later and said

that the committee did not
approve the soil quality.
They suggested that the
complainant could buy land
from farmers in Karnal,
Haryana at a lower price and
sell it to the organisation
later for a profit. 

As per Pundir,
the accused told
him that since he
and his accom-
plices are associ-
ated with the
organisation, they
cannot directly buy
and sell land to it.
The SSP said that
the complainant
contacted the
farmer and paid Rs 21 lakh
in cash and cheque as ad-
vance payment. 

The accused showed a
cheque of Rs 51.6 crore and
promised to give it to him
after depositing three per
cent of the amount in ad-
vance to the organisation's

account. He deposited Rs 1.5
crore to the account. After a
few weeks, the accused
claimed that the Income Tax
department seized the or-
ganisation’s money and was
demanding Rs three crore to
release them. Pundir de-
posited the amount again.

This way, the accused duped
about Rs 7.32 crore from
Pundir. The SSP said that at
least 18 cases are registered
against all the accused in
various police stations of Ut-
tarakhand, Uttar Pradesh
and Haryana. Investigation
is ongoing to nab culprits, he
added.
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More expected to attend
Jhanda Mela this year 
PNS      DEHRADUN

More people are expected
to arrive in Dehradun

for the Jhanda Mela this year
compared to the last year due
to the early conclusion of the
board examination, the assis-
tant manager of the Jhanda

Mela committee Vijay Gulati
said. The historic Jhanda Mela
will commence on March 30.
Providing information regard-
ing the preparation for the

fair, Gulati said that on Satur-
day the old flag mast will be
brought down ritually. In the
morning, volunteers will pu-
rify the new flag pole with
butter, milk, ghee and Ganga-
jal. In the evening, the pole

will be erected in accordance
with rituals, he said.

Commenting about the
preparation for Jhanda Mela,

he said that all arrangements
for the fair have been com-
pleted. The committee has or-
ganised accommodations for
the devotees and selected
eight schools and one univer-
sity for their accommodation.
Additionally, food preparation
commenced on March 22 for
devotees arriving from Pun-
jab, Haryana and Himachal
Pradesh for the event. It is an-
ticipated that there will be a
greater number of attendees
this year due to the early con-
clusion of board examina-
tions, he said.

He said that Shri Mahant
Indiresh Hospital has also es-
tablished a temporary Mela
hospital on the premises of
Darbar Sahib to cater to the
health and medical require-
ments of the visitors. A dedi-
cated team of doctors, nurses,
pharmacists and other med-
ical staff is present at the fair
venue to offer health services
to visitors from India and
abroad. About 120 shops of-
fering various items have been
set up at the site, stretching
from the entry gate to the exit
gate of Darbar Sahib at Hanu-
man Chowk. Additionally,
safety measures have been im-
plemented for raising the sa-
cred flag pole. Further, 500
volunteers have been desig-
nated to serve the public and
oversee the Mela, he said.

PNS     DEHRADUN

Traffic condition 
worsens in Doon ahead
of Jhanda Mela
PNS     DEHRADUN

Commuters in the provi-
sional State capital have

expressed concern regard-
ing the traffic situation
worsening in and around
the Saharanpur Chowk area
due to the arrival of people
for the Jhanda Mela. The ar-
rival of devotees in
Dehradun for Jhanda Mela
began on March 22 and it is
expected that the traffic sit-
uation will worsen in the
upcoming days, as more
devotees are expected to ar-
rive by March 30. Many lo-
cals have claimed that the
traffic congestion caused by
the arrival of devotees is
causing considerable delays.

Several commuters suf-
fered traffic jams on Thurs-
day at Saharanpur Chowk,
Railway Station and Kan-
wali Road areas due to the
arrival of people for the
Jhanda Mela.

A commuter, Saksham
Narang said that he works at
an office located in Vasant
Vihar. He stated that the ar-
rival of devotees for the

Jhanda Mela starts five days
before the actual com-
mencement of the fair every
year. As a result, commuters
have to endure heavy traffic
congestion. This year, after
Holi, the arrival of devotees
has caused blockages near
the Saharanpur Chowk area.
He said that he normally
reaches his office in 15 min-
utes from his home. How-
ever, due to the traffic
congestion caused by the
visitors, it takes him half an
hour and even more to
reach his office, he added.

Another commuter Bri-
jesh Shah stated that he
owns a shop located in
Patelnagar. He said that due
to the traffic congestion
caused by the arrival of
devotees, he reached his
shop late. He further added
that the situation is ex-
pected to worsen as the
commencement date of
Jhanda Mela approaches.
The authorities should take
necessary actions to ensure
smooth traffic flow during
this period, he added.

Evaluation of answer sheets com-
menced by UVSP on March 27
PNS     DEHRADUN

The Uttarakhand
Vidyalayi Shiksha

Parishad (UVSP) com-
menced the evaluation of
board examination answer
sheets on March 27. The ad-
ditional secretary of UVSP
Vinod Simalti stated that the
high school and intermedi-
ate exams began on Febru-
ary 27 and ended on March
16. Subsequently, the evalu-
ation of the answer sheets
started on March 27 and will
conclude on April 10. The
answer sheets will be evalu-
ated in 29 centres across the
State with 16 of them in
Garhwal region and 13 in
Kumaon region, he said.

Simalti further informed

that each centre has four
master trainers- two for as-
sessing class XII and two for
class X answer sheets. The
master trainers are trained
to conduct training sessions
for teachers in the centres
during the answer sheet
evaluation, he added. Simalti
further added that a total of
3,674 teachers have been as-
signed to evaluate the an-
swer sheets of the board
examination. He said that
the process of evaluating the
answer sheets will be done
in steps, which include two
or three inspections of reval-
uation of the answer sheets
before declaring the result.

He informed that the re-

sult declaration date is ex-
pected to be April 30. The
evaluation of answer sheets
will conclude on April 10.
However, due to the ensuing
Lok Sabha election, the cen-
tres will be closed for a few
days alternatively. He said
that a total of 6,90,564 high
school students and
4,47,596 intermediate stu-
dents have completed their
exams under UVSP. No-
tably, the UVSP results for
the year 2023 were declared
on May 25. In light of this,
Education minister Dhan
Singh Rawat had directed
the officials to ensure that
the results of class X and XII
should be declared by April
30 from this year onwards.
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CM Dhami holds public
meetings in support of
Bhatt & Tamta

Chief minister Pushkar
Singh Dhami addressed

public meetings in support of
union minister of State Ajay
Bhatt and Ajay Tamta at
Betalghat (Nainital) and
Didihat (Pithoragarh district)
on Thursday.

The CM took out a road-
show in Didihat on the day.
Addressing a public rally at
Ramlila ground of Didihat, he
said that the BJP candidates
are set to sweep all the five
Lok Sabha seats in
Uttarakhand with big mar-
gins. Exhorting the people to
make Ajay Tamta victorious,
he said that the time has
come to uproot the Congress
from the State. The CM said
that the State government is
committed for the develop-
ment of youth and women

and claimed that this com-
mitment is reflected in the
decisions taken by the gov-
ernment. He listed the pas-
sage of the bill on Uniform
Civil Code (UCC) in Vidhan
Sabha, anti riot law, stringent
anti copying law and 30 per
cent reservation for women

in the government jobs as
some of the achievements of
the state government.

Dhami said that under
Manaskhand Mandir Mala
Mission a circuit of the tem-
ples of Kumaon has been
made and the visit of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi to
Adi Kailash has given an
international recognition to
the area. Terming Congress as
the party which promotes
dynastical politics, he said
that no one was interested to

contest on the Congress party
ticket this time. Speaking on
the occasion Tamta said that
new dimensions of develop-
ment are being achieved
under the leadership of PM
Modi and CM Dhami.

In Betalghat of Nainital, the
CM addressed
a meeting in
support of a
party candidate
from Nainital-
Udham Singh
Nagar con-
stituency. He
said PM Modi
has a special
affection for
Uttarakhand
and under his
l e a d e r s h i p
development
works Rs 1.5
lakh crores
have been
approved by
the union gov-
ernment for
the State. For
Nainital dis-

trict development works of Rs
2000 crore have been
approved. He listed the
approval of Lakhwad
hydropower project, Jamrani
dam, satellite centre of All
India Institute of Medical
Sciences (AIIMS) in Udham
Singh Nagar district and
transfer of land of HMT to
State administration as some
of the achievements of the
State government.  The union
minister of State Ajay Bhatt,
MLA Sarita Arya and others
were present on the occasion.
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Nanakmatta Gurudwara
chief murdered by
assailants

Dhami, leaders
pay tribute to
Tarsem Singh

The chief  minister
Pushkar Singh Dhami

along with Lok Sabha can-
didate Ajay Bhatt paid trib-
ute to the Dera Kar Sewa
Pramukh of Nanakmatta
Gurudwara, Tarsem Singh
in Nanakmatta on Thursday
evening, hours after he was
murdered in the morning.
The CM condoled the inci-
dent and interacted with the

people close to Singh. 

The officiating director
general of police Abhinav
Kumar a lso formed a
Special Investigation Team
(SIT) as per the CM's order
to arrest the culprit who
shot Singh. Dhami directed
the DGP to arrest the cul-

prits soon. The leader of
opposition (LoP) in the
State Assembly Yashpal
Arya also expressed grief
over Singh’s murder. 

He also questioned the
situation of law and order in
the State under the BJP led
government. He said that
one can understand the
poor level of safety, law and

order in the State when a
Dera head gets shot in
broad daylight. This clear-
ly indicates that law and
order have completely col-
lapsed under the BJP gov-
ernment and the criminals
are experiencing a golden
age in the State, he added.
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The Bharatiya Janata Party
has received more than

70,000 suggestions and mes-
sages for its Lok Sabha election
manifesto from across
Uttarakhand. Most of these
suggestions pertain to subjects
under the purview of the State
government while many of
them are regarding the Centre.
The State convenor of the
party’s State manifesto collec-
tion committee and BJP
Haridwar candidate Trivendra
Singh Rawat said that the use-
ful suggestions will contribute
towards formation of the
party’s manifesto for achieving
a Viksit Bharat. Addressing
the media here on Thursday
before despatching the sugges-
tions to the party’s central
leadership, Rawat said that the
party was expecting about 500
to 700 suggestions from each
Vidhan Sabha constituency.
“Beyond our expectations, we
received an average of 1,000
suggestions from each Vidhan
Sabha constituency. In addition
to this, we also received sug-
gestions through various other
media. I too received sugges-
tions from the public and even
questions like ‘how can we
contribute to ensure that PM
Modi is re-elected’ and simply
‘convey our Jai Shri Ram to
Modi’. The overwhelming

response we received substan-
tiates our expectation. The
people are with Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and the BJP,” he
said.

Referring to the suggestions,
he said that people from vari-
ous spheres of society includ-
ing farmers, women, industri-
alists, youth, doctors, lawyers,
labourers and others had sub-
mitted their suggestions. The
public have suggested action on
issues including development,
employee welfare, women and
youth welfare. He said, “About

60 per cent of the suggestions
we received are related to the
State government while about
40 per cent are related to the
Central government. The
Centre takes decisions based on
policies. We will send the use-
ful suggestions to our central
leadership while those per-
taining to the State government
will be sent to the Uttarakhand
government. The BJP govern-
ment is in office here and it will
definitely consider the useful
and practical suggestions
received from the public. The
people of Uttarakhand have

always been aware of the envi-
ronment and many of the sug-
gestions we received are relat-
ed to the environment and its
conservation along with agri-
culture and land resources.”

The BJP State election man-
agement committee convenor
and Rajya Sabha member
Naresh Bansal said that the
manner in which the people
have responded to the BJP in
giving their suggestions for its
election manifesto proves that
the people are with the party
and PM Modi.
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The Election Commission
rejected seven nomination

papers in Haridwar Lok Sabha
constituency after scrutiny on
Thursday. The additional chief
electoral officer (ACEO), Vijay
Kumar told media-persons
that 14 nomination papers
were found valid after scruti-
ny in Haridwar. Similarly 11
nomination papers in Tehri
Lok Sabha, 13 in Garhwal,
eight in Almora (SC) and 10 in
Nainital- Udham Singh Nagar
constituency were found valid
after scrutiny. The State now
has 56 candidates in fray from
five Lok Sabha seats. Jogdande
said that candidates can with-
draw their nomination till 3
pm on March 30.

The JCEO further informed
that based on the applications
received for the service voters,
the electoral rolls have been
prepared. The state has 93,187
service voters (90,554 male
and 2,633 female).

He said that the migrant vot-
ers from state of Jammu and
Kashmir can also submit their
postal ballot (form 12 c) and in
case of their request for phys-
ical voting they should fill the
form M. Jogdande said that
this information has been pro-
vided to the migrant voters by
their election registration offi-
cer (ERO). These voters should
submit form M or Form 12 c
along with document form to
ERO concerned. Apart from
these forms they should also
submit their residence proof
and migration certificate
issued by the relief commis-
sioner. After receiving the
applications from the migrant
voters, the EROs concerned
will send the documents to the
ERO of Jammu and Kashmir.
The JCEO informed that this
facility is available only for
three Lok Sabha constituencies
of Srinagar, Anantnag and
Baramulla.

BJP receives more than
70K suggestions from
U’khand for poll manifesto

The Dera Kar Sewa
Pramukh of Nanakmatta

Gurudwara, Tarsem Singh
was shot dead by an assailant
riding pillion on a motorcy-
cle in Udham Singh Nagar’s
Nanakmatta at about 6:15
AM on Thursday. A Special
Investigation Team (SIT)
including the Special Task
Force (STF) and the district
police has been formed to
investigate the matter, the

officiating director general of
police Abhinav Kumar said.
Chief minister Pushkar Singh
Dhami also expressed his
condolence on Singh’s death
and instructed the DGP to
take strict action against the
culprits. 

The Udham Singh Nagar
senior superintendent of
police Manjunath TC said
that as per the CCTV footage
of the murder, Singh was shot
twice with a rifle by the pil-
lion rider when he was sitting

on a chair and using his
phone. He said that Singh
was sitting on a chair in the
compound of the dera when
two men, wearing turbans,
entered the premises on a
motorcycle and one of them
fired at him. The accused
shot twice within three sec-
onds and fled the scene.
Singh was taken to the hos-
pital in Khatima where he
died during treatment. “We

have clear pictures and
videos of both the culprits.
Eight to 10 police teams are
dedicatedly working to nab
the killers. All top investiga-
tors of the district have been
mobilised.  The Special
Operations Group (SOG)
and Special Task Force (STF)
are also involved in the inves-
tigation. The DGP is taking
regular updates about the
incident and has made all
resources available to us,”
SSP said. The assailants were
reportedly staying in the

Nanakmatta Gurudwara for
the past eight days. The
police have recovered their
identity cards according to
which they belong to Punjab.
The police are investigating
whether the IDs are fake. TC
also added that the police
along with district adminis-
tration are working to main-
tain law and order in the area
and appealed to the people to
stay calm and patient during

this unfortunate time.

The DGP also said, "This
is a serious incident. The
Nanakmatta Gurudrawa is
one of the main religious sites
in the State and the killing
there is a matter of concern
for us. We have to identify
the assailants but also expose
any possible conspiracy. We
have also reached out to cen-
tral agencies to share if they
have any useful information
regarding the incident.”

Rain, snowfall and gusty
winds likely in State today
Amidst rising tempera-

tures across the State,
the weather may take a turn
in some parts of the State
with rain, snowfall and gusty
winds forecast today. The
State meteorological centre
has issued a yellow warning
(Watch) regarding the possi-
bility of thunderstorms
accompanied with lightning/
hail/ gusty wind (40-50
kmph) likely to occur at iso-
lated places in the mountain
districts of the State today. 

The meteorological centre
has also forecast that light to
moderate rain/thunder-
storms are likely to occur at
many places in Uttarkashi,
Rudraprayag,  Chamoli,
Bageshwar and Pithoragarh
districts and at a few places
in Dehradun, Tehri and Pauri
district on Friday. Very light
to light rain/thunderstorms
likely to occur at isolated
places in the remaining dis-
tricts of Uttarakhand. Light
to moderate snowfall is like-
ly to occur in places situated

at altitudes of 4,000 metres
and above in Uttarkashi,
Rudraprayag,  Chamoli,
Bageshwar and Pithoragarh
districts.

The provisional State cap-
ital Dehradun is likely to wit-
ness a partly cloudy sky.
Thunder cloud develop-
ment/very light rain is like-
ly to occur in some areas. The
maximum and minimum
temperatures are likely to be
about 34 degrees Celsius and
20 degrees Celsius respec-

tively in Dehradun today.

The maximum and mini-
mum temperatures recorded
on Thursday were 34.9
degrees Celsius and 18.8
degrees Celsius respectively
in Dehradun, 33 degrees
Celsius and 17.1 degrees
Celsius in Pantnagar, 24.5
degrees Celsius and 10.3
degrees Celsius in
Mukteshwar and 25 degrees
Celsius and 14.1 degrees
Celsius in New Tehri.
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CANDID NOTES

Gajendra Singh Negi

Tiger tamed?

The battle-hardened, seasoned politician Harak Singh
Rawat is conspicuous by his absence from the ongo-

ing poll battle in the Himalayan State. Interestingly, in a
political career spanning four decades, it is for the first
time that the indomitable leader remains untouched by
the heat and dust of the electoral battleground.  This is
despite the fact that the Congress leadership is keen to
push him into the campaign trail for three Lok Sabha con-
stituencies of the Garhwal region, given the support he
still enjoys here.  Not quite inexplicably, Rawat is keep-
ing a ‘studied’ distance from the poll scene.   With the
Sword of Damocles hanging over his head in the form of
Enforcement Directorate (ED) summons in connection
with Corbett Tiger Reserve, the ‘tiger of Garhwal’-the title
given to him by his adorers- has chosen to put faith in
the proverb ‘discretion is the better part of valour’.   What
will be his next move remains murky, but   the decision
of his daughter -in- law Anukriti Gusain to resign from
the Congress is also being touted as an attempt by the
troubled leader to save himself from ED’s wrath.

Godiyal’s gauntlet

The positive public response the Congress candidate
Ganesh Godiyal has been eliciting in Garhwal Lok

Sabha constituency and the huge, enthusiastic crowd of
supporters that had gathered in Pauri on Wednesday when
Godiyal filed his nomination papers has jolted the rul-
ing BJP in Uttarakhand. Considering the constituency
being known as an almost impregnable saffron citadel,
its national chief spokesman Anil Baluni decided to enter
the contest from here.  The Congress was further deci-
mated here when the BJP was able to rope in Manish
Khanduri, the son of BJP stalwart Maj Gen (retd) BC
Khanduri, who had unsuccessfully contested from the seat
in 2019  into its fold. In such a scenario, Garhwal was
being considered as the safest bet for BJP and Baluni. But
things have changed once Godiyal-armoured by his son
of the soil image-plunged into the campaign scene with
steely determination to give Baluni a good run for his
money.   His sarcastic, sharp barbs to project his rival as
parachuted nominee seem to be enjoyed by the electorate.
Plus, he is pulling out all the stops to tap into discon-
tentment of the youngsters on Agnipath scheme and try-
ing to strike an emotional chord by raking up the Ankita
Bhandari murder case. It would be interesting to observe
how suave and highly resourceful Baluni responds to the
challenge thrown by Godiyal.

Flip-flop Pandey

In an interesting political somersault, Bhawana Pandey
who had entered the battle of Haridwar Lok Sabha on

a BSP ticket landed in BJP’s lap. This volte –face from
Pandey within four days of joining the party infuriated
the BSP supremo Mayawati who retaliated by removing
the state in- charge Naresh Gautam who had played a key
role in the entry of Pandey in BSP and fielding Jamil
Ahmed Kasmi, a former MLA from Meerapur assembly
constituency of neighbouring Uttar Pradesh, from
Haridwar. The political circles are amused by Pandey’s
turnaround and her flippant behaviour which shocked
Mayawati who is herself a political maverick par excel-
lence. However, Trivendra Singh Rawat, the BJP candi-
date from Haridwar, seems to have the last laugh in the
entire episode as BSP's last minute replacement as a
Muslim candidate is expected to eat into Congress votes,
making things easier for him.

Seven nomination
papers rejected in
Haridwar; 56 left
in fray in U’khand

(Left) Screenshot of the two bike borne assailants: (right) a file picture of the victim

Candidates can with-
draw their nomination
till 3 PM on March 30

Sikh body demands
high level inquiry
in Tarsem Singh
murder case

The president of the unit-
ed Sikh federation of

Uttarakhand Amarjeet Singh
has demanded that a high
level inquiry under a sitting
judge of the Uttarakhand
High Court should be
ordered in the Tarsem Singh
murder case. He said that
the murder of Tarsem Singh
exposes the law and order
situation in the State. Paying
tributes to the slain reli-

gious head, Amarjeet Singh
said that he had dedicated
his life for the service of peo-
ple. It is pertinent to men-
tion here that the murder
has come as a surprise at a
time when the focus in the
State is mainly in the elec-
tions. Sources state that the
police are probing various
angles to get to the culprits
and the reason for the mur-
der.
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SIT formed on CM's
orders to probe murder
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India on Thursday said the
US State Department’s recent

remarks on the arrest of Delhi
Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal
is “unwarranted” and asserted
the country is “proud of its
independent and robust demo-
cratic institutions” and com-
mitted to protect them from
any form of undue external
influences.
Ministry of External
Affairs(MEA)spokesperson
Randhir Jaiswal said this in
response to a query during his
weekly press briefing on New
Delhi’s stand on the remarks
made by Washington on the
arrest.
“Yesterday India lodged its
strong objection and protest
with the senior official from the
US embassy with regard to the
comments made by the US
State Department,” he said.
The recent remarks by the
State Department are “unwar-
ranted,” the MEA
Spokesperson said. Any such
external imputation on “our
electoral and legal processes is
completely unacceptable,” he
said.
“India is proud of its indepen-
dent and robust democratic
institutions. We are committed
to protect them from any forms

of undue external influences,”
he added.
Taking strong objection to cer-
tain remarks by a US official
regarding the issue of Arvind
Kejriwal’s arrest, India on
Wednesday here summoned a
senior US diplomat and lodged
a strong protest against
Washington’s remarks.  On
March 23, German diplomat
was summoned by New Delhi
for certain remarks German
foreign ministry on the same
issue.
Ministry of External Affairs
(MEA) officials on Wednesday
summoned the Acting Deputy
Chief of Mission Gloria
Berbena of US at its office in
South Block here. The meeting
lasted for more than 30 min-
utes.
Reports had said a US state
department official had said
Washington “encouraged a fair,
transparent and timely legal

process for Chief Minister
Kejriwal”. 
The MEA later in a statement
said, “We take strong objection
to the remarks of the
Spokesperson of the US State
Department about certain legal
proceedings in India”.
“In diplomacy, states are
expected to be respectful of the
sovereignty and internal affairs
of others. This responsibility is
even more so in case of fellow
democracies. It could otherwise
end up setting unhealthy prece-
dents,” the statement said.
India’s legal processes are based
on “an independent judiciary
which is committed to objec-
tive and timely outcomes,” the
MEA said in the statement
while underlining that “casting
aspersions on that is unwar-
ranted”.
The development comes days
after India on March 23 had
summoned the German deputy
chief of mission here and
lodged a strong protest against
that country’s foreign min-
istry’s remarks on the arrest of
the Delhi chief minister. A
German Foreign Ministry
spokesperson had “taken note”
of Kejriwal’s arrest. 
“We see such remarks as inter-
fering in our judicial process
and undermining the inde-
pendence of our judiciary,” the
MEA had said. 

US comments on Kejriwal
unwarranted, says MEA
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The Government has
revised wages under

Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Guarantee
Scheme (MGNREGS) for
unskilled workers, with hikes
ranging from four to ten per-
cent across different states.
Though Haryana tops in
terms of wage rate at Rs 374
per day, the increase is only
around four per cent.
Arunachal  Pradesh and
Nagaland have the lowest at
Rs 234 per day, according to
the notification.  
However, the Opposition
Congress has criticised the
dismal wage rate increase,
with party’s leader Rahul
Gandhi taking to social media
to express his discontent. He
sarcastically congratulated
MGNREGA workers on what
he termed as a meager
increase of Rs 7 in their daily
wages. Gandhi also slammed

the government, suggesting
that instead of significantly
improving the livelihoods of
the workers, they might allo-
cate a substantial amount
towards a campaign thanking
Modi for the negligible raise.
The wage rate in three pan-
chayats  of  Sikkim —
Gnathang,  Lachung and
Lachen — is Rs 374 a day.
The wage revision under the
scheme was notified by the
Union Rural Development
Ministry on March 27 after

clearance from the Election
Commission as the Model
Code of Conduct (MCC) is in
force for the Lok Sabha polls.
The increases have been made
on the 2023 wage rates under
a scheme that is aimed at
enhancing livelihood security
of households in rural areas by
providing at least 100 days of
guaranteed wage employment
in a financial year to every
household whose adult mem-
bers volunteer to do unskilled
manual work.
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BJD founding member and
six-time Cuttack Lok Sabha

MP Bhartruhari Mahtab joined
the BJP here on Thursday,
dealing a big blow to the
Odisha’s ruling party ahead of
the Lok Sabha elections.
Mahtab, 67, joined the BJP in
the presence of senior leaders
at the party headquarters here.
Along with him, former BJD
MP Sidhant Mohapatra and
noted Santali language littera-
teur Damayanti Beshra, who
was conferred the Padma Shri
in 2020, also joined the BJP in
the presence of Union Minister
Dharmendra Pradhan, party
national vice president
Baijayant Jay Panda, party’s
Odisha unit president
Manmohan Samal and other
senior leaders.
Addressing a joint press con-
ference here after joining the
BJP, Mahtab, son of former
chief minister Harekrushna
Mahtab, said he will now get
the opportunity to work for the
development and progress of
Odisha.
“Prime Minister Modi’s ‘shak-
ti (strength)’, Home Minister’s
‘vishwas (trust)’ and (BJP chief)
JP Nadda ji’s ‘prerna (inspira-
tion)’ will help us move for-
ward,” he said.
Odisha is going to witness a
change due to Prime Minister
Modi’s leadership. This change
is going to be steered by Home

Minister Amit Shah and other
senior leaders of the BJP,
Mahtab said. “I am going to
start a new innings with a new
team.”
Welcoming them into the party
fold, BJP national general sec-
retary Vinod Tawde said they
have joined as they are
“impressed” by Prime Minister
Modi’s leadership and his gov-
ernment work in various sec-
tors.
They have joined the BJP at a
time when Odisha is witness-
ing a change in the political sce-
nario, Tawde said. “And I am
confident that the party, under
the leadership of Prime
Minister Modi, will succeed in
bringing the change that peo-
ple of Odisha want to see in the
state.”
Addressing the press confer-
ence, Mohapatra expressed
gratitude towards Nadda and
other senior BJP leaders for his

induction into the party and
said India has transformed
under the leadership of Prime
Minister Modi. “I want to see
the same transformation hap-
pening in Odisha as well.”
Beshra said she will work for
the welfare of the people of
Odisha and also contribute in
taking forward Prime Minister
Modi’s ‘sabka saath, sabka vikas
(together with all, develop-
ment for all)’ slogan.
“A wind of change is certainly
blowing in Odisha this time.
People’s faith in the BJP’s ideals
has further strengthened,” she
said. “I will work for the
empowerment and progress of
women. I want to assure that I
will fulfil any responsibility
that the party would give to
me.”Mahtab, a six-time MP
from the Cuttack Lok Sabha
constituency, had resigned
from the primary member-
ship of the BJP last Friday.

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

�����������������

����������������������
��������	

Defence Minister Rajnath
Singh on Thursday

assured the citizens that  India
and its borders are “totally
secure” and the people of the
country should have full faith
in the armed forces.
During a fireside chat on the
concluding day of a private
television channel’s summit
here, while responding to a
question on the criticism of
the Agniveer scheme, the
minister said such questions
have “no standing” and
underlined that everyone will
accept that the armed forces
should have a young profile.
During the event, the defence
minister also shared anec-
dotes from his nearly 50-
year-long political journey.
Asked how he reacted to
questions raised by many,
including members of the
opposition, on the India-
China border issue, Rajnath
said they never made him
uncomfortable.
“In keeping with the country’s

interests, I tell them (opposi-
tion) whatever I can. But in
defence, there are many
things which have strategic
importance and we cannot tell
them publicly. We try to steer
clear of telling those things,
whether it is (about) north-
ern, western or eastern sec-
tor,” he said. “I want to assure
the people of the country...
They should have full faith in
our Army and security per-
sonnel,” the defence minister
said.
Indian and Chinese troops are
locked in an over three-and-

half-year-long confrontation
at certain friction points in
eastern Ladakh even as the
two sides completed disen-
gagement from several areas
following extensive diplo-
matic and military talks.
“Having been the defence
minister for five years and
home minister before that, I
want to assure the people of
the country based on what I
have seen, understood and
assessed that our borders and
our countr y are total ly
secure,” he added.
The eastern Ladakh border

standoff erupted on May 5,
2020, following a violent clash
in the Pangong lake area.
The ties between India and
China nosedived significant-
ly following the fierce clash in
the Galwan Valley in June
2020 that marked the most
serious military conflict
between the two sides in
decades.As a result of a series
of military and diplomatic
talks, the two sides complet-
ed the disengagement process
in 2021 on the north and
south banks of the Pangong
lake and in the Gogra area.
Rajnath defended the
Aginveer scheme, saying
recruiting youths would result
in an increased risk-taking
spirit and more tech-savvy
armed forces.
“Everyone will accept the fact
that there should be youth-
fulness in the armed forces.
Normally, 30-50 years has
been the age range of our
jawans. But when jawans aged
18-20 will join as Agniveers,
then the risk-taking spirit
will be a bit higher,” he said.
Senior jawans are discharging

their responsibilities well,
there is no two ways about it,
he said. Today is the age of
technology and the Indian
youth should also be tech-
savvy. Such youths are being
recruited under this scheme
as Agniveers, he added.
The future of these youths will
not be impacted by the
scheme. Steps have been
taken to secure their future,
including making provisions
for reservation for Agniveers
in paramilitar y forces,
Rajnath said.
“And if we see any drawbacks,
then we are ready to rectify
them,” he said.
In June 2022, the Centre
rolled out the Agnipath
recruitment scheme for short-
term induction of personnel
into the armed forces with an
aim to bring down the age
profile of the three services.
The scheme provides for
recruiting youngsters in the
age bracket of 17 years and a
half to 21 years for a four-year
period with a provision to
retain 25 per cent of them for
15 more years.
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India on Thursday said it
continues to encourage a

peaceful resolution of the
Russia-Ukraine conf l ict
through “dialogue and diplo-
macy”.
Ministry of External Affairs
(MEA) spokesperson Randhir
Jaiswal said this in response to
a query during a press meet
on India’s stand on the inau-
gural  Peace Summit in
Switzerland. “We continue to
encourage peaceful resolu-
tion of Russian-Ukraine con-
flict through dialogue and
diplomacy,” he said.
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi on March 20 had sepa-
rate conversations with
Russian President Vladimir
Putin and Ukrainian

President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy and asserted that
dialogue and diplomacy were
the way forward for the res-
olution of the Russia-Ukraine
conflict.
Modi had spoken to Putin
over telephone to congratulate
him for winning a fifth term
in office in the recent elec-
tions and followed it up with
a phone call to Zelenskyy to
convey India’s “consistent sup-
port” for all efforts for peace
and bringing an early end to
the ongoing conflict.
During the telephone con-
versation, the Ukrainian pres-
ident had thanked India for its
support for his country’s sov-
ereignty and said that it would
be important for Kyiv to see
New Delhi attend the inau-
gural  Peace Summit in
Switzerland.
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The Armed Forces (Special
Powers) Act, under which

an area is declared as “dis-
turbed” for the convenience of
security forces, has been
extended in three districts of
Arunachal Pradesh, eight dis-
tricts of Nagaland and some
other areas for six more months
after a review of the law and
order situation in these two
northeastern states.
The AFSPA gives armed forces
personnel, operating in dis-
turbed areas, sweeping powers
to search, arrest and to open
fire if they deem it necessary for
“the maintenance of public
order”. An area or district is
notified as a disturbed area
under the AFSPA to facilitate
the operations of the armed
forces.
In a notification, the Union
home ministry said the central
government in exercise of the
powers conferred by Section 3
of the Armed Forces (Special
Powers) Act, 1958 had declared
the Tirap, Changlang and
Longding districts in
Arunachal Pradesh and the
areas falling within the juris-
diction of Namsai,
Mahadevpur and Chowkham
police stations in Namsai dis-
trict of Arunachal Pradesh,
bordering Assam as “disturbed
area” on September 26, 2023.
“And whereas a further review
of the law and order situation
in the state of Arunachal
Pradesh has been undertaken.
Now, therefore, Tirap,
Changlang and Longding dis-
tricts in Arunachal Pradesh
and the areas falling within the
jurisdiction of Namsai,

Mahadevpur and Chowkham
police stations in Namsai dis-
trict of Arunachal Pradesh,
bordering the State of Assam,
are declared as ‘disturbed area’
under Section 3 of the Armed
Forces (Special Powers) Act,
1958 for a period of six months
with effect from 01.04.2024,
unless withdrawn earlier,” the
notification said.
In a separate notification, the
home ministry also said that
the central government in exer-
cise of the powers conferred by
AFSPA had declared eight dis-
tricts and 21 police stations in
five other districts of Nagaland
as ‘disturbed area’ for a period
of six months with effect from
October 1, 2023. The home
ministry said a further review
of the law-and-order situation
in Nagaland has been under-
taken and after that a decision
has been taken to declare as
‘disturbed area’ under the
AFSPA for six more months in
eight districts of the state and
areas falling under 21 police
stations.
The districts where the impo-
sition of ‘disturbed area’ under
the AFSPA will continue are
Dimapur, Niuland,

Chumoukedima, Mon,
Kiphire, Noklak, Phek and
Peren districts. The police sta-
tions where the law will be
applicable are: Khuzama,
Kohima North, Kohima South,
Zubza and Kezocha police sta-
tions in Kohima district;
Mangkolemba, Mokokchung-
I, Longtho, Tuli, Longchem
and Anaki ‘C’ police stations in
Mokokchung district; Yanglok
police station in Longleng dis-
trict; Bhandari, Champang and
Ralan police stations in Wokha
district; and Ghatashi,
Pughoboto, Satakha, Suruhuto,
Zunheboto and Aghunato
police stations in Zunheboto
district.
Union Home Minister Amit
Shah had earlier said the
AFSPA has been removed in 70
per cent areas in the north-
eastern states even though it is
in force in Jammu and
Kashmir. On March 26, Shah
had said the central govern-
ment would consider revoking
AFSPA in Jammu and Kashmir.
There have been demands from
various organisations and indi-
viduals in Jammu and Kashmir
and northeastern states to
revoke the AFSPA.

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

����������������������
��������	

The National Eligibility Test
(NET) scores will be used

for PhD admissions from 2024-
25 eliminating the need for sep-
arate entrance tests conducted
by universities and higher edu-
cation institutions, according to
the University Grants
Commission.   The NET is con-
ducted twice a year -- June and
December. Its scores are cur-
rently used to award Junior
Research Fellowship (JRF) and
as eligibility for appointment as
an assistant professor for those
with a Master’s degree.          

According to University
Grants Commission (UGC)
officials, the commission had
constituted an expert commit-
tee to review the provisions of
the exam and based on the
panel’s recommendations, it
has decided that from the aca-
demic session 2024-25, the
score can be used for admission
to PhD programmes.
“Starting from the academic
session 2024-2025, universities
nationwide will have the
opportunity to utilise NET
scores for admissions to PhD
programmes, replacing the
need for separate entrance tests
conducted by individual uni-
versities and higher education
institutions (HEIs). This marks
an important step in stream-
lining the admission process
and enhancing accessibility for
aspiring doctoral candidates.
“By leveraging the NET, which
is conducted biannually, uni-
versities can offer greater flex-
ibility to students, allowing
them to utilise their scores
from either session to apply for
PhD programmes across vari-

ous institutions,” UGC
Chairman Jagadesh Kumar
said.
Kumar explained that the ini-
tiative is poised to benefit stu-
dents in numerous ways.
“Firstly, it eliminates the need
for students to prepare and
appear for multiple entrance
tests conducted by different
universities, thereby reducing
the burden of exam logistics
and expenses. Additionally, the
biannual administration of the
NET provides students with
increased opportunities to
secure admission to their
desired PhD programmes.
“We strongly encourage all
universities to adopt NET exam
scores for PhD admissions
starting from the 2024-2025
academic session. This will
undoubtedly contribute to fos-
tering a more conducive envi-
ronment for academic pursuit
and scholarly advancement in
our nation,” he said.
In an official notification, the

UGC said that from June 2024
onwards, the NET candidates
will be declared eligible in
three categories -- for admis-
sion to PhD with JRF and
appointment as assistant pro-
fessor; for admission to PhD

without JRF and appointment
as assistant professor; for
admission to PhD programme
only and not for the award of
JRF or appointment as assistant
professor.
“Result of UGC NET would be
declared in percentile along
with the marks obtained by a
candidate to utilise the marks
for admission to PhD. The
JRF-qualified students are
admitted into the PhD pro-
gramme based on an interview
as per the UGC (Minimum
Standards and Procedures for
Award of PhD Degree)
Regulations, 2022.
“For students who qualify in
categories 2 and 3, 70 per cent
weightage will be given for test
scores and 30 per cent for the
interview for admission to PhD
programmes. The PhD admis-
sion will be based on the com-
bined merit of NET marks
and the marks obtained in the
interview or viva voce,” the
notification said.  The marks
obtained in the NET by the
candidates in categories 2 and
3 will be valid for one year for
admission to PhD.
The registration process for
UGC NET June 2024 is expect-
ed to begin next week.
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In 2022, every day, house-
holds worldwide wasted over

1 billion meals, while a heart-
breaking 783 million people
struggled with hunger, and a
third of the global population
faced food insecurity, as per a
UN report published just ahead
of the International Day of Zero
Waste marked on March 30.
The economic toll due to waste
food is estimated at roughly
USD 1 trillion, highlighting the
urgent need for action, said the
UNEP Food Waste Index
Report 2024, prepared by the
UN Environment Programme
(UNEP),in collaboration with
the environmental charity
WRAP, which has brought to
attention the grave consequences
of food waste while underscor-
ing the glaring disparity between
abundance and deprivation that
persists worldwide.
The report has also highlight-
ed how this issue not only hurts
the global economy but also
fuels climate change, loss of
biodiversity, and pollution.  A
detailed analysis of the data
reveals an alarming scenario: In
2022, a staggering 1.05 billion
tons of food waste were gener-
ated, equivalent to 132 kilo-
grams per person and nearly
one-fifth of all available food.
Surprisingly, a significant por-
tion of this waste, 60 per cent,
occurred at the household level,
with food services responsible
for 28 per cent and retail con-
tributing 12 per cent.
Inger Andersen, Executive
Director of UNEP said,  “Food
waste is a global tragedy.
Millions go hungry as food is
wasted across the world. Not
only is this a major develop-

ment issue, but the impacts of
such unnecessary waste are
causing substantial costs to
the climate and nature. If coun-
tries prioritise this issue, they
can significantly reverse food
loss and waste, reduce climate
impacts and economic losses,
and accelerate progress on
global goals.”
At the same time, Harriet
Lamb, CEO of WRAP called
for more G20 countries to
measure food waste and work
towards achieving the
Sustainable Development Goal.
Public-private partnerships
were highlighted as a key tool
in addressing the complex chal-
lenges of food waste.
The report notes that despite
efforts to track food waste,
many low- and middle-income
countries lack adequate systems
to monitor progress towards
Sustainable Development Goal
12.3, which aims to halve food
waste by 2030. Only a few G20
countries, along with the
European Union, have suitable
estimates to track progress.
Interestingly, the report
debunked the notion that food
waste is only a problem in
wealthy nations. Household
food waste levels varied only
slightly among high-income,
upper-middle, and lower-mid-
dle-income countries. Hotter
countries appeared to generate
more food waste per person,
possibly due to higher con-
sumption of fresh foods with
inedible parts and limited cold
chain infrastructure.
The environmental impact of
food waste is substantial, con-
tributing 8-10 per cent of annu-
al global greenhouse gas emis-
sions and causing significant
biodiversity loss.
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BJP ally United People’s Party
Liberal (UPPL) has lodged
a complaint with the

Election Commission against
Congress’ Kerala unit and its
media platform INC TV for
allegedly spreading false news
over the viral photo of its one
suspended member sleeping with
currency notes.
A viral picture purportedly of a
suspended UPPL member
sleeping with currency notes
triggered a controversy in Assam
on Wednesday. The opposition
grabbed the opportunity and
slammed the BJP-led alliance,
saying the ruling bloc is
“wallowing in the quagmire of
corruption”.
UPPL filed two identical
complaints -- one against Kerala
Congress with the Election
Commission of India and the
other against INC TV with the
Chief Electoral Officer of Assam
-- and referred to the posts on X
of the two entities.
“The tweet in question falsely
claimed that ‘Assam BJP’s alliance
partner UPPL led by BTR’s
Pramod Boro was found sleeping

on stacks of Rs 500 currency
notes’. Such misinformation has
the potential to manipulate
public opinion, deceive voters
and disrupt the integrity of the
electoral process,” UPPL chief
Pramod Boro said in the
complaint.
He claimed that the news in
question is “absolutely false,
fabricated and manufactured”,
which is circulated with the
intent to “malign the image” of
the president of the UPPL and
the party as well.
“The dissemination of such fake
news not only violates the ethical
standards of journalism but also
undermines the fundamental
principles of democracy,” said
Boro, the Chief Executive
Member of Bodoland Territorial
Council.
He appealed to the Election
Commission to investigate the
matter promptly and take
necessary actions to address the
spread of the “fake news” by
Kerala Congress and INC TV.
“It is imperative to uphold the
principles of free and fair
elections and prevent the
dissemination of false
information that could influence

electoral outcomes. Safeguarding
the truth and ensuring
transparency in the electoral
process are essential for the
credibility of our democratic
system,” Boro said.
He also urged the Election
Department of Assam to conduct
a thorough investigation into the
matter to ascertain the extent of
the misinformation spread by
Kerala Congress and INC TV,
and to take necessary steps to

mitigate its impact on the
upcoming elections.
Sharing screenshots of the posts
of Kerala Congress and INC TV,
Boro said his name was
mentioned in those without
verification.
In a post on X, Boro said, “In its
penchant to spread lies and fake
news, Congress has stooped so
low that they have become a fake
news factory and will malign
anyone. The people will not be

misled by their fake news and
false promises and will give them
a fitting reply. Congress will be
zero in Assam this time.”
“In these screenshots, CONgress
and @RahulGandhi’s Fake News
Factory have used my name
without even verifying. Have
lodged official complaint with
Election Commission of Assam
and request @ECISVEEP to take
strict action against Congress
and their fake news social media
pages,” he added. 
Boro said an FIR will also be
lodged with Kokrajhar police
station over the matter. In the
image, Benjamin Basumatary,
identified in the photograph as a
Village Council Development
Committee (VCDC) member of
UPPL, is seen sleeping on a bed
wearing only a traditional towel
with a heap of Rs 500
denomination notes.
“The photo that has gone viral is
five years old. It has been made
viral due to political conspiracy.
We will find out who has done
this,” Basumatary told reporters
when asked about the picture.
He admitted that the photograph
was authentic, but claimed that
some people had blackmailed

him at that time after he was
clicked in that pose.
“Five years ago, I had taken a loan
of Rs 3 lakh for some work from
my sister. That particular night,
some of us were having a party and
my partner clicked the photo with
the money I had borrowed in a fun
moment,” he added. The UPPL
sought to distance itself from the
image, stating that Basumatary has
been suspended and removed
from the VCDC post.  
Boro on Wednesday claimed that
the Harisingha Block Committee
of the party had recommended
disciplinary action against
Basumatary on January 5 this
year and accordingly, he was
suspended on January 10 over
the photograph. “Additionally,
the BTC Government suspended
and removed him from the post
of VCDC Chairman on 10th
February, 2024. I urge all media
outlets and social media users to
refrain from linking Mr
Basumatry with UPPL,” he said
in a post on X.
Boro further said that
Basumatary’s actions are solely
his own responsibility and the
party is not accountable for any
of his personal acts. 
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Sita Soren sister-in-law of former
chief minister Hemant Soren on

Thursday said development of
Jharkhand is possible through the
ideology of PM Narendra Modi, as the
JMM has “deviated from its principle
and indulged in corruption”.
She claimed that BJP will win all 14 Lok
Sabha seats in Jharkhand and fulfil its
target of ‘Apki Baar 400 Paar’.
After joining the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) on March 19, the former Jama
MLA arrived in Jharkhand on
Thursday and spoke to media persons
at the BJP headquarters in Ranchi.
“JMM was in the right direction till my
late husband Durga Soren was in the
party. But now, it has deviated from its
principles and policies. JMM is now in
the hands of brokers and indulged in
corruption,” she said.
She claimed that her late husband
played a significant role in the
Jharkhand movement but he was not
given due respect. “The death of my
husband is still a mystery. I repeatedly
demanded a probe into his death but it
was not heard,” she said.
Sita, a three-term MLA and elder
daughter-in-law of party patriarch
Shibu Soren on March 20 joined the
BJP in New Delhi citing “isolation” and
“neglect” by JMM since the death of her
husband Durga Soren in 2009. The BJP
has also announced her name as
candidate for the Dumka Lok Sabha
constituency on March 24. Sita claimed
that she was also not given the due
respect in the party. 
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The villagers of Dumak in
Uttarakhand’s Chamoli

district have decided to
boycott the upcoming Lok
Sabha polls over the non-
construction of a vital road
linking the village with the
district headquarters for
which they have been
agitating for four decades.
Whenever elections are round
the corner, the villagers renew
their poll boycott call in the
hope of getting their long-
standing demand fulfilled.
Construction agencies rush
equipment to the village
raising their hopes, but those
are withdrawn as soon as the
elections are over.
Dumak hosts one of the
remotest polling stations in
Chamoli district.
The residents of several
villages of the area have
formed a joint struggle
committee for the
construction of the road from
Syund to Dumak and Kalgot.
The convenor of the
committee and former head
of Dumak village, Prem Singh
Sanwal, said the people of

Dasholi and Pankhanda areas
have boycotted elections
twice since the 1990s to
demand the construction of
the road.
The residents of Dumak had
even decided to boycott the
2019 Lok Sabha election, he
said, adding that on the
district administration’s
initiative, the road
construction department sent
machines to the village about
a week before the polling day,
which led to the withdrawal
of the poll boycott call.
However, as soon as the
polling process was over, the
department took back the
machines.
It has been five years since but

the fate of the road is still
uncertain, Sanwal said.
The angry villagers had
launched a long protest in
January.
The agitation was postponed
after the intervention and
assurance of Chief Minister
Pushkar Singh Dhami but the
construction work has still
not started, prompting the
villagers to take a collective
decision to boycott the
upcoming election, Sanwal
said.
A memorandum was
submitted to the district
magistrate on March 15
regarding the people’s
intention to boycott the polls,
he said, adding that the DM is
yet to respond to it.
In June 2022, the present chief
election commissioner, Rajiv
Kumar, trekked to the remote
village of Dumak to inspect
the polling booth there,
Sanwal said. 
He spoke to locals about the
problems they face in daily
commutation and assured
them that the DM would soon
visit the village and address
the issue within a month,
Sanwal said.
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The Manipur
government’s decision to

declare Easter as a working
day there on Thursday led to
a war of words between the
Congress and the BJP in
Kerala which has a
significant Christian
population.
In the morning, Congress
Working Committee
member Shashi Tharoor and
Leader of Opposition in the
state assembly V D Satheesan
condemned the Manipur
government’s decision by
terming it as “disrespectful”
and “divisive”. Satheesan also
called the BJP “wolves in
sheep’s clothing” for their act
of bringing cakes to
Christian homes in Kerala
when on the other hand their
government in Manipur was
taking such decisions. He
also pointed out that Prime
Minister Narendra Modi
who makes frequent visits to
Kerala was yet to go to
Manipur even once after
violence broke out there. 
Hitting back at the Congress,
after the Manipur
government retracted its
controversial order, senior
BJP leader Prakash Javadekar
alleged that the grand old
party was “raking up
falsehoods” as it has no issues
to raise. “The Manipur
government has issued
notification that tomorrow
29th Good Friday and 31
Easter Sunday will be a
holiday. Congress has no
issues. Therefore they are

raking up falsehoods.
Congress and Communist
should now tell when they
will condemn Hamas attack
and terror attack in Russia,”
Javadekar, who is also the
party’s Kerala in-charge, said
in a post on social media
platform X. 
The war of words between
the two national parties
comes ahead of LS polls
where the Manipur violence
is being used by the Congress
and the Left to target the BJP
which is striving to woo
Christians in the southern
state with cakes to end their
electoral drought in Kerala. 
While BJP state president
and the party’s candidate
from Wayanad constituency
K Surendran also spoke
along similar lines as
Javadekar, Union Minister of
State for Information
Technology and Electronics
Rajeev Chandrasekhar said
that he “strongly opposes”
any such order that declared
Easter as a working day.
Addressing reporters,
Chandrasekhar, who is the
BJP candidate from
T h i r u v a n a n t h a p u r a m
constituency, said that he
came to know about the
order from news reports and
immediately sent a request to
the Manipur government to
reconsider it. 
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Kriti Devi Debbarman,
the ‘joint candidate’ of

Tipra Motha and BJP on
Thursday submitted her
nomination papers for
Tripura East Lok Sabha
constituency.
Accompanied by Tripura
Chief Minister Manik Saha,
Tipra Motha chief Pradyot
Kishore Debbarma and
other senior BJP and Tipra
Motha leaders she filed her
nomination papers at the
Office of the Returning
Officer of Tripura East Lok

Sabha constituency.
Kriti Devi, sister of Pradyot
Kishore Debbarma is
married to Yogeswhwar Raj
Singh of the Rajkot royal
family of Chhattisgarh.
She changed her surname to
Kriti Devi Debbarman by an
affidavit before filing her
nomination papers as the
Tripura East Lok Sabha seat
is reserved for Scheduled
Tribe candidates.
When contacted, the
District Magistrate of Dhalai
and Returning Officer (RO),
Tripura East Lok Sabha
constituency, Saju Vaheed

said her ST status is valid
because it (ST status) is not
changed by marriage even
after her marriage as per the
ruling of Supreme Court.

“The Tipra Motha-BJP
candidate submitted her
nomination papers for the
Tripura East Lok Sabha
constituency as Kriti Devi
Debbarman and her ST
status stands valid”, the
Returning Officer said.
Chief Minister Manik Saha
claimed that the BJP-Tipra
Motha-IPFT combine will
both the Lok Sabha seats in
Tripura.
“Today’s huge gathering is
the signal that the BJP-Tipra
Motha-IPFT combine will
win both Lok Sabha seats in
Tripura. We are sure of

winning the Tripura East
Lok Sabha seat by a huge
margin”, the chief minister
told media persons.
Pradyot Debbarma claimed
that Kriti Devi Debbarman
will win the Lok Sabha
elections with a record
margin.
“Not only Tiprasa people,
but people from across all
communities joined the
rally to mark the filing of
nomination papers. Our
candidate will win the
election with a record
margin in the elections,” the
Tipra Moth chief claimed.
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Former Haryana minister
Savitri Jindal quit the

Congress and joined the BJP
in Haryana’s Hisar on
Thursday, days after her son
and industrialist Naveen
Jindal switched parties.
The 84-year-old Savitri Jindal
joined the BJP along with her
daughter Seema in the
presence of Chief Minister
Nayab Singh Saini, former
chief minister Manohar Lal
Khattar and other BJP leaders.
Announcing her decision to
quit the Congress in a social
media post late on
Wednesday night, she said, “I
represented the people of
Hisar for 10 years as an MLA
and have served Haryana
state selflessly as a minister.
The people of Hisar are my
family and on the advice of
my family, I am resigning
from the primary
membership of the Congress
today.”

Savitri Jindal was listed as the
richest woman in the country
by Forbes India this year.
According to the Forbes list of
the 10 richest women in
India, Savitri Jindal, the wife
of the late industrialist and
former minister O P Jindal,
has a net worth of USD 29.1
billion (one billion = Rs 100
crore).
In a post on X, Saini said, “We

welcome into the BJP family
veteran Congress leader,
former minister in Haryana
government, famous social
worker Smt. Savitri Jindal ji
and her daughter Smt. Seema
Jindal ji.” Savitri Jindal was a
minister in the previous
Bhupinder Singh Hooda-led
Congress government in
Haryana.
In 2014, she lost to BJP’s

Kamal Gupta from Hisar.
Gupta is currently a minister
in the Saini-led government.
Naveen Jindal, who
represented Kurukshetra in
the Lok Sabha from 2004-14
as a Congress MP, quit the
party on Sunday. He has been
named as the BJP candidate
from Kurukshetra.
After being welcomed into
the party fold by Saini and

Khattar, Savitri Jindal said,
“We will work together to
form a strong government at
the Centre under (Prime
Minister Narendra) Modi’s
leadership once again.”
“I express gratitude to every
office-bearer and worker of
the BJP for making us a
member of the ‘Modi Parivar’.
We will live up to the party’s
expectations,” she said. 
Haryana witnessed
unprecedented development
under the previous Khattar
government, she added.
Savitri Jindal further said, “I
am impressed by the prime
minister’s vision of making
India a developed nation by
2047.”
Speaking about her husband
O P Jindal, who died in a
helicopter crash in 2005, she
said he was of the view that
India can become a great
nation with the upliftment of
the downtrodden and
economically weaker
sections.

“He entered politics with this
pledge in 1991. After his
demise in March 2005, I
entered politics to realise his
dreams,” she said.
“Hisar is my janam and karam
bhoomi. People of Hisar have
always showered their love
and I also treated them as part
of my family,” she said.
Savitri Jindal said the country
needs the BJP and Modi
today. Speaking on the
occasion, Saini said the BJP’s
double-engine government
did a lot of development work
in the past 10 years.
Party leaders Kamal Gupta,
Bhavya Bishnoi, and former
governor Ganeshi Lal were
also present on the occasion.
Meanwhile, party leaders also
inaugurated the election
office of Ranjit Singh
Chautala, who has been
fielded by the BJP from Hisar
Lok Sabha seat.
Polling for 10 Lok Sabha seats
in Haryana will be held in the
sixth phase on May 25. 
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Congress rebel Rajinder
Rana, now the BJP

candidate for the Sujanpur
assembly seat in Himachal
Pradesh’s Hamirpur district,
faced black flags from the
NSUI activists but he also
received a grand welcome
from his supporters on
visiting his constituency
Thursday.
Rana, a three-time legislator
hogged the limelight by
defeating former chief
minister Prem Kumar
Dhumal in the 2017 assembly
polls. He is one of the six
disqualified Congress MLAs
who, along with three
Independent legislators, had
voted in favour of Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) nominee
Harsh Mahajan in the Rajya
Sabha polls on February 27.
All the MLAs switched to the
BJP on March 23 following
which the six rebels including
Rana, were given tickets from
their respective assembly
seats. Rana returned to his
constituency after a month.

The National Students’ Union
of India (NSUI), the student
wing of the Congress, raised
slogans and displayed black
flags at the Anu Chowk in
Hamirpur as Rana’s vehicle
passed by to reach the Kot
Village in Sujanpur to attend a
welcome ceremony.
Rana was accompanied by

former BJP minister Bikram
Thakur and was welcomed by
the supporters at Kot Village
in Sujanpur where the BJP
workers raised slogans in his
support.
The former Congress MLA
noted that the workers were
enthusiastic and claimed that
the BJP would win all the

assembly seats going to the
bypolls and the Lok Sabha
seats of the state.
Referring to the resentment
among the BJP leaders after
the six rebels were given the
tickets, he said small
resentments are part of
democracy. They will sit and
talk with those who are
protesting.
He slammed Chief Minister
Sukhvinder Singh Sukhu and
said, “The CM has betrayed
and humiliated me and
discriminated against the
development of Sujanpur.”
He reiterated that the Sukhu
government is on a ventilator.
The six Congress rebels were
disqualified for defying a
party whip to be present in
the House and vote in favour
of the government during the
cut motions and the budget.
Meanwhile, sensing fissures
in the BJP after the Congress
rebels were fielded from their
respective assembly seats on
the BJP ticket, the party
formed coordination in
Hamirpur district to ensure
unity among its ranks ahead

of the upcoming elections on
Wednesday.
BJP leader Ranjit Singh, who
contested the assembly polls
in 2022 from Sujanpur,
announced that he will
contest the byelections as an
Independent candidate
against the party’s nominee,
Rana, a Congress turncoat.
Singh insisted that he will
work to support the party’s
candidate, Union Minister
Anurag Singh Thakur, for
the Lok Sabha polls in
Hamirpur.
In the 2022 assembly polls,
Singh lost to Rana, who was a
Congress leader then, by a
margin of 399 votes.
With the disqualification of
the six Congress MLAs, the
strength of the ruling party
came down from 40 to 34,
including the Speaker who
can vote only in the case of a
tie during a floor test, in the
68-member Assembly. The
BJP has 25 members.
The three Independents have
resigned and joined the BJP
but their resignation is yet to
be accepted by the Speaker.
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The 1980s film ‘Mard’
immortalised a
poignant scene that

encapsulates the essence of
patriotism, rebellion, and sac-
rifice in Indian cinematic
history. In this scene, the
protagonist, amidst relent-
less flogging by the heroine
armed with chains, whispers
with unyielding spirit, “For
this salt, our Mahatma led a
revolution.” This homage
vividly captures the spirit of
the Salt Satyagraha of 1930, a
pivotal moment in India’s
quest for independence, led
by Mahatma Gandhi.
The Salt Satyagraha, which
took place from March 12 to
April 6, 1930, galvanised a
nation against British colonial
rule. Gandhi’s symbolic act of
picking up salt at Dandi defi-
antly challenged the salt taxes
imposed by the British, sym-
bolising defiance and
resilience in India’s freedom
struggle. Over 90,000 brave
souls willingly embraced bru-
tality in their pledge for non-
violence, standing as a beacon
of hope against tyranny.
The genesis of the Dandi
March was rooted in the
momentum established by
the Bardoli Satyagraha in
1928, led by Sardar

Vallabhbhai Patel. This suc-
cessful movement unified
farmers and nationalists
against oppressive British tax-
ation, revitalising the spirit of
the freedom struggle. By
1930, the Indian National
Congress boldly articulated its
aspiration for independence,
setting the stage for Gandhi’s
Salt Satyagraha.
Gandhi’s letter to Lord Irwin,
the Viceroy, articulated the
grievances of millions and
announced his intention to
lead a nonviolent protest
against British atrocities.
Despite Gandhi’s emphasis on
dialogue and peaceful resolu-
tion, the Viceroy’s inadequate
response led to the com-
mencement of the Dandi
March on March 12, 1930.
Accompanied by 78 dedicat-
ed followers, Gandhi
embarked on a significant
march covering nearly 241
miles from Sabarmati

Ashram to Dandi. This sym-
bolic journey aimed at chal-
lenging the oppressive salt tax
and British monopolistic con-
trol over salt production. The
disciplined resolve of the
satyagrahis exemplified unity
amidst diversity, embodying
the nation’s aspirations for lib-
eration.
On April 6, 1930, Gandhi’s
defiance of the Salt Laws at
Dandi marked a pivotal
moment in India’s struggle for
independence. His call to
civil disobedience catalysed a
mass boycott of British goods,
prompting a harsh crack-
down from British authorities.
Despite brutal repression, the
spirit of nonviolent resistance
persisted, revealing the
resilience of the Indian pop-
ulace.
The Salt Satyagraha show-
cased resolute collective
action, with over 60,000 will-
ingly imprisoned and thou-

sands more participating in
peaceful protests. Despite
Government reprisals, the
‘satyagrahis’ maintained
remarkable restraint and non-
violent discipline. This non-
violent resistance ultimately
led to negotiations with
Congress leadership and
Gandhi’s release after a year of
imprisonment.
The Dandi March culminat-
ed in the historic breaking of
the salt laws, a symbolic act of
defiance that reverberated
globally. Leaders like Martin
Luther King Jr. drew inspira-
tion from Gandhi’s example,
recognising the power of
nonviolent resistance in con-
fronting injustice.
The Dandi March was not
just a chapter in history but a
transformative moment in
India’s fight for independence,
marking Gandhi’s emergence
as a spiritual force. Through
unwavering dedication to
love and nonviolence, Gandhi
wielded a potent weapon
against oppression, demon-
strating the profound impact
of spirituality in challenging
times.

(The writer is Programme
Executive, Gandhi Smriti

and Darshan Samiti;
views are personal)
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of VIP culture are spreading rapidly with
each passing day. My local SBI branch has
opened a special counter where cus-
tomers can withdraw or deposit money
with ease avoiding long queues at the gen-
eral counter. Standing at the end of a ser-
pentine queue at the general counter, an
old man leaning on his stick asked if the
special counter was for differently-abled
persons and senior citizens. Immediately,
he was provided enlightenment with the
information that the counter was only for
the VIPs who would transact a minimum
amount of Rs 50 thousand!

Sujit De | Kolkata  
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Madam — Apropos news article “India--
Singapore to further deepen bilateral ties,”
published on March 26, this is my response.
The friendship between India and
Singapore has stood the test of time for five
decades. Prime Minister Narendra Modi
had rightly emphasised the fact that
Singapore was India’s “gateway” to the east.
The phenomenal rise of Singapore from a
small nation to a dream country for oth-

ers to emulate is in itself an achievement
of sorts. Both India and Singapore have
mutually beneficial cultural exchanges,
defence relations, economic cooperation
and skill building. Defence, sea and space,
commerce and infrastructure, too, are areas
of bilateral interest. 
External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar’s
recent  Singapore visit saw him discussing
wide-ranging issues with that country’s
ministers including his counterpart Vivian
Balakrishnan. Singapore is a destination
much sought after by tourists. Besides,  ter-
ror and security — very significant con-
sidering the deadlock over the South
China Sea — could not escape the atten-
tion of the two leaders. India--Singapore
have had a long relationship without a tinge
of bitterness. That Modi himself has vis-
ited Singapore four times after he took over
in 2014, underscores the importance
attached by New Delhi to the bilateral rela-
tions.

Ganapathi Bhat | Akola
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Madam — Apropos editorial “Political
zealotry,” published on March 28, this is my
response. It pains one to note that
exchanges amongst political rivals are get-
ting too personal and downright abusive.
Recent examples are Supriya Srinate of the
GOP and Dilip Ghose of the BJP. Wish our
“netas,” spokespersons and candidates
were more accommodating and tolerant,
instead of hissing at one another like ven-
omous snakes.
I cite here a witty remark by MP Piloo
Mody that turned the tables on his oppo-
nent. Mody, a big roly-poly man, showed
his back to a minister because he felt out-
raged at some point. The minister took
strong objection to Mody’s gesture and
interpreted it to be an insult to the House
itself. Piloo Mody replied - “Mr. Speaker
Sir, I have no front, no back, no flanks. I
am round all over. So how could I have
shown my back to the minister?” The
House exploded in loud laughter. Our
(generally) ill-tempered politicians should
take a leave from the above incident and
shun vituperative language while attacking
their political opponents.

Avinash Godboley | Dewas
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Madam — Apropos news article “Mumbai
surpasses Beijing as billionaire hub,” pub-
lished on March 27, this is my response.
Paris-based World Inequality Lab has
recently published a report titled, ‘Income
and Wealth Inequality in India 1992 - 2023:
The Rise of the Billionaire Raj.’ As per the
report, inequality in India declined till the
early 1980s. Thereafter, it started rising
sharply. The rise of top-end inequality
gained tremendous momentum during the
last 10 years. The top 1 per cent of
Indians earn 22.6 per cent of the national
income and their wealth share has risen to
40.1 per cent. The income share of the top
1 per cent of Indians is among the very
highest in the world. The report says that
India is now more unequal than during the
time of the British Raj.
Thanks to rising inequality, the tentacles
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Vivekananda. During that
visit, I had a long conversa-
tion about Swami
Atmasthananda Ji with
Swami Smaranananda Ji.
It is widely known that I had
a close relationship with
Ramakrishna Mission and
Belur Math. As a seeker of
spirituality, I have met differ-
ent saints and mahatmas and
been to many places over the
period of more than five
decades. 
Even in Ramakrishna Math,
I got to know about the saints
who dedicated their lives to
spirituality, among whom
personalities like Swami
Atmasthananda Ji and Swami
Smaranananda Ji were promi-
nent. Their sacred thoughts
and knowledge provided con-
tentment to my mind. In the
most important period of
my life, such saints taught me
the true principle of Jan Seva
hi Prabhu Seva.
The lives of Swami
Atmasthananda Ji and Swami
Smaranananda Ji are an
indelible example of the
motto of Ramakrishna
Mission ‘Atmano
Mokshaartham Jagaddhitaaya
Cha.’
We all are inspired by the
work being done by
Ramakrishna Mission for the
promotion of education and

rural development.
Ramakrishna Mission is
working on India’s spiritual
enlightenment, educational
empowerment and humani-
tarian service. In 1978, when
the disastrous flood struck
Bengal, Ramakrishna Mission
won the hearts of everyone
with its selfless service.
I remember, when an earth-
quake ravaged Kutch in 2001,
Swami Atmasthananda Ji was
among the first people to call
me and offer all possible
assistance for disaster man-
agement on behalf of the
Ramakrishna Mission. Under
his direction, Ramakrishna
Mission helped many people
who were affected by the
earthquake.
Over the past years, while
holding various positions,
Swami Atmasthananda Ji and
Swami Smaranananda Ji laid
great emphasis on social
empowerment. Those who
know the lives of these great
personalities will definitely
remember how serious these
saints were towards modern
education, skilling and
women empowerment.
Among his many inspiring
traits, one thing that
impressed me the most was
Swami Atmasthananda Ji’s
love and respect for every cul-
ture and every tradition. 

The reason for this was that
he used to travel continuous-
ly and had spent a long time
in different parts of India. He
learned to speak Gujarati
while living in Gujarat. He
used to even speak with me
in the language and I loved
listening to his Gujarati!
At different points in India’s
development journey, our
motherland has been blessed
by many saints and seers like
Swami Atmasthananda Ji,
Swami Smaranananda Ji who
have ignited the spark of
societal change. They have
motivated us to work with a
collective spirit and address
all the challenges our society
faces. These principles are
eternal and will act as our
source of strength as we
embark on developing a
Viksit Bharat during the
Amrit Kaal.
Once again, on behalf of the
entire nation, I pay homage to
such saintly souls. I am con-
fident that all the people
associated with the
Ramakrishna Mission will
further move ahead on the
path shown by them.
Om Shanti.

(This is a tribute to
Smaranananda ji Maharaj

and Swami Atmasthananda
Ji by the Prime Minister Shri

Narendra Modi)
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Amidst the hustle and
bustle of the grand
festival of Lok Sabha
elections, the news
of the demise of

Srimat Swami Smaranananda Ji
Maharaj brought my mind to a
standstill for a few moments.
Srimat Swami Smaranananda Ji
Maharaj was a pioneer of India’s
spiritual consciousness and his
demise is like a personal loss. A
few years ago, the demise of
Swami Atmasthananda Ji and
now the departure of Swami
Smaranananda Ji on his eternal
journey has left many people
bereaved. My heart, like that of
crores of devotees, saints and fol-
lowers of Ramakrishna Math
and Mission, is deeply sad-
dened. 
During my visit to Kolkata ear-
lier this month, I had gone to the
hospital to enquire about Swami
Smaranananda Ji’s health. Just
like Swami Atmasthananda Ji,
Swami Smaranananda Ji too
dedicated his entire life for
spreading the ideas of Acharya
Ramakrishna Paramahamsa,
Mata Sharada Devi and Swami
Vivekananda across the world.
While writing this article, the
memories of meetings and con-
versations with him are getting
refreshed in my mind.
In January 2020, during my
stay at Belur Math, I meditated
in the room of Swami
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Ranganathan Sivakumar| Chennai
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In an era increasingly
defined by Artificial
Intelligence (AI), the piv-

otal question shifts from what
AI is capable of to what it
should be allowed to do. This
reflection critically examines
AI’s potential to reshape our
lives within ethical and legal
frameworks. As we explore the
vast landscapes carved by AI,
we must ensure that our tech-
nological advancements are
matched with an equally pro-
found commitment to ethical
responsibility.
The advent of AI is a testament
to human ingenuity, offering
transformative possibilities in
virtually every aspect of our
existence. Yet, alongside its
potential, AI introduces a
spectrum of legal complexities
that require careful consider-
ation. The evolution of legal

jurisprudence in the face of
AI’s rapid development is a
topic of paramount impor-
tance, dealing with issues rang-
ing from privacy and data pro-
tection to intellectual proper-
ty and employment.
The Indian Government’s
embrace of AI through initia-
tives like “Digital India” and a
National Strategy for Artificial
Intelligence reflects a visionary
stance on harnessing technol-
ogy for societal benefit.

However, the journey toward
realising AI’s full promise is
fraught with challenges that
demand vigilant oversight and
a principled approach to reg-
ulation and ethics.
On a global scale, AI raises
questions that transcend
national boundaries, present-
ing legal and ethical dilemmas
that must be addressed com-
prehensively. The capacity of
AI to analyse and utilise vast
amounts of personal data has
challenged existing privacy
laws, sparking a worldwide
reassessment of how we pro-
tect individual rights in the
digital age. Countries are
adopting comprehensive data
protection regulations, such as
the European Union’s General
Data Protection Regulation
and India’s Digital Personal
Data Protection Act 2023, to

safeguard personal informa-
tion while fostering digital
innovation.
The implications of AI on the
job market also warrant seri-
ous consideration. The poten-
tial for automation to displace
jobs creates a pressing need for
legal frameworks that can mit-
igate adverse effects and pre-
pare the workforce for an AI-
driven future. Similarly, the
intersection of AI with intellec-
tual property rights challenges

conventional notions of cre-
ativity and authorship, calling
for legal innovations that
recognise and protect the con-
tributions of all stakeholders,
including those of AI.
The issues of bias and discrim-
ination in AI highlight the crit-
ical need for our technological
systems to be as impartial and
inclusive as possible. The
development and deployment
of AI must be guided by anti-
discrimination laws adapted to

the digital age, ensuring fair-
ness and equity in the applica-
tion of AI. Internationally, the
regulatory approach to AI
varies significantly, with enti-
ties like the European Union
adopting comprehensive
frameworks while others pur-
sue more sector-specific guide-
lines. 
This diversity reflects the com-
plex interplay of legal, cultur-
al, and societal factors that
influence AI governance,
emphasising the need for a
globally coordinated dialogue
on AI ethics and regulation.
Integrating AI into the legal
profession offers a glimpse
into the future, showcasing AI’s
potential to enhance legal
analysis, predict outcomes,
and even assist in judicial
decision-making. However,
these advancements under-

score the imperative for strin-
gent ethical standards to
uphold the integrity of the legal
system. As AI continues to
evolve rapidly, it becomes cru-
cial for societies, especially
within the diverse context of
India, to engage in proactive
discourse. We must anticipate
future developments and craft
legal frameworks that are flex-
ible enough to adapt to the
unpredictable technological
landscape. This includes
ensuring that the benefits of AI
extend to all and democratis-
ing access to services like
healthcare and education.
In conclusion, as we chart the
course of AI within the legal
domain, our focus must stead-
fastly remain on enacting and
refining laws that protect
human rights and dignity.
Achieving harmony between

emerging technology and legal
norms requires a culture of
continuous learning and adap-
tation, where laws are designed
not just to respond to the chal-
lenges posed by AI but to fore-
see and embrace its vast pos-
sibilities.
With India at the forefront of
AI innovation, buoyed by pro-
gressive policies and a wealth
of intellectual capital, we stand
on the brink of leading the
global conversation on ethical
AI. As we venture deeper into
this new frontier, our collective
aim should be a future where
technology amplifies the
noblest goals of law and justice,
and in return, legal frame-
works foster the responsible
growth of Artificial
Intelligence.
(The author is a legal expert.

Views expressed are personal)
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(20), USA (23), Germany (24), or
France (27). This is no surprise,
because to the materialistic West
hung on a culture of conspicuous
overconsumption, money remains
the primary and often the only
source of happiness, unlike in Asian
and other continental cultures.
The only Asian country to feature
in the list is Kwait at 13th position,
and the next one is Saudi Arabia at
28th. While Singapore features in
30th position, Japan, which has the
largest concentration of longest-liv-
ing people in the world, at 51st posi-
tion, below Uzbekistan (47) and
Kazakhstan (49). This raises natur-
al questions about whether the
index also reflects the inherent civ-
ilizational bias of the West against
Asia, most of which used to be their
colonies once—to treat them as
superior or even equal would be an
anathema to the West. Bhutan
which reckons happiness as a core
responsibility of Government and
has adopted its Gross National
Happiness (GNH) Index as a devel-
opment indicator in its 2008
Constitution, was ranked 95th in
2019 and has not been ranked this
year. GNH was the first such index
and is far broader - having nine
parameters, all non-income.
Trying to measure the immeasur-
able will have its inherent contradic-
tions. Happiness is a state of being,
rather than a fixed state like a goal
to be achieved that can be quanti-
fied and measured. Such measures
therefore confuse happiness with
“well-being” which is produced by
the interplay of numerous extrane-
ous factors like income, health, edu-
cation, liberties, choices, relation-
ships, physical and social security,
etc. But even then, it is a subjective
sense of well-being, which is neither
measurable nor quantifiable.
The rankings used in the World
Happiness Report are based on six
parameters of “subjective well-
being”: (1) per capita income, (2)
healthy life expectancy at birth, (3)
social support, (4) freedom to make

life choices, (5) generosity, and (6)
perceptions of corruption. The hap-
piness rankings are based on what
the authors say are “life evaluations”,
on which Gallup World Poll (GWP)
provides the data by asking respon-
dents to evaluate their current life
on a scale of 0 to 10 (happiest), using
a typical sample size of 1000 for each
country regardless of its population,
and using a three-year average. 
The sample size is too small for a
country like India to represent all its
diversity and complexity. Data for
per capita GDP on purchasing
power parity (PPP) are taken from
the World Development Indicators
(WDI) of the World Bank, and then
a natural log that fits the observa-
tions better.
Data for healthy life expectancy at
birth is provided by the WHO
Global Health Observatory data
repository. Social support is the
national average of the binary
responses (0=no, 1=yes) to the
GWP question: “If you were in
trouble, do you have relatives or
friends you can count on to help
you whenever you need them, or
not?” Freedom to make life choic-
es is again the national average of
binary responses to the GWP
question: “Are you satisfied or dis-
satisfied with your freedom to
choose what you do with your life?”
Generosity is the residual of
regressing the national average of
GWP responses to the question:
“Have you donated money to a
charity in the past month?” on log
GDP per capita, while perceptions
of corruption are the average of
binary answers to two GWP ques-
tions: “Is corruption widespread
throughout the Government or
not?” and “Is corruption wide-
spread within businesses or not?”
It does not require superlative
intelligence to divine that all these
parameters are derivatives of a sin-
gle parameter, i.e., income or
wealth of a nation, and hence will
always favour rich nations over the
poorer ones.

So, the richer you are, the happier
you are; in other words, income is
synonymous with happiness, an
assumption not validated by facts,
just as happiness cannot be equat-
ed with success in material terms.
The mind is influenced by social
and cultural factors; hence how we
perceive happiness also depends on
these factors. It also depends on the
questions asked and the way they
have been framed: Just ask “How
much time you spend with your
parents every week”, or “For how
long you have been married to your
present spouse”, and see how the
scales turn against the rich western
nations.
In collectivist societies in Asia, peo-
ple reckon happiness more as a
shared experience rather than indi-
vidual satisfaction with life, where-
as in individualistic societies, peo-
ple perceive happiness more in
terms of individual satisfaction.
Happy people increase the happi-
ness of others around them; hence
bonding within social groups and
families contributes positively to
happiness. Individualistic Western
nations would score higher given
the way the GWP questions have
been framed.
As every Indian knows from expe-
rience, we are not unhappy people,
having been brought up to regard
values and relationships as more
important than wealth and to be
content to live a simple life with few
material possessions, with strong
bonds with our extended families
and the community. Even though
perceptions are changing in a
growing economy, these basic val-
ues have remained intact. We do
not need to feel depressed at our
126th ranking. Instead, we should
ignore such a phoney index and go
about our lives and business as
usual.

(The author, an ex-bureaucrat, is
currently a Professor at the Arun

Jaitley National Institute of
Financial Management;

views are personal)

Happiness is complex and dif-
ficult to define, but this in no
way implies that we do not
know when we are happy.
Happiness cannot be a perma-

nent state of euphoria as the mind constant-
ly changes its contours and shades and, by
and large, remains an individual experience.
Hence any exercise that seeks to generalise
the impressions of a large number of indi-
viduals like those living within a country
and brand them as happy or unhappy peo-
ple is bound to be fraught with controver-
sies. It will also inevitably reflect the bias-
es of the measurers. When the definition
of a variable cannot be agreed upon, its mea-
surement will raise more controversies, but
when such rankings are internationally pub-
licised for branding countries and peoples
which may influence the decisions of
investors and donors, it is no longer a
benign exercise without any accountabili-
ty. On March 20 every year for the last seven
years, which date has been marked by the
UN as the International Day of Happiness,
a New York-based agency called Sustainable
Development Solutions Network has been
bringing out an annual World Happiness
Report, whose 2024 edition has placed India
at 126th rank among 143 countries, much
below countries like Saudi Arabia (28),
China (60), Russia (72), Venezuela (79),
Senegal (99), Iran (100), Palestine (103),
Ukraine (105), Pakistan (108) even
Myanmar (118).
These countries are either strife-torn or war-
ravaged, where the basic security of human
life is not guaranteed, or ruled by autocrats
and dictators who ruthlessly suppress the
civil liberties of their people, especially of
women, countries which are reeling under
relentless crises in their democracy, polity
and economy.
This raises legitimate questions about the
methodology used in the exercise that can
produce such weird results. Finland has
topped the ranking in each year so far, and
the top 10 countries have also remained
more or less the same, Finland, Denmark,
Iceland, Sweden, Israel, Netherlands,
Norway, Luxemburg, Switzerland and
Australia. A common thread runs through
all of them - high per capita income. Other
higher-capita income countries also rank
higher in the list, like New Zealand (21), UK
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Pope Francis urged his
priests Thursday to avoid

“clerical hypocrisy” and treat
their flocks with mercy as he
delivered a lengthy set of
marching orders to Rome-
based priests at the start of a
busy few days leading to Easter.
A strong-looking Francis
presided over a Holy Thursday
Mass in St Peter’s Basilica dur-
ing which the oils for church
services are blessed. Later in the
afternoon, he travels to Rome’s
main women’s prison for the
annual Holy Week ritual in
which he washes the feet of
inmates in a symbol of humil-
ity and service.
The 87-year-old Francis, who
has been hobbled by a long
bout of respiratory problems
this winter, appeared in good
form for the morning Mass. He
read aloud a long homily, after
skipping his text at the last
minute during Palm Sunday
Mass last weekend.
In his remarks, Francis warned

priests against “sliding into
clerical hypocrisy,” or preach-
ing one thing to their flocks but
doing differently in their own
spiritual lives. Rather, he urged
them to always show mercy to
the faithful and not judge them,

and weep instead for their own
sins.
Doing so, he said, “means
looking within and repenting of
our ingratitude and inconstan-
cy, and acknowledging with
sorrow our duplicity, dishon-

esty and hypocrisy,” he said.
The Mass was the first major
papal liturgy in St Peter’s since
Bernini’s great columned
canopy over the altar, known as
a baldacchino, was covered in
scaffolding for a months-long

renovation and cleaning.
Francis has a busy few days
coming up that will test his sta-
mina.
On Friday, he is due to travel
at night to the Colosseum for
the Way of the Cross proces-
sion re-enacting Christ’s cruci-
fixion. 
On Saturday, he presides over
an evening Easter Vigil in St
Peter’s Basilica followed a few
hours later by Easter Sunday
Mass in the piazza and his big
noontime Urbi et Orbi (to the
city and the world) speech
highlighting global conflicts
and disasters afflicting human-
ity. 
�����,�����&����,�
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A shortage of eggs in shops
during Holy Week has led
Norwegians to flock to super-
markets across the border in
Sweden and hoard the tradi-
tional Easter food.

Norwegian news outlet
Nettavisen said on Thursday
that the Nordby shopping cen-
tre in Sweden, located just off

the border about 100 kilome-
ters (62 miles) south of the cap-
ital, Oslo, has been filled by
“desperate” Norwegians try-
ing stock up on eggs.
The centre’s Maxi-Mat food
store ran out of eggs Tuesday,
while the adjacent Nordby
Supermarket has had to limit
the number of eggs purchased
to three 20-packs per house-
hold, the news outlet reported.
Not only are the Swedish stores
better stocked with eggs, a tra-
ditional Easter treat needed for
many dishes, but the product is
also more affordable in Sweden,
Nettavisen said.
“It’s far cheaper than you get in
Norway — if you can get eggs
in Norway at all, that is,” Stale
Lovheim, the head of the
Nordby shopping centre, told
Nettavisen. “The last time I was
in Norway, the store was
empty” of eggs.
A pack of 20 eggs in Sweden
sells for a price equivalent to
39.90 Norwegian kroner (USD
3.70), about 30 per cent less
than the price in Norway.

Concerns about overproduc-
tion of eggs in Norway led to
farmers being offered com-
pensation to reduce egg pro-
duction. That and the effects of
bird flu have led to a shortage,
according to news reports.
Egg prices are at near-historic
highs in many parts of the
world as Easter approaches,
reflecting a market battered by
disease, high demand and
growing costs for farmers.
Ranked consistently among
the most expensive countries in
the world, Norway is known for
its substantially high cost of liv-
ing, especially in regards to
food products and alcohol,
which are heavily taxed even
when compared to well-to-do
Nordic neighbours.
Many residents living in south-
ern Norway regularly make
shopping trips across the bor-
der to Sweden, where products
and services enjoy a lower
value-added tax, a phenome-
non that has evolved into a
lucrative business for Swedish
store owners. 

	����������2��&����%��������������0�$�����
���� ��4�����

The Palestinian Authority has
announced the formation

of a new Cabinet as it faces inter-
national pressure to reform.
President Mahmoud Abbas, who
has led the PA for nearly two
decades and remains in overall
control, announced the new
government in a presidential
decree on Thursday. None of the
incoming ministers is a well-
known figure.Abbas tapped
Mohammad Mustafa, a longtime
adviser, to be prime minister ear-
lier this month. Mustafa, a polit-
ically independent US-educated
economist, had vowed to form a
technocratic government and
create an independent trust fund
to help rebuild Gaza. Mustafa
will also serve as foreign minis-
ter.
Interior Minister Ziad Hab al-
Rih is a member of Abbas’ sec-
ular Fatah movement and held
the same portfolio in the previ-
ous government. 
The Interior Ministry oversees
the security forces. The incom-
ing minister for Jerusalem affairs,
Ashraf al-Awar, registered to
run as a Fatah candidate in
elections in 2021 that were indef-
initely delayed.At least five of the
incoming 23 ministers are from
Gaza, but it was not immediate-
ly clear if they are still in the ter-
ritory. The PA administers parts
of the Israeli-occupied West

Bank. Its forces were driven
from Gaza when Hamas seized
power in 2007, and it has no
power there.  It has little popu-
lar support or legitimacy among
Palestinians, in part because it
has not held elections in 18 years.
Its policy of cooperating with
Israel on security matters is
extremely unpopular and has led
many Palestinians to view it as
a subcontractor of the occupa-
tion.Opinion polls in recent
years have consistently found
that a vast majority of
Palestinians want the 88-year-old
Abbas to resign. The United
States has called for a revitalised
PA to administer postwar Gaza
ahead of eventual statehood.
Israel has rejected that idea, say-
ing it will maintain open-ended
security control over Gaza and
partner with Palestinians who
are not affiliated with the PA or
Hamas. It’s unclear who in Gaza
would be willing to take on such
a role.
Hamas has rejected the forma-
tion of the new government as
illegitimate, calling instead for all
Palestinian factions, including
Fatah, to form a power-sharing
government ahead of national
elections.It has warned
Palestinians in Gaza against
cooperating with Israel to
administer the territory, saying
anyone who does will be treat-
ed as a collaborator, which is
understood as a death threat. 
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The US on Wednesday
imposed sanctions on online
media site Gaza Now and its
founder Mustafa Ayash for
allegedly supporting Hamas. US
Treasury’s Office of Foreign
Assets Control says that after the
October 7 attack by Hamas
against Israel — the online enti-
ty began a fundraising effort in
support of the militant organisa-
tion. Gaza Now’s Arabic channel
has more than 300,000 followers
on social media channel X, for-
merly known as Twitter, and a
large following on the encrypted
chat platform Telegram.Included
in the sanctions are firms Al-
Qureshi Executives and
Aakhirah Ltd., and their director
Aozma Sultana, who are alleged
to have partnered on multiple
fundraising efforts alongside
Gaza Now.The sanctions were
imposed in collaboration with the
UK’s Office of Foreign Sanctions
Implementation.  \Treasury
Under Secretary Brian Nelson
said in a statement that the US
and its partners “will continue to
leverage our tools to disrupt
Hamas’ ability to facilitate further
attacks.”A representative for Gaza
Now and Ayash were not imme-
diately available. The sanctions
block access to US property and
bank accounts and prevent those
designated from doing business
with Americans.
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An international team of
doctors visiting a hospital

in central Gaza was prepared
for the worst. But the gruesome
impact Israel’s war against
Hamas is having on Palestinian
children still left them stunned.
One toddler died from a brain
injury caused by an Israeli
strike that fractured his skull.
His cousin, an infant, is still
fighting for her life with part of
her face blown off by the same
strike.
An unrelated 10-year-old boy
screamed out in pain for his
parents, not knowing that they
were killed in the strike. Beside
him was his sister, but he did-
n’t recognise her because burns
covered almost her entire body.
These gut-wrenching casualties
were described to The
Associated Press by Tanya Haj-
Hassan, a pediatric intensive-
care doctor from Jordan, fol-
lowing a 10-hour overnight
shift at Al-Aqsa Martyrs
Hospital in the town of Deir al-
Balah.
Haj-Hassan, who has extensive
experience in Gaza and regu-

larly speaks out about the war’s
devastating effects, was part of
a team that recently finished a
two-week stint there. After
nearly six months of war, Gaza’s
health sector has been decimat-
ed. Roughly a dozen of Gaza’s
36 hospitals are only partially
functioning. The rest have
either shut down or are barely
functioning after they ran out
of fuel and medicine, were
surrounded and raided by
Israeli troops, or were damaged
in fighting.
That leaves hospitals such as
Al-Aqsa Martyrs caring for an

overwhelming number of
patients with limited supplies
and staff. The majority of its
intensive care unit beds are
occupied by children, including
infants wrapped in bandages
and wearing oxygen masks.
“I spend most of my time here
resuscitating children,” Haj-
Hassan said after a recent shift.
“What does that tell you about
every other hospital in the
Gaza Strip?”
A different team of internation-
al doctors working at Al-Aqsa
Martyrs in January stayed at a
nearby guesthouse.
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British Prime Minister Rishi
Sunak has admitted it is a

hard balance for him to strike
as the father of two young
children and holding the top
job of leading the country
through various crises.
In a friendly podcast interview
for “The Times” with former
Conservative Party leader
William Hague, the 43-year-old
British Indian leader was asked
about some of the challenges of
taking charge at 10 Downing
Street in the wake of intense
political turmoil.
He shared his concerns about
not being able to find as much
time as he would like to focus
on his daughters Krishna, 12,
and Anoushka, 11.
“I’ve got two young girls who
mean the world to me and it’s

hard to balance being a good
dad and doing the job well,” said
Sunak.
“You have to prioritise this job
because it’s an important job
and you’re doing it on behalf of
the whole country. So not being

there for them as much as any
dad would like to be is a chal-
lenge. There are particular
moments where you feel that
acutely because there’s some-
thing very difficult going on.
That’s tough, but that’s the job,”
he said.
Further, on a personal note
about his Indian heritage,
Sunak said he would like to
“understand a bit more about”
his grandparents who migrat-
ed from East Africa via India.
“My grandparents largely went
from India to east Africa and
then my parents and grandpar-
ents came from east Africa to
the UK as immigrants and
when my grandmother made
that journey, I think it was
probably one of the first times
she had been on a plane. I think
she didn’t know when she was
going to see her family again,”

he said.
Southampton-born Sunak
pointed out that while his
grandmother had come to the
UK “not quite knowing how
that would all work”, within a
couple of generations he was sit-
ting in former prime minister
Margaret Thatcher’s study in
Downing Street for the newspa-
per’s ‘The Story’ podcast.
“That is an incredible journey.
I’m inspired by that, and that’s
something that speaks to our
country’s story of openness
and tolerance. I think there are
very few countries in the world
where my story would be pos-
sible… my family’s story is one
of hard work, loving family and
service to a community; those
were the values I was raised
with and I would like to under-
stand where all that came from,”
he said.
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London (PTI): A pre-record-
ed audio message by Britain’s
King Charles III was broad-
cast on Thursday for a tradi-
t ional  Easter  ser vice at
Worcester Cathedral in cen-
tral England, in which the 75-
year-old monarch undergo-
ing cancer treatment spoke of
continuing to ser ve the
nation with his “whole heart”.
The King, who has taken a
back seat from large-scale
public-facing duties since his
cancer diagnosis was made
public last month, spoke of
saying a “special prayer” this
Easter as he expressed “great
sadness” at being unable to
attend the annual Royal
Maundy Service in person.
Buckingham Palace said the
audio was recorded in mid-
March and included a read-
ing from the ‘Bible’ from the
‘Gospel according to John’.
“The Maundy Service has a
very special place in my
heart. It has its origin in the
life of Our Lord who knelt
before his disciples and, to
their great surprise, washed
their travel-weary feet,” said
King Charles in his message.
“In this country we are
blessed by all the different
services that exist for our wel-
fare. But over and above these
organisations and their self-
less staff, we need and bene-
fit greatly from those who
extend the hand of friendship
to us, especially in a time of
need,” he said.
The monarch added: “This
act  of  worship,  here in
Worcester  Cathedral ,
reminds me of the pledge I
made at the beginning of the
Coronation Service – to fol-
low Christ’s example ‘not to
be served but to serve’. That
I have always tried to do and
continue to do, with my
whole heart.
“It is my special prayer today
that Our Lord’s example of
serving one another might
continue to inspire us and to
strengthen all our communi-
ties.”
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Rockford (Illinois) (AP) Four
people were killed and seven
hurt in stabbings in northern
Illinois on Wednesday, author-
ities said. A 22-year-old man is
in police custody and was
being questioned Wednesday
afternoon, according to
Rockford Police Chief Carla
Redd. She said one of the peo-
ple who was wounded
remained in critical condi-
tion.“My heart goes out to the
families right now that are
suffering a loss,” Redd told
reporters.
She said the Rockford Police
received a medical call at 1.14
pm, followed by additional
calls for police and paramedics. 
“We don’t believe there’s any
other suspects that are on the
run or at large at this particu-
lar time,” Redd said. “Right
now, we don’t have a clear
motive as to what caused this
individual to commit such a
heinous crime.”
Not all of the victims found at
multiple addresses in the city
had stab wounds and none
were shot, according to Redd. 
Rockford Police initially said
five people had been injured.
Cori Hilliard, a public informa-
tion officer with the
Winnebago County Sheriff ’s
Office, told AP Wednesday
evening that two more victims
were among those hurt. 
Three people died at the scenes.
The fourth died at a hospital. 
Police later identified those
victims as a 15-year-old girl, a
63-year-old woman, a 49-year-
old man and a 22-year-old
man. Their names were not
released. 
Redd said residents in the area
were being asked to review
their home surveillance camera
footage for anything related to
the attacks.
Rockford’s population is about
150,000 and it’s 144.84 kilome-
tres northwest of Chicago. The
violence Wednesday came days
after a teenage employee of a
Walmart in Rockford was
stabbed and killed inside the
store.
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The cargo ship that lost
power and crashed into a

bridge in Baltimore under-
went “routine engine mainte-
nance” in port beforehand, the
US Coast Guard said
Wednesday, as divers recovered
the bodies of two of six work-
ers who plunged into the water
when it collapsed. 
The others were presumed
dead, and officials said search
efforts had been exhausted.
Investigators began collecting
evidence from the vessel a day
after it struck the Francis Scott
Key Bridge. The bodies of the
two men were located in the
morning inside a red pickup
submerged in about 25 feet (7.6
metres) of water near the
bridge’s middle span, Col.
Roland L. Butler Jr., superinten-
dent of Maryland State Police,
announced at an evening news
conference.

He identified the men as
Alejandro Hernandez Fuentes,
35, who was from Mexico and
living in Baltimore, and
Dorlian Ronial Castillo
Cabrera, 26, who was from
Guatemala and living in
Dundalk, Maryland.The vic-
tims, who were part of a con-
struction crew fixing potholes
on the bridge, were from
Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras
and El Salvador, Butler said.
Maryland Gov. Wes Moore
addressed their families in
Spanish during the news con-
ference, saying, “Estamos con-
tigo, ahora y siempre,” which
means, “we are with you, now
and always.” All search efforts
have been exhausted, and based
on sonar scans, authorities
“firmly” believe the other vehi-
cles with victims are encased in
material from the collapsed
bridge, Butler said. Divers are
to resume searching once the
debris is cleared.

Coast Guard Rear Admiral
Shannon Gilreath said at the
news conference that authori-
ties were informed that the ship
was going to undergo the
maintenance. “As far as the
engine goes, we were not
informed of any problems with
the vessel,” he said.
The Baltimore region has
reeled from the sudden loss of
a major transportation link
that’s part of the highway loop
around the city. The disaster
also closed the port, which is
vital to the city’s shipping
industry. National
Transportation Safety Board
officials boarded the ship to
recover information from its
electronics and paperwork and
to interview the captain and
other crew members, NTSB
Chair Jennifer Homendy said
during a separate news confer-
ence. 
Twenty-three people, including
two pilots, were on the ship

when it crashed, she said.
The vessel was also carrying 56
containers of hazardous mate-
rials including corrosives, flam-
mables and lithium ion batter-
ies, Homendy said. She added
that some containers were
breached, and that a sheen on
the water from those materials
would be handled by authori-
ties.
Marcel Muise, NTSB investiga-
tor in charge, laid out a prelim-
inary timeline assembled from
the voyage data recorder com-
prising audio from the bridge
and VHF radio ahead of the
crash, which federal and state
officials have said appeared to
be an accident.
The vessel, the Dali, left port at
12:39 a.m. Tuesday and, after it
entered the channel, signs of
trouble came at about 1:25
a.m. when numerous alarms
sounded, according to the
NTSB. About a minute later,
steering commands and rudder

orders were issued, and at 1:26
a.m. and 39 seconds, a pilot
made a general radio call for
nearby tug boats.
Maryland Transportation
Authority data from about the
same time shows the pilot
association dispatcher called
the transportation authority’s
officer on duty about the black-
out, the NTSB said.
Just after 1:27 a.m., the pilot
commanded the ship to drop
an anchor on the left side of the
ship and issued added steering
commands. About 20 seconds
later, the pilot issued a radio call
reporting that the Dali had lost
all power approaching the
bridge. 
At about that time, the state
transportation officer on duty
radioed two of its units already
stationed at each end of the
bridge saying to close the
bridge to vehicle traffic. They
were already there because of
the construction.
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Attorneys for Hunter Biden
asked a judge Wednesday

to toss out the tax case accus-
ing him of a four-year scheme
to avoid paying USD 1.4 mil-
lion in taxes while living an
extravagant lifestyle. President
Joe Biden’s son has pleaded not
guilty to the nine felony and
misdemeanour tax offences.
His attorneys argued the pros-
ecution is politically motivat-
ed, was tainted by leaks from
IRS agents who claimed pub-
licly the case was mishandled
and includes some allegations
from before he moved to
California. 
Prosecutors framed the claims
as far-fetched during the three-
hour hearing. Prosecutor Leo
Wise scoffed at the idea that
the case was tainted by the IRS
agents “who I couldn’t have
picked out of a lineup”.
Defence attorney Abbe Lowell,
on the other hand, maintained
the case was hopelessly cont-
aminated by partisan politics,
calling it “the least ordinary
prosecution a person could
imagine”.
US District Judge Mark C
Scarsi appeared to be sceptical,
telling Lowell the hard evi-
dence for some of his claims
was lacking. “You cite to a lot
of things on the internet,” he
said.
Scarsi said he would likely
rule on motions to dismiss by
April 17.
Hunter Biden has also been
charged in Delaware with lying
on a federal form to buy a gun
in 2018 by saying he wasn’t
using or addicted to illegal
drugs, even though he has
acknowledged being addicted
to crack cocaine at the time. He
has pleaded not guilty in that
case, which also accuses him of
possessing the gun illegally. 
Both cases are overseen by spe-
cial counsel David Weiss and
now have tentative trials sched-
uled for June, though defence
attorneys are also trying to get
the Delaware gun charges
tossed out. 
The two sets of charges come
from a yearslong federal inves-
tigation that had been expect-
ed to wrap up over the summer
with a plea deal in which
Hunter Biden would have got-
ten two years of probation
after pleading guilty to misde-

meanour tax charges. The
president’s son, who has since
repaid the back taxes with a
loan, also would have avoided
prosecution on the gun charge
if he stayed out of trouble.
Defence attorneys argue that
immunity provisions in the
deal were signed by a prosecu-
tor and are still in effect,
though prosecutors disagree. 
But the deal that could have
spared Hunter Biden the spec-
tacle of a criminal trial during
the 2024 presidential cam-
paign unravelled after a feder-
al judge in Delaware began to
question it. Now, the tax and
gun cases are moving ahead as
part of an unprecedented con-
fluence of political and legal
drama: As the November elec-
tion draws closer, the Justice
Department is actively prose-
cuting both the Democratic
president’s son and the pre-
sumptive Republican nomi-
nee, Donald Trump.
Hunter Biden’s original pro-
posed plea deal with prosecu-
tors had been pilloried as a
“sweetheart deal” by
Republicans, including Trump.
The former president is facing
his own criminal problems —
91 charges across four cases,
including that he plotted to
overturn the results of the
2020 election, which he lost to
Joe Biden. 
Hunter Biden’s criminal pro-
ceedings are also happening in
parallel to so-far unsuccessful
efforts by congressional
Republicans to link his busi-
ness dealings to his father.
Republicans are pursuing an
impeachment inquiry into
President Biden, claiming he
was engaged in an influence-
peddling scheme with his son.
No evidence has emerged to
prove that Joe Biden, as pres-
ident or previously as vice-
president, abused his role or
accepted bribes, though ques-
tions have arisen about the
ethics surrounding the Biden
family’s international business
dealings. In launching their
Biden impeachment inquiry
last year, the House
Republicans relied in large
part on unverified claims from
an FBI informant released by
Senate Republicans suggesting
that payments totalling USD
10 million from Ukrainian
energy company Burisma to
the Bidens were discussed.
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Dubai (AP): As Yemen’s Houthi
rebels continue to target ships in
a Mideast waterway, satellite
pictures analysed by The
Associated Press show what
appears to be a new airstrip being
built at an entrance to that cru-
cial maritime route. 
No country has publicly claimed
the construction taking place on
Abd al-Kuri Island, a stretch of
land rising out of the Indian
Ocean near the mouth of the
Gulf of Aden.  However, satellite
images shot for the AP appear to
show workers have spelled out “I
LOVE UAE” with piles of dirt
next to the runway, using an
abbreviation for the United Arab
Emirates.
Both the Gulf of Aden and the
Red Sea to which it leads have
become a battleground between
the Houthis and US-led forces in
the region as Israel’s war on
Hamas in the Gaza Strip rages —
potentially allowing a nation to

project its power into the area.
The construction comes as the
presence of troops from the
Emirates in the Socotra island
chain to which Abd al-Kuri
belongs — and that of the sepa-
ratist force it backs in southern
Yemen — have sparked clashes
in the past.
In response to questions from the
AP, the United Arab Emirates
said on Thursday that “any pres-
ence of the UAE on Socotra
island is based on humanitarian
grounds that is carried out in
cooperation with the Yemeni
government and local authori-
ties.”
“The UAE remains steadfast in
its commitment to all interna-
tional endeavours aimed at facil-
itating the resumption of the
Yemeni political process, there-
by advancing the security, stabil-
ity, and prosperity sought by the
Yemeni populace,” it added,
without elaborating.
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Russian President Vladimir
Putin scoffed at the possi-

bility of his country launching
an attack on a NATO member,
calling it “sheer nonsense,” but
warned that any Western air
base hosting US-made F-16
fighter jets that are slated for
deployment in Ukraine would
be a “legitimate target” for the
Kremlin’s forces.
“Their statements about our
alleged intention to attack
Europe after Ukraine is sheer
nonsense,” Putin said late
Wednesday, referring to warn-
ings in the US and Western
Europe that Russia could turn
its sights on other countries
unless it is stopped.
He noted that the US defence
budget is more than 10 times
higher than Russia’s. “In view
of that, are we going to wage a
war against NATO? It’s ravings,”
he told military pilots during a
visit to an air base.
Ukraine is awaiting the deliv-
ery of F-16s, which will
increase military pressure on
Russia, from its Western part-
ners. Ukraine President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy said last
year that 42 F-16s had been
promised. Ukrainian pilots
have been training in the West
for months on how to fly the
warplanes.
The F-16s require a high stan-
dard of runways and rein-
forced hangars to protect them
from bombing attacks when
they are on the ground. It is not
clear how many Ukrainian air
bases can meet those require-
ments, and Russia would be
certain to quickly target a few
that could accommodate them
once the jets arrive.
Putin warned Ukraine’s
Western allies against provid-
ing air bases in their countries
from where the F-16s could
launch sorties against the
Kremlin’s forces. Those bases
would become a “legitimate
target,” he said. “F-16s are
capable of carrying nuclear
weapons, and we will also need
to take that into account while
organizing our combat opera-
tions,” Putin added.
Military analysts have said the
arrival of F-16s won’t be a
game-changer in view of
Russia’s massive air force and
sophisticated air defence sys-
tems, though Ukrainian offi-

cials have welcomed them as an
opportunity to hit back at
Russia’s air dominance.
Putin insisted the F-16s “won’t
change the situation on the bat-
tlefield.”
“We will destroy their war-
planes just as we destroy their
tanks, armored vehicles and
other equipment, including
multiple rocket launchers,” he
said. F-16s can be used to bol-
ster Ukraine’s capability to tar-
get Russian facilities with long-
range missile strikes. Ukraine’s
counteroffensive last year came
up short in part because it took
place without air cover, placing
its troops at the mercy of
Russian aviation and artillery.
Russia has maintained air dom-
inance in the war with Ukraine,
though the provision of sophis-
ticated Western air defense
systems has forced Russian
warplanes to avoid Ukrainian
skies and launch attacks while
remaining over Russian-con-
trolled territory.
The Kremlin currently has a
battlefield edge in weapons
and troops, yielding recent
incremental gains at points on
the around 1,000-kilometer
front line, as Kyiv awaits more
promised Western military
support and mulls a broader
mobilization.
Russia fired salvoes of drones
and missiles overnight at south-
ern and eastern regions of
Ukraine, authorities said
Thursday, injuring more than
a dozen people as the Kremlin’s
forces persevered with attri-
tional attacks designed to wear
down Ukrainian defenses. Air
defense systems intercepted 26
out of 28 Shahed drones,
Ukraine’s air force said. Russian
forces also launched five mis-
siles overnight, it said.
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Russia fired salvoes of drones
and missiles overnight at

southern and eastern regions of
Ukraine, authorities said on
Thursday, injuring more than
a dozen people as the Kremlin’s
forces persevered with attri-
tional attacks designed to wear
down Ukrainian defences.
Air defence systems intercept-
ed 26 out of 28 Shahed drones,
Ukraine’s air force said.
Russian forces also launched
five missiles overnight, it said.
The regular bombardment of
Ukraine by the Kremlin’s
forces during the war has
recently gained momentum,
with missile barrages of the
capital Kyiv and strikes on
energy facilities across the
country. 
The attacks also aim to weak-
en Ukrainian morale and act
as retribution for Ukrainian
long-range strikes on Russian
soil. One of Russia’s goals is to
“deplete Ukraine’s inventory of
ground-based air defence,”
according to a recent military
assessment published by the

International Institute for
Strategic Studies.
That would erode some of
Ukraine’s combat ability as it
waits on pledged but delayed
military support from the
West, including ammunition
for its arti l lery and air
defences.
“Kyiv is confronted by the
threat that an attritional war in
the air domain will increasing-
ly favour Russia without ade-
quate support from the US and
its allies,” the IISS said.
“Ukraine’s ability to continue
to counter Russian air threats
and impose costs on the
Russian Aerospace Forces
remains important to the out-
come of the war.”
Ukraine is awaiting the deliv-
ery of F-16s fighter jets, which
will help place pressure on
Russia, from its Western part-
ners. Ukrainian pilots have
been training in the West for
months on how to fly the
warplanes. Russian President
Vladimir Putin warned
Ukraine’s Western al lies
against providing air bases in
their countries from where the

F-16s could launch sorties
against the Kremlin’s forces,
saying those bases would be a
“legitimate target.” 
The F-16s require a high stan-
dard of runways and rein-
forced hangars to protect them
when they are on the ground.
Military analysts have said
the arrival of potentially
dozens of F-16s won’t be a
game-changer, though
Ukrainian officials have wel-
comed them as an opportuni-
ty to hit back at Russia’s air
dominance. Putin insisted the
F-16s “won’t change the situ-
ation on the battlefield.”
“We will destroy their war-
planes just as we destroy their
tanks, armoured vehicles and
other equipment, including
multiple rocket launchers,”
Putin said in comments to
military pilots during a visit to
an air base late Wednesday.
Even so, Putin said, Russia has
no intention of starting a war
with NATO. He said it was
“sheer nonsense” to think that
Russia could attack a NATO
member country after the
Ukraine war.
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Japanese Prime Minister
Fumio Kishida reiterated on

Thursday his determination to
work toward a summit with
North Korea’s Kim Jong Un to
realise the return of Japanese
people believed abducted by
North Korean agents in the
1970s and 80s.
“I remain committed to realis-
ing this for Japan,” he told
reporters, while declining to
directly address the recent
comments from North Korea
that suggested such a meeting
would be possible only if Japan
stops pressing the abductions
issue. Speaking at a news con-
ference after the government
budget cleared parliament,
Kishida stressed he was direct-
ly involved in high-level nego-
tiations to fix various bilater-

al problems, amid growing
worries about neighbouring
North Korea’s missiles and
nuclear weapons programmes.
In 2002, Kim Jong Il, the late
father of Kim Jong Un, told
then-Prime Minister Junichiro
Koizumi that its agents had
kidnapped 13 Japanese in the
1970s and 80s, and allowed five
of them to return to Japan.
Japan thinks hundreds more
may have been abducted dur-
ing that period and that some
are still alive. Koizumi’s second
visit to North Korea in 2004
was the last summit between
the two nations.
Kishida, prime minister since
2021, also promised to wrest
the nation out of decades-
long deflation and set off “a
positive cycle” of higher wages,
company profits and strong
productivity.

“We have this historic chance
to get out of deflation,” Kishida
said, noting that the changes
will come under his “new cap-
italism” programme, based on
economic changes such as a
more mobile labour force,
investments in artificial intel-
ligence and income growth
for the middle class.
He promised that legal revi-
sions and an internal investi-
gation were underway to deal
with a burgeoning scandal
centred around political fund-
ing that ruling party lawmak-
ers had allegedly secretly
received through shady meth-
ods like expensive tickets for
fundraising parties.
Kishida said more time is
needed to sort out details, but
the erring politicians will get
punished, to restore public
trust.
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The prime ministers of
Ukraine and Poland said

they made progress on
Thursday toward meeting
demands of Polish and west-
ern European farmers who
want restrictions on cheap
Ukrainian food imports that
they say undermine their
livelihoods, but they
announced no breakthrough.
Ukraine’s Prime Minister
Denys Shmyhal was in Poland
for talks with his counter-
part, Donald Tusk, to find
ways of addressing the farm-
ers’ discontent that has led to
violent protests and block-
ades of Poland’s border cross-

ings with Ukraine. The lead-
ers said some proposals were
made during the talks but
that more work was needed.
Both said it would be helpful
if the European Union went
forward with a proposed 50
per cent tax on Russian and
Belarusian food imports.
Farmers in many European
countries have been staging
vehement protests targeting,
among other issues, the cheap
imports from Ukraine, and
tensions have grown between
Kyiv and its staunch ally
Warsaw over the tax-free
inflow of Ukraine’s farm pro-
duce. Tusk had suggested that
Poland, a NATO member and
an EU country bordering

Ukraine, would seek quotas on
the imports during the talks.
He has also suggested boost-
ing Ukrainian exports to
needy countries outside
Europe. Shmyhal said that
Ukraine has agreed to “certain
limitations” but did not spec-
ify them.
The EU has opened its doors
wide to Ukrainian farm pro-
duce to help the country make
money from its exports after
Russia’s 2022 invasion cut
many of its traditional trade
routes. However, EU lawmak-
ers recently agreed that quotas
could be reintroduced on
some Ukrainian foods to
address the European farmers’
complaints.
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Pakistan’s Supreme Court
on Thursday conditional-

ly allowed military courts to
only announce verdicts of
those May 9 suspects who
could be released before the
upcoming Eid festival. The
case is about the trial of 103
civilians for their alleged
involvement in the attacks on
army installations during the
riots that erupted after the
arrest of former premier Imran
Khan.
A six-member bench of Justice
Aminuddin Khan, Justice
Muhammad Ali Mazhar,
Justice Syed Azhar Hasan
Rizvi, Justice Shahid Waheed,
Justice Musarrat Hilali and
Justice Irfan Saadat Khan
heard a set of intra-court
appeals (ICAs) against its Oct
23, 2023 unanimous ruling
nullifying the military trials of
civilians.
A five-member SC bench
comprising Justices Ijazul
Ahsan, Munib Akhtar, Yahya
Afridi, Syed Mazahar Ali
Akbar Naqvi and Ayesha
Malik had unanimously
declared that trying the
accused civilians in military

courts was against the
Constitution of the country.
The bench also ruled they
should be tried in civilian
criminal courts.
A set of ICAs followed and the
court on December 13 last
year suspended the verdict by
a 5-1 majority till the adjudi-
cation of the appeals. The
appeals were filed by the then-
caretaker federal government
and provinces of Balochistan,
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and
Punjab as well as by the
defence ministry.
During the last hearing on
March 25, the court asked
authorities to provide details
about the military trials of
civilians for their alleged
involvement in the violent
events. It ordered that it be
informed about “how many
suspects could be acquitted
and how many could not be”,
adding that all details be sub-
mitted by March 28.
It also sought information on
the suspects who were to be
sentenced for shorter peri-
ods. “The stay order on the
military courts’ case will be
amended according to the
summary,” it noted.
During today’s hearing, the

court after hearing arguments
gave conditional permission to
military courts to announce
the reserved verdicts. “Only
verdict in those cases be
announced in which the nom-
inated suspects could be
released before Eid,” the court
ruled. The attorney general
also informed the court that
about 20 suspects may be
released after completion of
their trial and other formali-
ties, including concession in
the sentence by the army chief.
The court noted the assur-
ances by Awan that those with
lesser sentences would be
given legal concessions. The
court further said that permis-
sion to decide further appeals
would be subject to the final
decision on the appeals against
the Oct 23 ruling. The court
also directed the attorney gen-
eral to submit a report on the
issue to the registrar and
adjourned the hearing until
the last week of April.
Hundreds of Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf workers and
leaders were arrested after the
riot but only those allegedly
involved in attacks on army
installations were selected for
trial by the military courts. 

Taipei (AP): A bipartisan US
congressional delegation
pledged continued support
for Taiwan on Thursday, days
after Congress approved USD
300 million in military aid for
the self-governed island that’s
claimed by China.

Congress also approved
USD 400 million on Saturday
to counter the Chinese gov-
ernment’s influence in the
region, as part of its Defence
Appropriations Act.

China regards Taiwan as
a breakaway province to be
brought under its control, by
force if necessary. Beijing
sends warships and fighter
jets near the island daily, as it
ramps up its military pressure.

The United States, like

most nations, doesn’t recog-
nise Taiwan as a country.
However, it is bound by US
laws to ensure the island can
defend itself and considers all
threats to Taiwan as a matter
of “grave concern.”

The delegation led by
Republican Congressman
Jack Bergman, who chairs
the House Intelligence and
Special  Operations
Subcommittee, sought to
reassure Taiwan’s leadership
of continued support. “We
will continue to assure our
colleagues that the strategic
relationship is key for the
future security of the region,”
Bergman said during a meet-
ing with Taiwanese President
Tsai Ing-wen.
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China is committed to
reforms that will upgrade

the technological level of its
largely manufacturing-based
economy and exploit green
technologies expected to drive
around USD 1.4 trillion in
annual revenues, a senior
Communist Party official said
on Thursday.
“We sincerely welcome all coun-
tries to board the express train
of China’s development and
join hands to realize world
modernisation featuring peace-
ful development, mutually ben-
eficial cooperation and com-
mon prosperity,” Zhao Leiji,
who heads China’s rubber stamp
congress and sits on the party’s
all-powerful Politburo Standing
Committee, was quoted as
telling business people and
other leaders attending the Boao
Forum for Asia.
The gathering in Boao, held on
China’s island island province of
Hainan on the South China Sea,
is the latest venue for efforts by
Beijing to reassure foreign
investors rattled by policies that
have raised uncertainties for for-
eign businesses, geopolitical
tensions, and an economic slow-
down. Zhao told the forum that
China’s economy will be good in
the long term, the Foreign
Ministry cited him as saying.
“The fundamentals have not
changed,” he was quoted as
saying. China is the world’s
second largest economy after
the US and has excelled in
areas such as electric vehicles,
solar and wind power, and
high-speed trains. But it remains
heavily dependent on highly-
polluting coal to power its
industries.
The government has set a goal
for this year of China’s energy
consumption per unit of GDP
by 2.5 per cent as part of its
efforts to reduce carbon emis-
sions and transition to a green-
er economy.
“We are speeding up efforts to
promote green and low-carbon
economic and social develop-
ment, and will strive to peak
carbon dioxide emissions by
2030 and achieve carbon neu-

trality by 2060,” said Zhao, who
ranks third in the party hierar-
chy and has a strong back-
ground in managing state
industries that make up about
a quarter of the economy and
help maintain the party’s over-
whelming influence over eco-
nomic, political and cultural life.
China’s leaders have set an
ambitious target of around 5 per
cent economic growth this year
despite a slowdown that has
been accentuated by troubles in
the property sector and the
lingering effects of strict anti-
virus measures during the pan-
demic that disrupted travel,
logistics, manufacturing and
other industries.
Zhao also touched on geopolit-
ical topics, saying, “China calls
on all countries to transcend the
old mentality of bloc confronta-
tion and zero-sum games and
practice genuine multilateralism
to jointly build an open world
economy.”
That reflects Communist Party
leader-for-life Xi Jinping’s aspi-
rations to make China a leading
player in international affairs by
challenging the power and cred-
ibility of the US and its Western
allies. China has backed Russia
in its invasion of Ukraine and
threatens various of its neigh-
bours in East Asia, including the
self-governing island democra-
cy of Taiwan, a close US ally, that
it claims as its own territory to
be annexed by force if necessary.
But its top leaders have also reit-
erated China’s intention to keep
its economy open for business.
On Wednesday, Xi met with
American business leaders in
Beijing and emphasised mutu-
ally beneficial economic ties,
despite US tariffs on imports
from China and efforts to cut off
access to advanced and sensitive
technologies, especially those
with military applications.
“Sino-US relations are one of the
most important bilateral rela-
tions in the world. Whether
China and the United States
cooperate or confront each
other has a bearing on the well-
being of the two peoples and the
future and destiny of mankind,”
Xi was cited as saying by China’s
official Xinhua News Agency.
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The Russian mercenary
group known as Wagner is

helping government forces in
central and northern Mali carry
out raids and drone strikes that
have killed scores of civilians,
including many children, rights
groups said in reports pub-
lished this week that span the
period from December to
March.
Mali, along with its neigh-
bours Burkina Faso and Niger,
has for over a decade battled an
insurgency fought by jihadi
groups, including some allied
with al-Qaida and the Islamic
State group.
Following military coups in all
three nations in recent years,
the ruling juntas have expelled
French forces and turned to
Russia’s mercenary units for
security assistance instead.
Violence has escalated in Mali
since Russian mercenaries
arrived there following a coup
in 2021. Its ruling junta has
ramped up operations, carry-
ing out deadly drone strikes
that have hit gatherings of

civilians, and raids accompa-
nied by Russian mercenaries
that have killed civilians.
Residents of the Sahel region
that includes Mali say Russia’s
presence doesn’t appear to have
changed since Wagner’s leader,
Yevgeny Prigozhin, died in a
suspicious plane crash last year.
“Mali’s Russia-backed transi-
tional military government is
not only committing horrific
abuses, but it is working to
eliminate scrutiny into its
human rights situation,” Ilaria
Allegrozzi, senior Sahel
researcher at Human Rights
Watch, in a statement on
Thursday. In an example of a
raid carried out by Russian-
backed government forces in
January, Human Rights Watch
said the army entered a village
near a military base in central
Mali and arrested 25 people,
including four children.
Their bodies were found later
that day blindfolded and with
bullet wounds to the head, the
report said. Amnesty
International said in separate
report earlier this week that two
drone strikes in northern Mali

killed at least 13 civilians,
including seven children aged
2 to 17. A pregnant woman
who was injured in the bomb-
ing miscarried days after the
attack, it said.
Human Rights Watch has said
the Turkish-supplied drones
in Mali are capable of deliver-
ing precise laser-guided bombs.
The group has also document-
ed how drone strikes have
killed civilians. In one example,
a drone strike in central Mali’s
Segou region killed at least
seven people at a wedding,
including two boys, it said. The
following day, a second drone
strike targeted a funeral held
for those killed in the previous
day’s strike.
The juntas ruling Mali, Niger
and Burkina Faso earlier this
month announced a joint secu-
rity force to fight the worsen-
ing extremist violence in their
Sahel region. This follows steps
taken by the juntas to step away
from other regional and
Western nations that don’t
agree with their approach and
rely on Russia for security sup-
port instead.
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Afghanistan is not making
any progress to root out

terrorism from its soil,
Pakistan’s Defence Minister
Khawaja Asif has said, urging
the Taliban rulers in Kabul to
tighten border controls further
to mitigate the threat faced by
his country.
“In view of the increase in ter-
rorist incidents, there is a need
for a fundamental change in
the border situation. The
source of terrorism in Pakistan
is in Afghanistan and despite
our efforts, Kabul is not mak-
ing any progress in this direc-
tion,” Asif posted on X on
Wednesday.
Pakistan, which has witnessed
a series of terror attacks in
recent months, has openly said
it suspects the involvement of
the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan

(TTP), a splinter group of
Afghan Taliban. According to
the Dawn newspaper, Asif
regretted that despite the
Taliban administration being
aware of the hideouts of terror-
ism, terrorists were operating
freely against Pakistan from
their territory. “Cooperation
from Kabul (for tackling terror-
ism threat) is not available,” the
minister emphasised. Asif ’s
comments came against the
backdrop of a string of attacks
over the past few days includ-
ing those on the Gwadar Port
Authority complex and naval
base in Turbat and the suicide
attack on the van carrying
Chinese workers in Shangla in
the restive Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa province.
The report said that the min-
ister posted these remarks on
X after attending a special
security meeting convened by

Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif
and added, “His remarks in a
way reflected the discussion at
the meeting as PMO statement
on security meeting had
expressed concern over ‘sanc-
tuaries available to terrorists
across the borders’ and had
called for “a regional approach’
for countering terrorism.”
A video clip that recently went
viral on social media showed
an Afghan Taliban member,
identified as Yahya, assisting
Pakistani terrorists based in
Afghanistan in planning a
cross-border attack on
Pakistani troops deployed
along the border, the newspa-
per said.
The defence minister describ-
ing the complexity of the bor-
der security challenge said the
Pak-Afghan border was differ-
ent from the traditional inter-
national borders. 
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Islamabad (PTI): Pakistan on
Thursday said that the “enemies”
of its friendship with China were
responsible for the “heinous” ter-
rorist attack which killed five
Chinese nationals and vowed to
bring the perpetrators to justice.
At least five Chinese nationals,
working on the Dasu hydropow-
er project, and the driver of the
vehicle they were travelling in
were killed on Tuesday when an
explosives-packed vehicle
rammed into their bus in
Shangla district in the troubled
Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province,
in the second suicide attack on
the personnel working on the
China-backed hydropower pro-
ject since 2021.
Foreign Office spokesperson
Mumtaz Zahra Baloch, address-
ing the weekly press briefing,
said that Pakistan was in contact
with the Chinese government
regarding the “heinous attack.”
“Pakistan and China are close
friends and iron brothers. We
have no doubt that the Bisham
terror attack was orchestrated by

the enemies of Pakistan-China
friendship,” she said without
identifying the enemies. She
said Pakistan is “fully commit-
ted to bringing terrorists, and
their facilitators and abettors to
justice.”
“Such despicable attacks further
strengthen Pakistan’s resolve in
combating terrorism in all of its
forms and manifestations,” the
FO spokesperson said. She said
that Pakistan and China would
together resolutely act against
terrorists and defeat them.
“Pakistan will continue to work
with our Chinese brothers in
ensuring the safety and securi-
ty of Chinese nationals, projects
and institutions in Pakistan,” she
said. On Wednesday, Prime
Minister Shehbaz Sharif ordered
a thorough joint investigation
into the deadly terrorist attack
on Chinese nationals after
Beijing pressed Islamabad to
speed up the hunt for the per-
petrators and take effective steps
to protect Chinese personnel
working in the country.
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Chinese President Xi Jinping
has assured continuous sup-

port to Prime Minister Dinesh
Gunawardena for Sri Lanka’s
efforts for “political and socio-
economic progress” and also
said Beijing will stand for safe-
guarding the island nation’s ter-
ritorial integrity and sovereign-
ty. China and Sri Lanka agreed
to continue to act under the
friendship, peace, mutual respect
and fivefold principle in interna-
tional affairs that do not interfere
in the internal affairs of a coun-
try during a meeting between Xi
and Gunawardena on
Wednesday at Great Hall in
Beijing, the prime minister’s
office said in a statement here on
Thursday.
“Chinese President assured con-
tinuous support of China to Sri
Lanka’s efforts for political and
socioeconomic progress. The
Chinese President said that
China will always stand for safe-
guarding independence, territo-
rial integrity and sovereignty of
Sri Lanka,” the statement said.
“It was emphasised that bilater-
al relations should be based on
mutual respect and mutual pro-
ductivity between the countries,
and acting according to that pol-
icy would set a good example for
both countries,” it added.
President Xi assured that China
will support the schemes neces-
sary for the development of Sri
Lanka as soon as they are pre-
sented.
China is willing to work with Sri
Lanka to carry forward the spir-
it of the Rubber-Rice Pact, which
is characterised by “indepen-
dence, self-reliance, unity and
mutual support,” to consolidate
political mutual trust, enhance
exchanges of experience in gov-
ernance, expand practical coop-
eration, and advance the high-
quality Belt and Road coopera-
tion, Xi was quoted as saying in
an official press release in Beijing.
Earlier on Tuesday, China and Sri
Lanka signed nine new agree-
ments as Prime Minister
Gunawardena met his counter-
part Chinese Premier Li Qing
amid Colombo’s efforts to
restructure its bankrupt econo-
my but no details about the
agreement were made available.
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Indian economy can grow at 8 per cent
till 2047, if the country can redouble
the good policies that it has

implemented over the last 10 years and
accelerate reforms, India’s executive
director at International Monetary Fund
(IMF) Krishnamurthy Venkata
Subramanian said on Thursday.
Subramanian further said that clearly 8
per cent growth target is ambitious,
because India has not grown consistently
at 8 per cent before, but it is achievable.
“So, the basic idea is that with the kind of
growth that India has registered in the last
10 years, if we can redouble the good
policies that we have implemented over
the last 10 years and accelerate the
reforms, then India can grow at 8 per cent
from here on till 2047,” he said at the
Times Now Summit.
India’s economy grew at better-than-
expected 8.4 per cent in the final three
months of 2023, logging the fastest pace in
the past one-and-a-half years.
The growth rate in October-December
helped take the estimate for the current
fiscal to 7.6 per cent.
“And if India grows at 8 per cent, India can
be a USD 55 trillion economy by 20147,”
Subramanian added.

He pointed out that historically from 1991
onwards, India’s average growth has been
slightly more than 7 per cent.
Subramanian emphasised that India needs
to strengthen its domestic economy as
about 58 per cent of the country’s GDP
comes from domestic consumption.
“Therefore, you know, we do have the
potential if we can create enough jobs, you
know, that will lead to much higher
consumption,” he said.

India’s IMF executive director stressed on
need of encouraging manufacturing sector
for job creation.
He also pointed out that reforms are
required in land, labour, capital, and
logistics sector.
“Reforms are required in the
manufacturing sector, but at the same
time, we also need reforms in our banking
sector to provide credit for manufacturing
sector,” Subramanian noted.
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Revenue growth of leading
25 domestic drug firms is

expected to moderate to 8-10
per cent in the next fiscal year,
rating agency Icra said on
Thursday.
The revenue of the companies,
which account for 60 per cent
of the overall Indian
pharmaceutical industry,
witnessed an increase of 13-14
per cent in the current fiscal
year.
Following the high base of
2023-24, the revenue growth
momentum from the US and
Europe markets is expected to
moderate to 8-10 per cent and
7-9 per cent, respectively, Icra
said. 
The markets are expected to
witness a year-on-year
expansion of 18-20 per cent
and 16-18 per cent,
respectively, in the current
fiscal year, it added.
The domestic market, on the
other hand, is expected to see a
stable growth of 6-8 per cent,
while the emerging markets
may log an 8-10 per cent rise in
FY25, against 16-18 per cent in
FY24, the rating agency said.
The revenue growth of the

sample set companies in the
US market in FY24 has been
supported by increased new
product launches, product
shortages in select therapeutic
segments, and healthy
performance of complex
generics (first to file), it stated.
“However, as the base effect

plays out, growth is expected to
taper in FY25. While low-
single digit pricing pressure in
the US market is likely to
sustain, Indian pharmaceutical
companies remain focused on
enhancing their revenue
contribution from the complex
generics in the US market,” it

stated. 
Commenting on key risks
being faced by the industry,
Icra Assistant Vice President
and Sector Head Mythri
Macherla said the number of
warning letters and import
alerts issued by the USFDA to
Indian drug firms have
increased in the past year.
This has led to delays in
product launches, translating
into failure to supply penalties
and entailing significant cost
burden towards remedial
measures like hiring
consultants and consuming
additional management
bandwidth, thus impacting the
profit margins, she added. 
“Further, while the ongoing
Red Sea crisis has not had an
impact on the Indian
pharmaceutical companies as
of now, any adverse impact in
the form of supply chain
disruptions or increase in
logistics costs will be a key
monitorable,” Macherla stated. 
Besides, since price growth has
been a key revenue driver, any
developments favouring
genericisation and inclusion of
more products under the
NLEM remain key risks for the
industry players, she added. 

�-��� ��������	

Gold price climbed Rs 350
to Rs 67,350 per 10 grams

in the national capital on
Thursday amid strong trends
in the international markets,
according to HDFC Securities.
Extending its gains for the
second straight session, the
price of the precious metal had
settled at Rs 67,000 per 10
grams in the previous trade.
Silver also jumped Rs 200 to Rs
77,450 per kg. In the previous
close, it had ended at Rs 77,250
per kg.
“Gold prices advanced on
Thursday before the outcome
of crucial US macro data. Spot
gold prices (24 carats) in the
Delhi markets are trading at Rs
67,350 per 10 grams, up by Rs
350 taking positive global
cues,” Saumil Gandhi, Senior
Analyst of Commodities at
HDFC Securities, said.
In the global markets, spot
gold at Comex was trading at
USD 2,194 per ounce, up by

USD 14 from the previous
close.
“Gold prices were trading
higher amidst positive
sentiment regarding interest
rates, but the rise in the dollar
index could exert pressure on
the yellow metal prices.
“Strong resistance is observed
around the USD 2,200-2,215
range,” Jateen Trivedi, VP
Research Analyst at LKP
Securities, said.
Silver was also marginally
higher at USD 24.55 per ounce.
In the previous trade, it had
finished at USD 24.50 per
ounce.
“Gold is seen trading steady to
positive, but gains are capped
by a firm dollar against major
currencies, while some caution
is seen ahead of the US GDP
and the Personal Consumption
Expenditures (PCE) inflation
data, due on Thursday and
Friday,” Pranav Mer, VP, EBG -
Commodity & Currency
Research at JM Financial
Services Ltd, said.
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Benchmark equity indices
climbed in early trade on

Thursday, extending their
previous day’s rally, on foreign
fund inflows and positive
trend in the US markets.
The 30-share BSE Sensex
climbed 342.48 points to
73,338.79 in early trade. The
NSE Nifty went up by 96.25
points to 22,219.90.
From the Sensex basket, Bajaj
Finserv, Bajaj Finance, ICICI
Bank, State Bank of India,
Power Grid and Infosys were
the major gainers.
HCL Technologies, Maruti,
Tech Mahindra and Asian
Paints were among the
laggards.
In Asian markets, Shanghai
and Hong Kong traded in the
positive territory while Tokyo

and Seoul quoted lower.
Wall Street ended higher on
Wednesday.
Foreign Institutional Investors
(FIIs) bought equities worth Rs
2,170.32 crore on Wednesday,
according to exchange data.
“In the final trading session of
the week, month, and fiscal
year 2023-24, heightened
volatility is expected, driven by

the March F&O expiry.
Investors are poised for
bargain hunting as optimism
pervades Dalal Street, with
positive catalysts including
significant FII buying and a
global stock market rally,” said
Prashanth Tapse, Senior VP
(Research), Mehta Equities
Ltd.
Global oil benchmark Brent

crude climbed 0.24 per cent to
USD 86.30 a barrel.
The BSE benchmark climbed
526.01 points or 0.73 per cent
to settle at 72,996.31 on
Wednesday. The NSE Nifty
went up by 118.95 points or
0.54 per cent to 22,123.65.
Equity markets would remain
closed on Friday for ‘Good
Friday’. 
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ICICI Securities on Thursday
said about 72 per cent of its

shareholders have voted in
favour of delisting and subse-
quent merger with parent firm
ICICI Bank, even as the major-
ity of retail investors opposed
the scheme.
In a regulatory filing, ICICI
Securities said 83.8 per cent of
institutional investors voted in
favour of the scheme, while
67.8 per cent of non-institution-
al investors voted against it.
Overall, 72 per cent of public
shareholders voted in favour of
the delisting scheme.
The shareholders of the broking
firm on March 27 voted on the
proposal to delist the company
and make it a wholly-owned
subsidiary of parent entity ICICI
Bank.
Following the announcement,
shares of ICICI Securities
plunged 4.2 per cent to Rs 710
in the intra-day trade on the
BSE. The stock later recovered
some of the losses and settled at
Rs 729, down 1.63 per cent over
the previous close.
“...The outcome of votes cast by
public shareholders of ICICI
Securities at the NCLT convened
equity shareholders meeting in
favour of the resolution was
approximately 71.9 per cent of

the public shareholders of our
company, which is in excess of
the requisite majority of two-
thirds of the public sharehold-
ers’ votes required under applic-
able SEBI regulations,” ICICI
Securities said.
As per the scheme, shareholders
of ICICI Securities would receive
67 shares of ICICI Bank for
every 100 equity shares held in
ICICI Securities.
Last year, the boards of both
entities approved the delisting
and merger scheme.
There were reports that some
investors in ICICI Securities
were against the scheme over
valuation concerns.
On Wednesday, the stock
exchanges sought clarification
from the brokerage firm over
reports that employees of ICICI
Bank were contacting retail
shareholders of ICICI Securities
in connection with the delisting
of its unit.
ICICI Securities said a concert-
ed campaign against the propos-
al, using social media and
involving extensive outreach to
retail shareholders, was under-
taken by those opposed to the
proposed scheme.
“...We are of the considered
view that the proposed scheme
is in the best interests of share-
holders of both ICICI Securities
and ICICI Bank.
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As much as 44 per cent respondents in a
survey complained that they had to pay

extra charges to get a seat at the time of pur-
chase of a flight ticket.
Many of the respondents also reported pay-
ing between Rs 200 and Rs 2,000 as seat allo-
cation fee, which can amount to 5-40 per
cent of the air fare, LocalCircles, which car-
ried out the survey, said in a statement.
It also said there has been a very marginal
improvement in the last 12 months in the
ability of consumers to get a free seat when
booking their flight.
The Ministry of Consumer Affairs and con-
sumer regulator CCPA late last year con-
vened a meeting of the airlines on the issue

and questioned them about the alleged
unfair trade practices and misleading claims
of “free” web check-in, it said. 
The new survey, which received over 41,000
responses from consumers across 339 dis-
tricts of the country, has focused on fliers’
problems when booking for travel with fam-
ily members, particularly young children,

LocalCircles said. 
According to the survey, if the family
wants to sit together, per se they end up
spending more than what the actual ticket
costs as most of the seats are available on
extra payment of Rs 200-Rs 2,000 on many
airlines. 
Else the family members must sit in sepa-
rate rows as in some airlines only the mid-
dle seat requires no extra payment, it
added.
As per the survey estimates, nearly 80 per
cent seats for some airlines now require pay-
ment of a seat allocation fee. 
About 65 per cent of fliers who booked a
flight in the last 12 months, paid extra fee
for reserving a seat once or more, the sur-
vey added. 
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Prices of smart TVs are
likely to increase in the

first half of the ongoing
calendar year as prices of
panels have gone up in the
international market,
according to a report on
Thursday.
The brands are likely to pass
on the increase in rates,
resulting in a hike in smart
TV prices, according to the
latest research from
Counterpoint’s IoT Service.
However, the report also
expects “smart TV shipments
to increase by 9 per cent” this
year, as the demand for
premium models will
increase and consumers will
likely upgrade to a larger
screen.
“The push towards online
purchases is set to increase as
consumers’ confidence in
online platforms is
increasing, which will
encourage them to buy
premium models from these
platforms. The increasing
preference for premium TVs

will drive the overall market’s
average selling price (ASP)
further,” it said.
In 2023, India’s smart TV
shipments declined 16 per
cent, impacted by a hit in the
first half due to
macroeconomic challenges
and excess inventory,
according to a Counterpoint
Research report on Thursday.
The year also witnessed the
premiumisation of the TV
market, where consumers
moved towards premium
devices and large-screen
smart TVs.
Now, smart TV penetration
reached its highest level of 93
per cent of the overall TV
shipments during the year
and the share is expected to
continue rising, it added.
“QLED TVs are gaining
popularity as leading brands
such as TCL, Hisense, Acer,
Kodak, Thomson, and other
long-tail brands have started
offering them in 43,” screen
size variants and at lower
prices (sub-Rs 30,000), due to
which its shipments more
than doubled in 2023, it said.
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Less than 5 per cent of
companies in India are

ready to deal with
cybersecurity risks even
though an overwhelming
number of them said their
businesses are likely to be
impacted by such threats in the
next 12-24 months, according
to a study. 
The 2024 Cisco Cybersecurity
Readiness Index, which was
released on Thursday, found
that only 4 per cent of
companies in India are ready

to tackle today’s threats, with
59 per cent of organisations
falling into the “beginner or
formative stages of readiness”.
Globally, 3 per cent of
companies are at a “mature
stage”, meaning they are
prepared to handle
cybersecurity risks, it said.
Cisco said while companies are
building defences against these
attacks, they are slowed down
by their own overly complex
security postures that are
dominated by multiple-point
solutions.
The study is based on a survey

of 8,136 private sector business
leaders — over 1,000 of them
from India — who have
cybersecurity responsibilities
in their organisations.
The study revealed that 82 per
cent of the participants
surveyed expect a

cybersecurity incident to
disrupt their business in the
next 12-24 months.
“The cost of being unprepared
can be substantial, as 74 per
cent of respondents said they
experienced a cybersecurity
incident in the last 12 months,

and 55 per cent of those
affected said it cost them at
least USD 300,000,” it said.
It further said the traditional
approach of adopting multiple
cybersecurity point solutions
has not delivered effective
results, as 88 per cent of
respondents admitted that
having multiple point solutions
slowed down their team’s
ability to detect, respond, and
recover from incidents. While
companies are aware of
cybersecurity risks, talent gap
further intensifies the issue, it
said.

“Progress is being further
hampered by critical talent
shortages, with 91 per cent of
companies highlighting it as an
issue. In fact, 59 per cent of
companies said they had more
than 10 roles related to
cybersecurity unfilled in their
organisation at the time of the
survey,” the study noted.
However, businesses are
increasing their investments to
tackle the issue with 71 per
cent planning to significantly
upgrade their IT infrastructure
in the next 12-24 months, the
study added. 

Indian economy can grow at 8
per cent till 2047: Subramanian
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currencies and a rise in crude oil
prices also weighed on the rupee.
However, the surge in domestic
markets and FII inflows cushioned
the downside.
“We expect the rupee to trade with a
slight negative bias on strong US
dollar and weak Asian currencies.
Demand for dollars from importers
and OMCs towards the end of the
financial year may put downside
pressure also weigh on the rupee.
“However, strong domestic markets
may support the rupee at lower levels.
Traders may take cues from final
GDP, weekly unemployment claims,
pending home sales and revised

consumer sentiment data from the
US. USD-INR spot price is expected
to trade in a range of Rs 83.20 to Rs
83.70,” Choudhary said.
Brent crude futures, the global oil
benchmark, rose 0.52 per cent to USD
86.54 per barrel.
On the domestic equity market front,
Sensex surged 655.04 points, or 0.90
per cent, to settle at 73,651.35 points.
The Nifty rose 203.25 points, or 0.92
per cent, to close at 22,326.90 points.
Foreign institutional investors (FIIs)
were net buyers in the capital markets
on Wednesday as they purchased
shares worth Rs 2,170.32 crore,
according to exchange data. 
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The rupee depreciated 6 paise to
settle at 83.39 (provisional)

against the US dollar on Thursday
due to a strengthening greenback
against major rivals overseas and
rising crude oil prices in the
international markets.
However, a firm trend in domestic
equity markets and recent foreign
fund inflows supported the domestic
currency, forex traders said.
At the interbank foreign exchange
market, the local unit opened at 83.32
and oscillated between the intra-day
peak of 83.30 and the lowest level of

83.40 against the greenback. The local
unit finally settled at 83.39
(provisional), registering a loss of 6
paise from its previous close.
On Wednesday, the rupee declined 4
paise to close at 83.33 against the US
dollar.
Meanwhile, the dollar index, which
gauges the greenback’s strength
against a basket of six currencies, was
trading 0.34 per cent higher at 104.42.
Anuj Choudhary, Research Analyst,
Sharekhan by BNP Paribas, said the
Indian rupee depreciated on
Thursday on strong US dollar and
dollar demand from oil marketing
companies (OMCs). Weak Asian
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Star Indian shuttler P V
Sindhu continued her
impressive run at the

Madrid Spain Masters,
advancing to the
quarterfinals with a
comfortable straight-game
win over Chinese Taipei’s
Huang Yu-Hsun here on
Thursday.
It was a smooth performance
from Sindhu as she was
hardly tested by the
Taiwanese qualifier, ranked
world no. 63, resulting in a
21-14 21-12 win in 36
minutes.
The former world champion,
who finished runner-up in
the last edition, will take on
either sixth seed Supanida
Katethong of Thailand or
Japan’s Natsuki Nidaira.
In the opening game, Sindhu
was 3-0 up initially but then
entered a phase where she
often found the net or went
long, while her rival

produced some precise
returns to grab a 7-6 lead
before taking a one-point
advantage with a straight

down-the-line smash.
The Indian, however,
produced a better show after
resumption, taking a 18-12

cushion with Yu-Hsun
making errors. She soon
grabbed eight game points,
wasted two of them before

sealing the opening game
with her trademark smash.
After the change of sides, Yu-
Hsun struggled to control the

shuttle as her lifts repeatedly
went long. The Taiwanese
shuttler tried to use her drops
and placements but she didn’t
have power in her smashes. 
The result was Sindhu quietly
waited for her opponent to
commit errors. Soon she had
a five-point advantage at the
break. Every time Yu-Hsun
tried to extend the rallies, she
ended up with unforced
errors. 
Soon a smash handed
another eight match points to
Sindhu and she wrapped it up
when her opponent sprayed
into net again.
With top seed Carolina
Marin of Spain pulling out of
the tournament after her
title-winning run at the All
England Championships and
Swiss Open in the last two
weeks, Sindhu is now the
favourite to claim the crown
and end a long wait.
Sindhu won her last BWF
tour title at the 2022
Singapore Open Super 500. 
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Win against Arsenal on
Sunday and Manchester

City’s path to a record fourth
straight English Premier
League title becomes clearer.
Lose, and Arsenal takes a giant
step towards becoming league
champion for the first time in
20 years.
Draw, and the big winner this
weekend could be Liverpool. 
With 10 rounds to go, the clash
at Etihad Stadium is the last
time any of the three title rivals
will go head to head.
Arsenal leads the league.
Liverpool is second on goal
difference. City is a point
behind both of them. Just five
goals separate the top two.
An element of risk and reward
hangs over City and Arsenal.
History is clearly on City’s side,
having won its last eight home
games against the Gunners.
City’s last home loss in this
fixture was in 2015. But
Arsenal has been better this
season after beating City in a
penalty shootout to win the
Community Shield in August,
followed by a 1-0 victory at
Emirates Stadium in October.
City manager Pep Guardiola’s
preparations haven’t been
helped by injuries to key
defenders Kyle Walker and
John Stones during the
international break.
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Mikel Arteta was once
Guardiola’s trusted lieutenant
at City. Arteta was spoken of as
a future City manager but is
working on creating his own
legacy at Arsenal after
transforming the club’s
fortunes since taking charge in
2019. He has been backed with
money and time, and that faith
has paid off with Arsenal
leading the league and
advancing to the Champions
League quarterfinals. After
falling away badly at the end of
last season to allow City to take
the English title, it remains to
be seen if Arteta and his
players have learned from that
experience. 
Those two wins against City
this season suggest Arsenal is
more prepared to go head to
head against the champion.

(."%!"
Arsenal stands as the last
major test for City. It has
arguably the smoothest run of

games to the end of the league.
Arsenal and Liverpool both
have to travel to Manchester
United and face respective
derbies against Tottenham and
Everton.
All three teams still have to
face Aston Villa and Spurs,
who are competing for fourth
spot and Champions League
qualification. Liverpool plays
Brighton on Sunday with the
chance to go to the top of the
standings before City and
Arsenal kick off.

0'(��&.!#)
There is little to choose
between the challengers.
City is on an ominous 22-game
unbeaten run in all
competitions, dating to the
start of December.
Liverpool has lost two of its
last 23 games and already has
its first trophy of the season
after winning the English
League Cup in February.
One of those defeats was
Manchester United’s extra
time winner in the FA Cup
final this month. The other
was 3-1 to Arsenal in the
league in February.  Arsenal,
meanwhile, has risen to the top
of the league on the back of an
eight-game winning streak.

#!�*($�*!'"�
All three teams are battling on
multiple fronts. 
City is defending its Premier
League, Champions League
and FA Cup treble of last
season.  Liverpool is no longer
competing for a quadruple, but
after winning the League Cup
it is also still in contention for
the Europa League. 
Arsenal is in the Champions
League quarters, where it faces
Bayern Munich. 
City was given the toughest
draw of all against Real
Madrid. 
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Emma Hayes’ hopes of
going out on the ultimate

high at Chelsea moved a step
closer on Wednesday as the
London club reached the
Women’s Champions League
semifinals after a 1-1 draw
with Ajax. Chelsea advanced
4-1 on aggregate after
winning the first leg in
Amsterdam 3-0.
Hayes takes over the U.S.
Women’s national team at
the end of the season, when
she will lead its bid to win
Olympic gold in Paris.
Before that, she is aiming to
win a quadruple of trophies
with Chelsea - including the
Champions League for the
first time.
The Women’s Super League
champion had effectively
secured its place in the next
round after a dominant
performance in the first leg
of the quarterfinals at Ajax.
And it extended its overall
advantage to 4-0 on
aggregate after Mayra
Ramirez’s goal in the 33rd
minute at Stamford Bridge.
Chasity Grant scored in the

65th to give Ajax some
consolation and a 1-1 draw
on the night. While Chelsea
is searching for its first
Women’s Champions League
trophy, Lyon is hunting a
record-extending ninth.
The French champion
advanced to the semifinals
for a record 13th time after a
4-1 win over Benfica.
Delphine Cascarino and
Kadidiatou Diani scored two
goals each as record eight-
time champion Lyon won 6-
2 on aggregate at Groupama
Stadium after a 2-1 first leg
win in Portugal.
Cascarino’s goal in the first
leg had set up Lyon’s
comeback win after trailing
1-0 at halftime of that
match. And she tightened
the French champions’
control of the tie when she
opened the scoring in the
43rd of the second leg with a
long-range chip to put Lyon
ahead on the night.
Marie-Yasmine Alidou
evened the score two
minutes later, but Cascarino
restored the home team’s
lead with a powerful effort
from distance in the 51st.
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For Jonathan Clauss, the
France friendly against

Chile this week was meant
to be pure joy in front of his
home crowd.
It ended up as a sour 11-
minute experience
concluded by an injury that
ruled out the defender from
French soccer’s biggest
game this weekend.
Clauss, who plays for
Marseille, left the pitch with
a torn left hamstring and
was forced to watch his
teammates’ 3-2 win from
the sidelines. 
The former Lens player is
expected to be out of action
for up to four weeks at a
crucial moment of the
season for Marseille, which
has big matches lined up
against Lille then Benfica in
the Europa League
following the clash with
bitter rival Paris Saint-
Germain on Sunday.
Marseille was already hit by
an injury crisis ahead of
hosting PSG at a sold-out
Stade Velodrome in a
match known as “Le
Classique.”
The confrontation became
popular during the 1990s
when the arrival of
prominent players such as
Rudi Voeller and George
Weah ignited the rivalry.
Marseille, the only French
team to win the Champions
League back in 1993, has
fallen well behind since
PSG was taken over by

Qatari investors in 2011,
but the game continues to
stir up passion.
PSG has won 11 of the last
14 matches against
Marseille. Marseille has
failed to score in the last
four. Clauss is just the latest
name to join Marseille’s
injury list. The defense has
been severely hit, and it’s a
big blow before PSG’s
attacking armada led by
Kylian Mbappe sets foot in
town.
Alongside Clauss, Bamo
Meïté and Amir Murillo
have already been ruled
out, while Samuel Gigot
and Leonardo Balerdi are
doubtful. Building a solid
backline should give a real
headache to interim coach
Jean-Louis Gasset, who has
managed to put the club
back on track since he
replaced Gennaro Gattuso
last month. With eight
league matches left,
seventh-placed Marseille is
lagging 20 points behind
PSG but can still qualify for
next season’s Champions
League. At the top, PSG has
a 12-point lead over Brest
and looks all but
guaranteed a record-
extending 12th league title.
A N T I - R A C I S T
CAMPAIGN
“Let’s end racism!”
Following incidents earlier
this season, that’s the
message the league will be
hammering at matches in
the top two divisions this
weekend.
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Hockey India President
Dilip Tirkey on

Thursday congratulated PR
Sreejesh on being appointed
as co-chair of the FIH
Athletes Committee, stating
that the veteran goalkeeper
can play a big role in directly
impacting the lives of fellow
players.
The International Hockey
Federation (FIH) on
Wednesday named its new
Athletes Committee, to be
led by co-chairs Chilean
women’s hockey team
defender Camila Caram and
Sreejesh. 
While Caram has been
appointed as co-chair and
Athletes Committee
Representative in the
Executive Board, Sreejesh is
the co-chair and will lead the
planning and meetings along
with Caram.
“It is heartening to see PR
Sreejesh assume a role with
the FIH that would directly
impact the lives of hockey
players. A veteran like him

will have the experience and
perspective to advise on the
betterment of athletes who
have picked up hockey sticks
around the world,” Tirkey
said in a HI release. 
“We are looking forward to
witnessing the positive
impact Sreejesh will have on

the youth in this role.”
HI secretary general Bhola
Nath Singh added: “We
would like to congratulate
PR Sreejesh on being
appointed the co-chair in the
new FIH Athletes
Committee. 
“Sreejesh is an empathetic

leader and we are confident,
in his capacity as co-chair he
will ensure that the voices of
hockey players around the
world are heeded, leading to
the growth of the sport.”
The FIH Athletes
Committee serves as a
consultative body and makes
recommendations to the
FIH Executive Board, FIH
Committees, Advisory
Panels and other bodies. 
The roles also cover seeking
and providing feedback to
the FIH on behalf of all
athletes, while developing
and promoting resources
and initiatives to athletes
such as health and welfare,
anti-doping, social media,
creating stars to attract new
fans, career preparation and
management. 
The committee also plays a
central role in liaising with
the Athletes’ Commission of
the IOC and other 
sporting organisations to
enable the sharing of
information and research
and ultimately develop the
game of hockey. 
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Australian Open champion
Jannik Sinner won his

20th match of 2024 to reach
the Miami Open semifinals
for the third time in the past
four years with a 6-4, 6-2
victory over Tomas Machac
on Wednesday.
Sinner, seeded second, will
take on No. 3 seed Daniil
Medvedev in a rematch of last
year’s Miami Open final.
Medvedev won that, but has
lost four straight matchups
since.

Medvedev advanced to the
latest meeting with a 6-2, 7-6
(7) win over No. 22 seed
Nicolas Jarry in a late match.
Sinner reached his fourth
final four of the season and
moved to 20-1 overall. He
reached the finals of this event
in 2021 and 2023, losing both
times.
“It was a really tough match,
but I was happy about the
performance,” Sinner said.
Sinner, 22, said Machac
served well early on and his
aggressiveness kept things
close for a while. But Sinner
continued his fabulous run,

breaking his opponent’s serve
four times, to move on to the
next round.
“I always say when it all feels
good on the court, it’s easy to
play tennis,” he said. “But it
has to start off in a practice
session when you don’t feel
well, but you still have to
practice and this can make the
difference. “At the moment, I
feel really good on the court,”
he continued.
On the women’s side, 14th-
seeded Ekaterina
Alexandrova followed up her
win over No. 1 seed Iga
Swiatek with another top-10

victory, taking down No. 5
seed Jessica Pegula 3-6, 6-4, 6-
4. Alexandrova earned her
first trip to a Miami Open
semifinal.
“I think it’s like the biggest
achievement for me today on
this court, and semifinal is a
big bonus,” Alexandrova said.
Alexandrova will face
Danielle Collins, who
defeated No. 23 seed Caroline
Garcia 6-3, 6-2.
Collins will play in the Miami
semifinal round on Thursday
for the first time since she
made it as a qualifier six years
ago.
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Ukrainians have expressed
pride and gratitude

toward their men’s national
soccer team for qualifying for
the European Championship,
a rare bit of good news and a
welcome distraction from the
war with Russia.
Though celebrations after
Ukraine’s 2-1 win over
Iceland were muted as
Russian missiles kept raining
down on the country, the
team’s success gives
Ukrainians something to
cheer for this summer when
the tournament kicks off in
Germany.
President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy said Tuesday
night’s victory in the decisive
playoff stirred emotions
throughout the country and
proved that “whenever
Ukrainians face difficulties
but do not give up and
continue to fight, Ukrainians
certainly win.”
Mykhailo Mudryk scored the
winning goal as Ukraine
came back from a goal down
to beat Iceland in Poland. The

team had to play its
qualifying matches outside
Ukraine because of the war.
Youth players at the Sporting
Kyiv football academy in the
Ukrainian capital on
Wednesday said they were
inspired.
“(It) shows that war does not
stop us from pursuing sports,
and we can qualify for the
European Championship and
compete in it,” said 12-year-
old Hlib Kochetov.
Artem Mykhailenko, 15, said

that seeing Ukraine compete
at Euro 2024 will be a
moment of pride for the
entire nation.
“We need to show what we
are truly worth, who we are,
and that we are Ukraine, that
Ukraine is a great, united, and
strong country in many
respects,” he said.
Trying to live life as normally
as possible has become a way
for Ukrainians to show
defiance amid Russian
missile strikes and drone
attacks.
Keeping youth active in
sports and other activities is
also a way to keep their
minds off a war that has
deeply traumatized families
across the country, said
Anatolii Kartashov, a coach at
Sporting Kyiv. “They have
dreams, they set goals for
themselves. Many of them
want to become professional
footballers, so this is a very
positive event,” the 36-year-
old Kartashov said.
Ukraine will face Belgium,
Slovakia and Romania in the
group stage of the Euro 2024
tournament.
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Napoli defender Juan Jesus
says he has been left

feeling “very bitter” and
“crestfallen” by the Italian
league’s decision not to punish
Inter Milan player Francesco
Acerbi for an allegedly racist
remark toward him.
The Italian league’s sporting
judge announced on Tuesday
that there wasn’t enough
proof that Acerbi’s insult to
Juan Jesus was racist to
impose what would have been
a lengthy ban on the Italy
defender.
The alleged incident
happened during a match
between Inter and Napoli on
March 17 and the match was
halted for about 90 seconds
when Juan Jesus, who is Black,
told the referee that Acerbi
directed a racial slur at him.
“I have read several times and
with great disappointment the
decision of the sports judge,
who felt there was no
evidence that I was the victim
of a racist insult during the
match,” Juan Jesus said in a
statement on Wednesday.
“While respecting the
decision, it is one I find
difficult to comprehend and it
leaves me feeling very bitter.
“Quite honestly I am

crestfallen by such a serious
incident in which my only
mistake was that I dealt with it
as a gentleman,’ deciding not
to interrupt an important
game, with all the
inconvenience that would
have caused the spectators
watching the match. I did so
believing that such an attitude
would have been respected,
and perhaps taken as an
example.”
Juan Jesus was visibly upset
when he approached the
referee during the second half
at San Siro and was also
pointing at his shirt sleeve
which had a Keep Racism
Out’ badge - as part of the
league’s anti-racism

campaign.
The 32-year-old Brazilian said
after the match that Acerbi
apologized and seemed to
wish to put the matter behind
him, adding, “What happens
on the field, stays on the field
… he is a good guy.”
The Italian soccer federation
prosecutor questioned the
players and witnesses last
week and a report was sent to
the Italian league sporting
judge, who also studied
images from the match, as
well as audio from the referee
and VAR before making the
decision not to sanction
Acerbi.
“Following this decision, I
imagine that anyone else
finding themselves in a
similar situation to mine will
act in a very different manner,
in order to protect themselves
and to curb the disgrace of
racism, which, sadly, we are
struggling to rid ourselves of,”
Juan Jesus’ statement
continued.
“I do not feel in any way
protected by a decision which
both admits that there was
certainly evidence of the
insult’ and maintains there is
no certainty that it was of a
discriminatory nature, which
only I perceived in good
faith.’”
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Sindhu advances to Madrid Masters quarters
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Victory in their respective
previous games might

have eased the initial nerves
but imperfections remain,
hence Royal Challengers
Bengaluru and Kolkata Knight
Riders will eye a quick course
correction to add steam to
their campaign in an IPL 2024
match here on Friday.
The Royal Challengers
defeated Punjab Kings by four
wickets, while the Knight
Riders elbowed out Sunrisers
Hyderabad by four runs to
garner some early points.
But entering the points table
has not really eased some of
the worries -- particularly
pertaining to the top and
middle-order batting.
The Bengaluru dugout might
be a happy space after star

batter Virat Kohli made a
classy fifty on an unusually
gripping Chinnaswamy pitch
while chasing 177 against
Punjab the other night, but
that’s only one part of the story.
Skipper Faf du Plessis, Glenn
Maxwell, Cameroon Green
and Rajat Patidar are yet to hit
the overdrive, and for the win
against PBKS they had to rely
on the last-minute cameos of
Dinesh Karthik and ‘Impact
Player’ Mahipal Lomror.
The Kolkatans have a much
more capable bowling unit, at
least on paper, and such a
collectively underwhelming
effort by frontline batters
might push RCB into deep
troubles against them.
Once they iron out that rough
edges, RCB can look at their
bowling unit that still needs to
fill a couple of unticked boxes

despite good outings by pacers
Mohammed Siraj and Yash
Dayal against Punjab. 
Pacer Alzarri Joseph continues
to be profligate and his figures

-- 0/38, 1/43 -- might prompt
the RCB think-tank to bring in
England left-arm quick Reece
Topley, who has impressive
white-ball skills, in place of the

West Indian for this match.
The Knight Riders offer a
strikingly similar plot. Their
top and middle-order
consisting of captain Shreyas

Iyer, Venkatesh Iyer, Sunil
Narine and Nitish Rana
malfunctioned against SRH at
the Eden Gardens.  It required
a combined effort from impact
sub Ramandeep Singh, Rinku
Singh and Andre Russell -- the
6, 7, 8 -- for them to post a
competitive total. Shreyas, who
is central to their batting plans,
was dismissed for a two-ball
duck, but the return to
Chinnaswamy might give him
a sense of relief as he had
fruitful outings here in white-
ball cricket in his last two
innings. The elegant right-
hander made an unbeaten 128
against the Netherlands in last
year’s World Cup before
making a 53 against Australia
in the fifth T20I in December. 
In bowling, Narine redeemed
himself with a frugal spell
(1/19) after a modest effort

with the bat, but pacer Mitchell
Starc, their record buy, and
Varun Chakravarthy failed to
impress, leaking over 50 runs
in their four overs. The KKR
think-tank might not be
unduly worried as their
campaign is still at a nascent
stage, but they would like to
see the first-choice pacer and
spinner finding their range at
the earliest. But it is unlikely
that the Knights will make
changes to their eleven for this
match, unless they want to give
a go to promising leg-spinner
Suyash Sharma, who showed
fine form during KKR’s pre-
season matches.
Squads:
Royal Challengers Bengaluru:
Faf du Plessis (c), Glenn
Maxwell, Virat Kohli, Rajat
Patidar, Anuj Rawat, Dinesh
Karthik, Suyash Prabhudessai,

Will Jacks, Mahipal Lomror,
Karn Sharma, Manoj
Bhandage, Mayank Dagar,
Vyshak Vijaykumar, Akash
Deep, Mohammed Siraj, Reece
Topley, Himanshu Sharma,
Rajan Kumar, Cameron Green,
Alzarri Joseph, Yash Dayal,
Tom Curran, Lockie Ferguson,
Swapnil Singh, Saurav
Chauhan.
Kolkata Knight Riders: Shreyas
Iyer (c), KS Bharat,
Rahmanullah Gurbaz, Rinku
Singh, Angkrish Raghuvanshi,
Sherfane Rutherford, Manish
Pandey, Andre Russell, Nitish
Rana, Venkatesh Iyer, Anukul
Roy, Ramandeep Singh, Varun
Chakravarthy, Sunil Narine,
Vaibhav Arora, Chetan
Sakariya, Harshit Rana, Suyash
Sharma, Mitchell Starc,
Dushmantha Chameera, Sakib
Hussain, Mujeeb Ur Rahman.
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It’s just two games into the
tournament but Hardik
Pandya already seems to

have loads to worry about in
his second stint with Mumbai
Indians, the leadership part not
quite falling in place thus far.
The exuberant all-rounder,
arguably one of the biggest
match-winners in the current
national set-up, has been, to
put it mildly, struggling in the
IPL despite being back in the
team that shaped him, the one
he considers his home.
It’s been anything but homely
ever since Pandya was named
captain, replacing the much-
loved Rohit Sharma. 
The results have only made
matters worse. Two matches,
two losses, some baffling
tactics, his own form not being
the brightest spot and Pandya
has his back against the wall
within the first week of the
tournament. 

There is no imminent threat to
the 30-year-old’s captaincy as
the MI owners, after bringing
him on board in IPL’s biggest
one way transfer, would not
want to take any decision in
haste.
After all, MI have always been
slow starters, who take a while
to find their rhythm, and it
would be a bit presumptive to
dismiss Pandya this early in the
tournament given that he is,
after all, leading a five-time
champion side.
But a team that is so desperate
for success after three barren
seasons perhaps cannot also
look away from the fact that
Pandya is making mistakes and
he doesn’t seem to have a
sounding board for course
correction. 
He had a solid one during his
time as Gujarat Titans skipper
when Ashish Nehra would
always be in his ears.
“I didn’t try to convince Hardik
to stay back,” Nehra had said

with a dead pan expression in
Ahmedabad in the pre-season
press conference when
Shubman Gill formally took
charge as captain.
Nehra is widely seen as the
back-room strategist, the one
who actually calls the shot

through the captain.
He is often seen pacing along
the boundary line like an
overzealous football manager,
trying to grab the attention of
his captain and players, and
shouting down instructions
when he gets it. 

“It was an open secret in
Gujarat Titans camp that Ashu
(that’s how old teammates
address Nehra) was the
strategist and Hardik was the
executor,” a former India
teammate, who has played with
Nehra, tried to dissect one of

the most interesting characters
in Indian cricket.
“Hardik was good at
implementing Ashu’s vision.
Ashu is more of a football
manager in the garb of a cricket
coach. He is constantly
hovering around the boundary
line with some advice. He
believes, if a skipper is willing
to commit, he can prepare the
recipe for success.
“Now, the same Ashu worked
for RCB with Virat Kohli but it
didn’t work. Shubman Gill is
also a new skipper, who like
Hardik, needs a mentor at the
start of his leadership journey
and who better than Ashu,” the
notable player of yesteryears
said. So, leading Gujarat to the
title was a relatively less
complicated task for Pandya
but MI is a different beast
where there are multiple points
of leadership.
For Pandya, return to Mumbai
has been like coming from a
nuclear family to a joint set-up,

where one needs to adjust with
queries, demands and
suggestions of a number of
people.
While a big think-tank helps to
close ranks off the field when
the campaign is going haywire
but on field, no one quite
knows who to make eye
contact with in the dug-out.
It would have helped when
Pandya made some rather
baffling calls like the one to let
Tim David, who finds it
difficult to hit when pace is
taken off deliveries, to go ahead
of him in the match against GT.
And then none can decipher
just why he delayed Jasprit
Bumrah’s introduction for
three overs when SRH batters
went on a rampage on
Wednesday night.
The argument can be that
Pandya wanted to save Bumrah
for Heinrich Klaasen but but
the South African was already
set by the time Bumrah was
brought into the attack.

To be fair to Pandya, not having
an enforcer like Suryakumar
Yadav, who is injured, at
number three and missing two
international bowlers in
Dilshan Madushanka and
Jason Behrendorff have
affected the team’s balance.
But what has baffled everyone
is Pandya’s own batting
approach.
In the years 2015, 17, 19 and 20,
the four editions when he won
the IPL with MI, Pandya’s strike
rates were 180.64, 156.25,
191.42 and 178.98 respectively.
He would come at the back-
end and traumatise bowlers
with his aggressive strokes.
But moment he became
Gujarat Titans skipper, his
strike-rate dropped to 131.27
and 136.76 in two seasons.
During the first season (2022),
when his team won, David
Miller and Rahul Tewatia were
finishing games and last
season, Gill alone did the heavy
lifting with 890 runs in 2023.
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World’s number one T20
batter Suryakumar

Yadav will skip a few more IPL
matches as he continues to
recover from a sports hernia
surgery with the National
Cricket Academy (NCA)
keeping a watch on his
progress. Yadav, who plays for
Mumbai Indians, has been
missing in action in the league
and his team has lost both its
matches so far.
“Surya is making very good
progress and very soon he will
be back playing for MI.
However, he might have to sit
out for a few more games,
having missed the first two,” a
BCCI source said.
While MI is missing Yadav, the
BCCI doesn’t want to take any
chances with the big-hitter’s
fitness as he is expected to play
a huge role in the upcoming
T20 World Cup in the USA
and the West Indies in June.
“For BCCI, the main concern
is if he is on course for World
T20 which he is. Obviously he
will play for MI but after a
sports hernia surgery, he can’t
be rushed,” the source said.
The 33-year-old often draws
comparisons with retired
South African superstar A B de
Villiers for his range of shots.
He has a superb strike rate of
171.55 in the format.
Yadav has appeared in 60 T20
Internationals for India and
has 2141 runs, including four
hundreds.
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The 17th edition of the
Indian Premier League

opened to blockbuster
viewership numbers with 16.8
crore viewers tuning in to
watch the season’s first game
between Chennai Super Kings
and Royal Challengers
Bengaluru on March 22, the
tournament’s official
broadcaster said on Thursday.
Disney Star said the opening
day also registered a watch-

time of 1276 crore minutes --
the highest-ever for the first
day of any season. The watch-
time minutes are a
compilation of the time spent
by each viewer in watching
the game.
The 17th season of IPL also
witnessed the highest-ever
peak TV concurrency for an
opening day, with 6.1 crore
viewers watching the
broadcast simultaneously on
the Disney Star network.
“Disney Star had recorded 870

crore minutes on the IPL’s
opening day in 2023. In
comparison to the previous
edition, there is a growth of 16
per cent in TV consumption,”
the company stated.
Defending champions
Chennai Super Kings defeated
Royal Challengers Bengaluru
by six wickets in the season-
opener in Chennai.
“This growth is a
reaffirmation of the
incomparable capacity of Live
Cricket to aggregate audiences

on TV and provides a
blockbuster start to the
tournament. We will continue
to enrich the magic of one of
the world’s biggest sporting
events to take forward the
launch momentum and
deliver unprecedented
viewership,” a Star Sports
spokesperson said in a press
release.
The channel said that the
record-breaking TV
viewership on the opening
day comes on the back of an

array of programmes in the
lead-up to the 17th season
which attracted more than
24.5 crore viewers till a week
prior to the start of the
tournament.
In the digital space, JioCinema
clocked 11.3 crore viewers on
the first day of the IPL.
The streamer claimed that it
registered a 51 per cent jump
over day one of IPL 2023. The
total watch time on JioCinema
on day 1 was 660 crore
minutes. 
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Several foreign cricketers
in Kolkata Knight Riders

were frustrated by head
coach Chandrakant Pandit’s
“militant” style of
functioning during the
previous edition of the IPL,
former South Africa and
Namibia all-rounder David
Wiese, who played for the
franchise last year, has
claimed.
The 38-year-old all-rounder,
who played three IPL games
for KKR in 2023, said
foreign cricketers weren’t
happy at being tutored on
how to behave or what to
wear by the coach.
“He (Pandit) is known in
India as a very militant type
of coach. He is very strict,
very disciplinarian that type
of stuff. Sometimes in
franchise cricket, when you
have overseas guys, who’ve
played all over the world,
they don’t need anyone
coming and telling them
how they need to behave,
what they need to wear and
what they need to do the
whole time. So, that was
tough,” said Wiese on the
podcast ‘Hitman for Hire: A
year in the life of a franchise
cricketer’ recently.
Pandit took charge as KKR’s
head coach after New
Zealander Brendon
McCullum quit the job in
2022. The much-admired
coach, who played five Tests
for India, coached Vidarbha
to successive Ranji Trophy
titles in in 2018 and 2019. He
later guided Madhya
Pradesh to its maiden Ranji
title in 2022.
Wiese, who was part of the
Namibia side that played the
2022 T20 World Cup, said he
saw players unhappy with

Pandit’s style of coaching.
“...He liked to do things a
certain way and that didn’t
sit well with certain players.
It caused a little bit of tension
in the changing room.
“Guys were frustrated, there
was a lot that changed over
the last couple of years
(when McCullum was
around) and the new coach
brought in some new things
that he though would bring
success to us,” Wiese, who
first played the IPL in 2015,
said. Wiese added he wasn’t
too bothered about the
environment around him.
“I’m like ‘listen it’s your
circus, you run the show.
End of the day, I am here just
to play. If you tell me to do
this, I’ll do it’. I’m not the guy
who’s going to bump heads
or anything. But there are
certain players who are a bit
more stubborn than me,” he
said.  Two-time champions
KKR had a disappointing
season last year finishing
seventh and Wiese said he
felt frustrated because he
didn’t get more
opportunities to showcase
his talent.
“...That frustration was more
because of the fact that I
played those games. I didn’t
really get the opportunity to
do much. “I did hit a couple
of sixes but didn’t really get
the opportunity to showcase
my skills there, and never
got picked again in the team
that was struggling with
players,” he added.
“I think if I hadn’t played a
single game it would’ve been
fine but the fact that I played
three games, had a taste, did
relatively well and then
didn’t get another chance in
a team that is struggling, that
was the more frustrating
part.”
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Left perplexed by Mumbai
Indians skipper Hardik

Pandya’s tactics in the record-
breaking IPL loss to Sunrisers
Hyderabad, former Australia
captain Steve Smith has said
he cannot fathom why
premier pacer Jasprit Bumrah
bowled just six deliveries up
until the 13th over of the
match.
In a stunning display of
power-hitting, Sunrisers
Hyderabad posted the highest
ever IPL total of 277/3 before
clinching a 31-run victory
over an equally aggressive
Mumbai Indians on
Wednesday night.
Bumrah was the second-most
economical bowler in the
match, after SRH captain Pat
Cummins (2/35), conceding
36 runs in his four overs
which did not yield any

wicket. “I was perplexed with
some of their bowling
changes in the first innings
for Mumbai. Bumrah bowled
in the fourth over, he went for
5 and then we didn’t see him
again till the 13th over when
they were on 173,” Smith told
host broadcaster ‘Star Sports’.
“All the damage had been

done, you needed your best
bowler to be coming back and
take some wickets in that
period and I think they
missed a trick there bringing
him back only in the 13th
over,” he pointed out.
“I think he got a few things
wrong, and that was the main
one for me. I mean you can’t
have one of the best bowlers
in the world bowling one
over.”
Smith said Bumrah’s late
reintroduction into the attack
rendered him ineffective.
“When the ball is going
around like that, you’ve just
got to bring your best bowler
back earlier than you would
have liked. It’s just about
adapting on the go and I’d
have almost bowled Bumrah
out by the 15th, 16th over, try
to get some wickets, if he gets
wickets, you slow the rate
down anyway.
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South African left-arm fast
bowler Nandre Burger

never aspired to be a
cricketer but chose to take up
the sport as “it was a free way
to study”.
In 2014, it was through a
cricket trial that Burger got
admission to University of
the Witwatersrand (WITS)
with a full scholarship to
pursue a psychology major.
He has never looked back
since.
Burger, 28, now is an all-
format pacer for South
Africa, having made his
national team debut in
December last year.
His performances for South
Africa earned him a Rs 50
lakh contract with Rajasthan
Royals. He also played for
Joburg Super Kings in SA20
last month.

“Sounds strange, right. WITS
offered a scholarship for
those who played cricket. I
thought it was cool. I didn’t
want to be a cricketer, but I
was getting a free way to
study, so I thought, why not?
Cricket was actually my
back-up to academics
(laughs),” Burger told
ESPNcricinfo.
He made his IPL debut in
RR’s 20-run win over
Lucknow Super Giants here
on March 24.
But the journey wasn’t easy
for the lanky left-arm pacer.
He tried his hand at tennis
and squash before turning to
cricket because of a back
injury.
Burger has since recovered
from the injury. It was his
university coach Neil
Levenson who saw a
potential fast bowler in him
for the national team.
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Being given the freedom to
“go out and express” was

the key factor in Sunrisers
Hyderabad’s record-
shattering batting
performance against Mumbai
Indians, said the home side’s
batter Abhishek Sharma.
Records tumbled as SRH
batters went on the rampage
against Mumbai Indians to
post the highest IPL total of
277 for 3 and then winning
the match by 31 runs on

Wednesday night.
It was scintillating exhibition
of power-hitting from SRH
opener Travis Head (62 off
24) and number three Sharma
(63 off 23) with the latter
registering his team’s record
for the fastest fifty in IPL.
Heinrich Klaasen (80 not out
off 34 balls) provided the
fireworks towards the end to
help SRH break an 11-year-
old record. The previous
highest total in IPL was 263
for 5 scored by Royal
Challengers Bangalore in

2013.
“To be honest I didn’t realise
that it was the fastest fifty for
SRH and for this year. I just
wanted to go and express
myself and after getting out I
realised that it was the
quickest. I enjoyed it,” said
‘Man of the Match’ Sharma.
“I think the message was
pretty much simple for all the
batters in the meeting we had
before this match. ‘Everyone
just go and express yourself ’.
That’s a very positive message
if you get it from your captain

and coach. That’s really
supportive for all the batters.”
Sharma and Head stitched 68
runs off just 22 balls for the
second wicket for SRH.
“I was batting with Travis and
he is one of my favourite
batters. I really enjoyed
batting with him,” Sharma
said.
Sharma said despite putting a
mammoth total on the board,
it wasn’t a cakewalk for SRH
as MI came pretty close.
Tilak Varma (64 off 34 balls)
took the game deep with a

high-quality knock,
comprising half-a-dozen sixes
and, towards the end, Tim
David (42 not out off 22) tried
his best but it was not enough.
“When Tilak Varma, Hardik
bhai and even Tim David
were batting, we were still a
bit, I won’t say worried but
concerned. The way they
were playing it was very good
but we knew our bowlers
were very much prepared for
this kind of situation and they
executed really well,” Sharma
said.

Team management message to go out and express yourself worked wonders: Abhishek
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CAPTAIN PANDYA: IN SEARCH OF A SOUNDING BOARD
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