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On deciding to contest
from Raebareli Lok
Sabha constituency,

former Congress president
Rahul Gandhi apparently
made a calculated risk to
solve several anomalies
within and outside the party
and hence retaining the
legacy of Gandhi-Nehru
family.
In this scenario, neither the
Gandhi scion has anything to
lose, nor do the people of
Raebareli, who were longing
to continue their support for
the grand old party's first
family. The seat is currently
held by longest-serving
Congress chief Sonia Gandhi,
who announced her
retirement from electoral
politics.
While Sonia has been elected
to the Rajya Sabha and will
continue as a
parliamentarian, the
Congress and Rahul, who are
confident enough to secure a
victory in Raebareli as well as
his current Wayanad Lok
Sabha seat in Kerala, where
he is contesting once again,
will ultimately vacate the
Uttar Pradesh Lok Sabha seat
to pave the way for his
sibling, Priyanka Gandhi
Vadra.
The party also appeared to
have concluded that
Raebareli would be the safer
seat for Rahul who lost
Amethi to Smriti Irani last
time by nearly 50,000 votes.
Sources in the party said the
plans were already there that
Priyanka could be fielded
from Raebareli and Rahul

from Amethi which he lost in
2019 but the party decided to
avoid any controversy due to
the continuous pitching by
Priyanka's husband Robert
Vadra through various
platforms of media.  
Though, Vadra was part of
the group that accompanied
Rahul to the nomination
office along with Sonia,
Priyanka and Congress
president Mallikarjun
Kharge. Former Rajasthan
Chief Minister Ashok Gehlot
accompanied the
family.
Ever since the
a n n o u n c e m e n t ,
Rahul contesting
from Raebareli is
considered a
masterstroke for
several reasons which
includes taking the reins
from Sonia in a real sense so
that he can focus on a pan
India poll campaign as he has
bigger responsibility to
ensure that the INDIA Bloc

wins more seats.
Furthermore, with the
Congress focusing more on
Southern India due to
declining affairs in the north,
Rahul has maintained that he
does not want to abandon his
Wayanad constituency. In the
event of losing this Lok Sabha
seat again against Irani, it
would have been a significant
blow to the leader of the
largest political party. On the
other hand, winning would
have tarnished his image with

the people of Amethi if he
had chosen to leave

after securing a
victory. The party
leadership which has
fielded KL Sharma

who is household
name in Amethi as well

Raebareli and is confident
enough to wrest the seat from
Irani, wants to send a
message that even a simple
Congress worker successfully
ran down the BJP candidate.
Rahul filed his papers from

Raebareli barely an hour
before nominations closed
for the Lok Sabha seat. The
party ended the suspense
over Amethi and Rae Bareli,
announcing his candidature
as well as Gandhi-Nehru
family loyalist KL Sharma
from Amethi, who too filed
his papers amidst the
presence of large number
party workers. Polling in
both parliamentary
constituencies is on May 20.
A large number of Congress
workers, and those from
INDIA Bloc partner
Samajwadi Party, turned up at
both the Lok Sabha
constituencies.  After filing
his nomination, Rahul and
other family members went
to the district Congress office
where family priest Radhe
Shyam Dixit performed a
puja. Sharma has been the
key person who looked
after the two prestigious
constituencies on behalf of
the Gandhis. 

White House plays
down ‘xenophobia’
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The country's election watchdog has
expressed its disappointment over

voter apathy in metropolitan cities,
including the National Capital region
(NCR) cities, noting it as a pointer to
the rigid levels of apathy in India's high-
tech city in the first two phases of Lok
Sabha polls.
With the dismal poll average, the
Election Commission has doubled up
its voter participation interventions to
overcome the `small drop' in turnout
in the first two phases. Besides an
exclusive action plan taken up
by it, the Commission hopes
that urban centres going to
polls in next phases turn the tide.
The poll body has roped celebrity
endorsements featuring national icon
Sachin Tendulkar, Rajkummar Rao, as
well as actors Ayushmann Khurrana
and Vijay Varma, alongside non-
celebrity TVCs to promote voter's
awareness.
Additionally, short films and videos are
being produced by DD for social media
and its channels. Radio jingle, Vox pop
programmes, RJ Mention, celebrity
interviews, influencer engagement, and
social media messaging are being done
on various radio station platforms.
Food delivery platforms such as
Zomato and Swiggy have also
partnered with EC for disseminating

voter awareness messages in their
unique style.
In collaboration with the Board of
Control for Cricket in India (BCCI), the
poll body has launched voter awareness
messages and songs which are being
played at different stadiums during IPL
2024 to encourage people to cast their
vote.
The commission's social media cell has
started a social media campaign "I am
Election Ambassador". In another
initiative, a voting day alert was sent to
all Facebook users pan India to inform

and inform the voters about the
general elections and also to nudge

them to participate in the festival
of democracy.
Vast network of post offices

and banking institutions was
also utilised by the poll body to

reach out to a wide and diverse
audience across the length and breadth
of the country. 
The Department of Post has over 1.6

lakhs post offices and 1,000 ATMs and
1,000 digital screens while there are
over 1.63 lakh bank branches and 2.2
lakh ATMs across public and private
sector banking institutions.
Following the dip in turnout in phase 1,
the commission had directed State
Chief Electoral Officers of
Maharashtra, Bihar, UP and Rajasthan
and Karnataka to come up with an
additional set of plans to enhance voter
turnout.
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The White House has responded
to US President Joe Biden's

remark calling two of his QUAD
partners — India and Japan — as
well as Russia and China
"xenophobic" nations, asserting that
none of these countries, unlike the
US, welcome immigrants.
Responding to a question about the
remarks made by Biden at an
election fundraiser on Wednesday,
White House Press Secretary Karine
Jean-Pierre said that the president
was making a "broader point".
"He was making a broader point.
Our allies and partners know very
well that — how much this president
respects them," Jean-Pierre told
reporters at her daily news
conference on Thursday.
"As you know, in regard to Japan,
they were just here for the state
visit. The US-Japan relationship is
an important relationship. It's a
deep, enduring alliance," she said.
"He (Biden) was making a more
broad comment, speaking about
this country and speaking about
how important it is to be a country
of immigrants and how it makes
our country stronger. And so, that's
what he was talking about," she
said. "It relates to our relationship
with our allies, that continues.
Obviously, we have a strong
relationship with India (and) with
Japan. And the President, if you just
look at the last three years, has
certainly focused on those
diplomatic relationships," Jean-
Pierre said.
"He was talking about who we are as
a country. He was talking about the
importance of being in a country of
immigrants, especially as you see the
attacks that we have seen very
recently, in the last couple of years,
those attacks on immigrants, in
particular," the White House Press
Secretary said, defending the
president. 
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi mocked the
Congress leader Rahul Gandhi saying he had

"run away" from Amethi for fear of defeat. "Today I
also want to tell him, Daro Mat (don't be afraid),
Bhaago Mat (don't run)," the Prime Minister
sneered at three election rallies in West Bengal.
Modi's jibe came after Rahul's most often repeated
remarks against the PM "Daro Mat" and accusing
the BJP Government of using probe agencies to

terrorise critics and political rivals. Modi also
attacked former Congress chief Sonia Gandhi
saying he had predicted that both mother and son
would avoid contesting from their seats out of fear.
"I had said, their biggest leader will not dare to
contest. She will run away out of fear. She ran to
Rajasthan and from there entered the Rajya Sabha.
That is exactly what happened," he said.
"I had said  shehzade (Rahul Gandhi) is afraid of
losing in Wayanad, and the moment voting ends, he
will start looking for a third seat. Now even from

Amethi, despite all his loyalists saying it, he
panicked so much, he ran from there and is now
looking towards Raebareli. These people keep going
around telling people Daro Mat. Today I will also
tell them... ji bhar ke kehta hoon. Arey daro mat,
bhaago mat," the PM said in Burdwan.
Several BJP leaders seized on the Amethi-Raebareli
decision, calling it a dead giveaway that Rahul
knows he can't win Amethi, where Union Minister
Smriti Irani is contesting again after her win in the
last Lok Sabha election. Modi also asserted that the

Congress' tally in the Lok Sabha polls will be an
"all-time low", as the grand old party would
struggle to cross even the "half-century" mark in
the hustings.
Addressing back-to-back rallies in the
Bardhaman-Durgapur, Krishnanagar and Bolpur
Lok Sabha constituencies, the PM said if the
Congress is voted to power, it would "snatch"
quotas meant for the Scheduled Caste, Dalits and
OBCs and give those to its "jihadi vote bank" to
pursue the party's "appeasement politics".
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The Congress has declared
Shashi Singh Koram as

its candidate for the Surguja
Lok Sabha seat in
Chhattisgarh. She is also a
member of the Surajpur Zila
Panchayat. Her father, the
late Tuleshwar Singh, served
as a minister in the Ajit Jogi-
led Congress government
(2000-03) in Chhattisgarh.

EXCERPTS…
On internal feud in

Congress: You may say
factionalism in Congress has
come to the surface! But I’d
rather say that those who are
not satisfied with the party
are free to leave it. We will
welcome their decision.
Even BJP candidate
Chintamani Maharaj is
also a Congress
turncoat. If someone
is opposing my
candidature, it’s
their problem. I
can’t help it.
Everybody is bound
to follow and obey
the party High
Command. Our poll
prospects will not be
affected by the resentment of
a few persons.

Why should people
elect you? This is a fight to
save democracy. There’s a
BJP MP in Surguja for 20
years. BJP has not done
anything. I am a new girl
and want to develop the
area. I want to become the
voice of Surguja in Delhi. All
the MPs elected till now
have not been able to

provide the benefits of the
schemes to the people of
Surguja. I will raise the voice
of Surguja in parliament of
Delhi. The BJP is working
out of political malice
against its opponents using
central agencies like ED, CBI
as political tools.

On possibilities of
tourism: Surguja is full of
natural beauty. Wherever I
go, I see a lot of beauty. We
are people connected to
water, forest and land.
Employment will increase
with an increase in tourism
here. My focus is to save the
Hasdeo Arand forest. It is
170,000 hectares in area and
is home to a diverse ecology
and Adivasi communities
such as the Gonds. I have
taken up it as a mission to
save this forest as it’s a
national issue.

On vision for the youth:
A large number of educated
youth are unemployed in
Surguja. I want to work for
them. The Congress has also

promised in its
manifesto to provide

jobs to the youth. I
also have a plan to
establish an
industry in
Surguja. Apart
from the

manifesto issued
by the Congress, my

focus will be more on
education.

On your focus on
health: Health facilities are
very less in Surguja.
Wherever there are, there are
no proper doctors and
nurses. This will be my
focus. I will give my hundred
percent in expanding the
health facility. The women of
Surguja are oppressed. I will
work on their education,
employment and security
too.

The BJP’s strategic
candidate deployment

extended to the inclusion of
Chintamani Maharaj, a
defector from the Congress,
who is now contesting from
the Surguja parliamentary
seat. Maharaj, a two-term
former MLA, is the son of the
late Sant Rameshwar Gahira
Guru, a prominent social
worker renowned for his
influence among tribals in
north Chhattisgarh.

EXCERPTS…
Why should people

choose you? The people of
Surguja know that whatever I
say, I do it. I do not give false
assurances. People here know
that I am down to earth. I
always stand with the people.
I get the works related to
Patwari, Tehsildar or
Collector completed by
immediately talking to them.
We also need to work on the
fact that women are victims
of domestic violence. Apart
from this, efforts will also be
made to empower them
economically.

On allegation of
political vendetta: India is a
democratic country and
everyone has a right to
express their views. But if you
are complaining, you will
have to be explaining. And
leveling baseless allegations
against the BJP government
by INDIA alliance will not
yield any result as the ED,
CBI are independent bodies
and law must take its own
course.

On vision for the youth:
After the elections, we will
know from the youth what
can be done for them. I think
that if open gyms are built
and tourism is promoted,
they will get employment. As
there is innovation in
education, emphasis must be
laid upon self-employment
rather than getting a job. I
will request the Prime
Minister to make an
education hub here. There
should be all the
arrangements for education.
Now students have to go to
Kota, Delhi and elsewhere for
coaching. There is definitely
a need to make major
improvements in the
education system here.

On potential for
tourism: Surguja is
considered as ‘Shimla of
Chhattisgarh’. There is a need
for its promotion at national
and international levels.
Apart from that, there are
many tourist places which
should be promoted. When
people will know about it,
foreign tourists will also
come here and employment
will be generated.

R e g a r d i n g
infrastructure: I feel
satisfactory work has been
done regarding
infrastructure in Surguja. But
there’s still much do be done
for the expansion of train
services. The flight
operations under UDAN
scheme will soon start from
here. All the necessary
arrangements have been
made at the airport. We are
waiting for the timeline of
Code of Conduct to get over.
The Prime Minister has
talked about the development
of this place. If he talks about
whatever is in his mind, then
definitely this will lead to
development here.

SHRI RAM SHAW ■ SURGUJA 

./�����������,�������	����������������+������ 0���,���������	��������1�������������������������

STAFF REPORTER ■
RAIPUR 

The Enforcement Directorate (ED)
has provisionally attached 18

movable and 161 immovable properties
worth Rs. 205 crore of retired IAS
officer Anil Tuteja and others in
connection with an alleged liquor scam
in Chhattisgarh, it was announced on
Friday.

The ED has recorded a fresh ECIR
in the liquor scam on the basis of a FIR
registered by the police , an ED
statement said.

The attached properties include 14
properties of Tuteja worth Rs. 15.82
crore; 115 properties of Anwar Dhebar
worth Rs. 116.16 crore; three properties
of Vikash Agarwal alias Subbu worth
Rs. 1.54 crore; 33 properties of Arvind
Singh worth Rs. 12.99 crore; one
property of Arunpati Tripathi worth Rs.

1.35 crore; nine properties of Trilok
Singh Dhillon worth Rs. 28.13 crore,
jewellery worth Rs. 27.96 crore of
Naveen Kedia, movable properties
worth Rs. 1.2 crore of Asheesh Saurabh
Kedia/Dishita Ventures Pvt. Ltd. and a

vehicle worth Rs. 0.13 lakh.
The attached properties of Anwar

Dhebar include Hotel Vennington
Court in Raipur and a commercial
building in the name of “Accord
Business Tower”.
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SHRI RAM SHAW n
RAIPUR

May be the people of
Chhattisgarh are used

to braving the severe heat
wave, but elsewhere it’s not
the case. Several parts of the
country are reeling under a
scorching sun, with the
mercury already touching 40
degrees plus. People hardly
dare to come out to exercise
their franchise. But in some
forest areas of the state,
election officials and voters
are facing another challenge
to conduct smooth elections.

In North and Central
Chhattisgarh, more than 150
villages of Surguja, Raigarh,
Korba and Bilaspur
parliamentary seats are
affected due to wild
elephants. There are more
than 24,000 polling stations
in the 11 Lok Sabha
constituencies of
Chhattisgarh. More than 400
of these booths are
surrounded by forests, rivers
and hills. The polling parties
here are facing challenges

due to bears, leopards and
elephants. Due to human-
elephant conflict, the threat
of elephants is increasing
from North to South
Chhattisgarh. This is no less
than a challenge to
democracy.

Rohit Vyas, the district
election officer and the
Collector of Surajpur told
The Pioneer: “There is no
crop in the fields now. In
such a situation movement of
elephants are limited towards
populated areas. They prefer
to move towards wetlands
and water bodies. But their
threat can’t be ruled out. We
are fully prepared for the
election and all the necessary
arrangement have been made
to conduct safe voting in
these areas. We are taking all
precautions and increasing
surveillance during the
elections.”

If a group of elephants
reaches the village areas in
search of fodder, then
anything can happen.
There’s always a threat of
elephants attacking the

polling parties and voters.
Due to this, the urban and
rural people in elephant
affected areas are a scared
lot.

T. Shekhar, the
District/Divisional Forest
Officer (DFO) of Surguja,
said, “There’s nothing to
worry about voters and poll
officials. We are fully
prepared. Probably, there
will not be elephants’
movement during this
period. We always inform
people about this. They are
very much aware and alert.
During the assembly
elections also, the
administration had made
security arrangements for
the voters of the elephant
affected area.”

In the 2023 Assembly
elections, forest officials
were deployed in elephant
affected areas so that voting
is not affected. In Dhamtari
district alone, 34 villages fall
in the Tiger Reserve area. It
is common to see leopards
and bears there. There were
259 polling stations in
Sihawa Assembly segment
of the Kanker Lok Sabha
constituency, the roaming
area of elephants, leopards
and bears. After the
formation of Chhattisgarh
in 2002, there were 32
elephants in the state. Their
number was 122 in 2007 and
247 in 2017. At present
around 300 to 350 elephants
are present in the state. At
least 22 out of 36 forest
divisions are affected by wild
elephants.

Sui generis challenges for EC
and electorate in Chhattisgarh

STAFF REPORTER n
RAIPUR

The Bank of Maharashtra
has confiscated an

immovable mortgaged
property measuring .481
hectares located in Abhanpur
area in Raipur to recover a
loan, the bank said on Friday.

Preeti Desai of the Debt
Recovery Tribunal (DRT)
said the loan taken by Sant
Kumar Netam and others
had been a Non-Performing
Asset (NPA) since the last 10 years. The DRT is going to

take similar actions against
other defaulters and
guarantors as well, they said.

BOM’s stern warning to loan defaulters

STAFF REPORTER n
RAIPUR

Chhattisgarh Chief
Minister Vishnu Deo Sai

on Friday said that voters in
the country will not get
trapped by the illusions of
the Congress. They will vote
for the BJP and Prime

Minister Narendra Modi for
their development oriented
thinking. Sai was addressing
an election rally at
Premnagar in Surajpur
district of the Surguja
parliamentary constituency.

Sai he had received
tremendous affection from
BJP cadres and also the

people of tribal dominated
Surguja.

The BJP was fighting the
elections on the development
plank and will be reelected
for the third time to form the
government at the Centre, he
said. The grand old party will
soon be diminished across
the country, he added.

STAFF REPORTER n
RAIGARH

Seventeen Border Security Force
troopers deployed on election

duty were critically injured on Friday
when a bus they were travelling in hit
a roadside tree in Raigarh district of
Chhattisgarh.

The incident took place near
Chalha village when the bus with 32
BSF personnel met with the accident
in the Dharamjaigarh area,
Dharamjaigarh Sub Divisional

Magistrate Digesh Patel said.
Of the 17, four critically injured

troopers were shifted to a medical
centre in Raigarh city while 13 were
rushed to the Civil Hospital in
Dharamjaigarh.

The condition of all of them is
said to be stable.

The Raigarh Lok Sabha
constituency will go the polls in the
third and final phase of general
elections to be held in Chhattisgarh
on May 7.

STAFF REPORTER n
DHAMTARI

A42-year-old woman
was trampled to death

by a wild elephant in
Dhamtari district in
Chhattisgarh, a forest
official said on Friday.

The incident took place
on Thursday when Surekha

Bai of Dokal village, her
husband and other villagers
went to a jungle to collect
Tendu leaves, Dhamtari
Divisional Forest Officer
Shama Faruque said.

Her husband and
others managed to escape. 

The kin of the deceased
was provided an instant
relief of Rs 25,000.

Voters will not be trapped
by Congress illusions: CM

17 BSF men injured in
accident on poll duty 

STAFF REPORTER n
BASTAR

Aremarkable rise has been
witnessed in the

population of critically
endangered bird vultures in a
span of three years in the
Bastar region of
Chhattisgarh.

The number of vultures
has risen from 70 to 180 at
the Indravati Tiger Reserves
(ITR) between 2021 and
2024, ITR Deputy Director
Sudeep Balaga told The
Pioneer.

Vulture Conservation
Research Associate Suraj
Nair told The Pioneer that
management of carcasses of
animals as well as
monitoring of vultures’ nests
played a vital role in the

rising number of the bird.
In 2021, only the

critically endangered species
of White Rumped Vulture
(Gyps Bengalensis) and
Indian Vulture (Gyps
Indicus) were found in the
ITR region.

Now after the
development of the habitat,

the migratory vulture species
Eurasian Griffon (Gyps
Fulvus) is also seen in large
numbers.

To raise awareness
among the villagers for
conservation of vultures,
treatment of cattle was
started with herbs instead of
allopathic medicines which

gave a positive result in
increasing the availability of
food for critically
endangered species of
vultures.

With the help of six
Vulture Friends (Giddh
Mitra), various competitions
were organized in schools

besides Gram Sabhas in
around 50 villages to make
people understand the need
for conservation of vultures.

These three species of
vulture laid more than 50
eggs and around 30 eggs
were developed. Generally,
vultures give a single egg
once in a year.

Now there is a plan for
geo-tagging of vultures so
that by studying their
character they can be given
better habitat. 

Also, the number of
vultures in the Achanakmar
Tiger Reserves increased to
40 from 30 in the last years.

The Ministry of Union
Ministry of Environment
selected ITR and ATR for the
survey in Chhattisgarh for
conservation of vultures.

STAFF REPORTER n
RAIPUR

For strict adherence to the
Model Code of Conduct

(MCC), the Election
Commission in
Chhattisgarh has removed a
total of 4,34,580 pieces of
illegal political propaganda,
an official communiqué
said on Friday.

This was done under
the Defacement of Property
Act 1985.

They have also

addressed 1,021 complaints
about breaches of MCC
received through the cVigil
app. Complaints about
violations such as illegal
political promotional
materials can be made
through the application by
taking a photo or making a
two-minute video or audio
recording.

Action is taken within
100 minutes of receiving a
complaint. The
complainant is informed
once the issue is resolved.

STAFF REPORTER n
RAIPUR

The Election Commission
has set up 2,828 all-

women polling booths called
‘Sangwari Booth’ to
encourage women to vote in
the third and final phase of
the Lok Sabha elections in
Chhattisgarh.

Women officers and
employees will conduct
voting in these booths and
handle security arrangements
as well.

These polling booths are
established in areas with a
high female electorate and

previous low turnout. 
An official communiqué

said that efforts were being
made to make the general
elections more inclusive, not
only for women but for the
disabled and youth as well.

A total of 57 disabled
polling booths and 260 youth
polling booths have been set
up where disabled people and
youth will conduct voting.

Surguja, Korba, Bilaspur,
Raipur, Durg, Janjgir-
Champa and Raigarh will see
voting across 15,701 polling
stations on May 7. The results
will be announced nationally
on June 4.

Chhattisgarh records rise in vulture count
“Management of

carcasses of
animals as well as

monitoring of
vultures’ nests

played a vital role in
the rising number of

the bird”

Elephant tramples
woman in Dhamtari 

representative image

A glimpse of cultural programmes held in Chhattisgarh’s Balrampur on Friday to ensure participation of members of the
special backward tribe Pahadi Korwa in the May 7 Lok Sabha elections.

EC takes stern action
against MCC violations

2,828 pink polling booths
in Phase III LS election

STAFF REPORTER n
RAIPUR

Chhattisgarh Deputy Chief
Minister Arun Sao on Friday

said that senior Congress leader
Rahul Gandhi would suffer defeat
from the traditional Gandhi family
seat of Rae Bareli in Uttar Pradesh.

“After his shameful defeat from
Amethi in 2019 and sensing a
possible defeat from Kerala’s
Wayanad, he has opted for Rae
Bareli,” Sao told the media.

“The Congress wants to the rule
country for vested interests and not
for public welfare. This truth has
now been exposed to the public and

will lead to a rejection of Rahul from
Rae Bareli,” Sao said.

After a long suspense, the
Congress finally announced that
Rahul Gandhi will contest from Rae
Bareli.

Rahul to suffer defeat
from Rae Bareli: Sao

“After his
shameful

defeat from
Amethi in 2019
and sensing a
possible defeat
from Kerala’s
Wayanad, he
has opted for
Rae Bareli”
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The Congress has been
against providing reserva-

tion to the Dalits and the back-
wards and the party also
“attacked” the Constitution by
inserting the word ‘secular’ in
the Preamble when it was in
power, the BJP alleged on
Friday.
The BJP’s charge comes at a
time when the Congress has
been claiming that the saffron
party is seeking more than
400 seats in the Lok Sabha polls
to change the Constitution and
also end the reservations pro-
vided to the members of the
Scheduled Caste (SC),
Scheduled Tribe (ST) and
Other Backward Classes (OBC)
if voted to power.
Slamming the Congress at a
press conference in the BJP
headquarters here, party
national general secretary
Dushyant Kumar Gautam said,
“They are repeatedly saying the

Constitution will be changed.
Ambedkar used to say that the
preamble of the Constitution is
its soul. But they added a word
‘secular’ in it, which was the
biggest attack on the
Constitution.”
Asked if the Preamble will be
restored to its original form if
the BJP is voted to power
again, he said, “This? Yes. The
word ‘secular’ should not have
been inserted in it (Preamble).
This hurt the soul of B R

Ambedkar.” Gautam alleged
that the Congress has been
against providing reservation to
the “Dalits and the backwards”
since its “birth” and brought the
provision of creamy layer dur-
ing its rule to “end reservation”.
“In a letter to all chief ministers
on June 27, 1961, Jawaharlal
Nehru (then Prime Minister)
had clearly stated that he dis-
likes any kind of reservation,
especially in services. The
Congress and its leaders did not

show any regard for the
Constitution as it provided
nothing in the name of reser-
vation at Aligarh Muslim
University and Jamia (Millia)
Islamia,” the BJP leader
charged.
Asked if the BJP will provide
quota for the Dalits and the
backwards at AMU and Jamia
Millia Islamia if voted to power,
Gautam said, “For this, we will
prepare a draft and make all
efforts. They should get reser-
vation. We have fought for the
Dalits earlier also.”
Gautam alleged that the
Congress denied reservation to
the Dalits and the members of
the backward classes in Jammu
and Kashmir (J-K) by giving
special status to the erstwhile
state under Article 370.
The Narendra Modi govern-
ment, on August 5, 2019, abro-
gated Article 370, thus, ending
the special status given to J-K,
and bifurcated it into two
Union Territories — J-K and
Ladakh.

Congress attacked Constitution by 
inserting word secular in Preamble: BJP ������
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The BJP on Friday took a dig
at Congress leader Rahul

Gandhi after he filed nomina-
tion to contest from Raebareli
with Union Home Minister
Amit Shah saying he will lose
the polls against the BJP can-
didate by a huge margin.
Mocking Rahul Gandhi as
someone who runs away from
the battlefield, Defence
Minister Rajnath Singh tar-
geted him for shifting his Lok
Sabha constituency to Rae
Bareli and said he could not
gather the courage to contest
from Amethi.
Addressing a public rally in
Hukkeri (Karnataka), Shah
said Rahul Gandhi is contest-
ing the elections from
Raebareli in Uttar Pradesh
after running away from
Amethi and predicted that he
will lose the polls there against
the BJP candidate by a huge
margin.
He also said former AICC

President Sonia Gandhi’s mul-
tiple attempts to “launch”
Rahul Gandhi had failed and
claimed that this was the twen-
ty-first attempt.
The top BJP leader addressed
a public meeting here in
Belagavi district for party can-
didate from Chikkodi Lok
Sabha segment Annasaheb
Jolle.
“Modi ji tried and at once
Chandrayaan (mission to
Moon) got launched. Sonia
Gandhi has launched this
‘yaan’ named Rahul Baba
(Rahul Gandhi) twenty times,

but her launching has not
been successful. Today for the
twenty-first time, running
away from Amethi, he has
filed nomination from
Raebareli,” Shah said.
He said, “Rahul Baba, I’m
telling the result of Raebareli
from here. Against BJP’s can-
didate Dinesh Pratap Singh,
you will lose by a huge margin.
Write down my words.”
In Rohtak, Rajnath said people
like Rahul Gandhi want to lead
the country, the senior BJP
leader said in a swipe at the
former Congress president at

a public meeting there, claim-
ing that many Congress lead-
ers wanted him to contest
from Amethi but he chose to
run away. “I am concerned that
he may be given a different
name after running away from
this battle,” Rajnath said.
In New Delhi, the BJP took a
swipe at Rahul Gandhi saying
he is contesting the ongoing
Lok Sabha polls from Rae Bareli
in addition to Wayanad in
Kerala, as he is going to lose the
contest in the southern State.
“Bhag Rahul bhag, Rahul bhag,
Rahul bhag (run Rahul run) —
this is what will go on now,”
Dushyant Kumar Gautam, the
national general secretary of
the BJP, told a press conference
at the party headquarters when
asked about Rahul Gandhi
contesting the polls from the
Rae Bareli seat.
When pointed out that Prime
Minister Narendra Modi has
told the former Congress chief
not to run out of fear, Gautam
quipped, “Well, he (Gandhi) is
a kid. He should be encour-
aged.”
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The surprise nomination of
Rahul Gandhi from Rae

Bareli brings the focus back on
the VVIP segment which was
first represented in the Lok
Sabha by the former Congress
president’s grandfather Feroze
Gandhi, who held the seat in
the first two elections after
Independence.
The strong foundations that
Feroze Gandhi laid in the con-
stituency were later nurtured
and strengthened by his wife
and former prime minister
Indira Gandhi, who won from
the seat in 1967, 1971 and 1980,
followed by friends and fami-
ly members of the Gandhi
family. Indira Gandhi contest-
ed from two seats in 1980 —
Rae Bareli and Medak in
Telangana — and chose to
retain the Medak seat.

Arun Nehru won the 1980
bypoll and subsequently in
1984.
From Arun Nehru, who was
late prime minister Rajiv
Gandhi’s right-hand man, to
Sheila Kaul, another Gandhi
kin, Rae Bareli returned sever-
al of the Gandhi family mem-
bers and aides to the Lok
Sabha.
The seat was held by Congress’
R P Singh in the 1960 bypoll
after the demise of Feroze
Gandhi, and by another
Congress leader Baij Nath
Kureel in 1962.
Sheila Kaul, an aunt of Indira
Gandhi, represented the seat in
1989 and 1991.  In 1999, anoth-

er friend of the Gandhis, Satish
Sharma represented the Rae
Bareli constituency, till Sonia
Gandhi shifted there.
The only time the Congress did
not represent the seat was in
the wake of the Emergency in
1977 when Janata Party’s Raj
Narain defeated Indira Gandhi,
who was then the prime min-
ister, and BJP’s Ashoke Singh in
1996 and 1998.
Although Sonia Gandhi upon
entering electoral politics chose
to make her electoral foray
from neighbouring Amethi
Lok Sabha seat in 1999, a seat
her husband Rajiv Gandhi had
held earlier, she soon vacated it
for her son Rahul’s debut in
politics in 2004.
Sonia Gandhi subsequently
held Rae Bareli four times
between 2004 and 2019,
although of late, her winning
margins began dwindling.
The party’s calculation behind
fielding Rahul from Rae Bareli
instead of Amethi, also rests on
the conclusion that Rae Bareli
is a better, safer seat for the for-
mer Congress president, who

lost Amethi to BJP’s Smriti
Irani in 2019 by nearly 50,000
votes.
Amid criticism that the
Congress had given a walkout
to Irani in Amethi, sources said,
the party in its wisdom believed
that Rae Bareli’s historical,
emotional and electoral impor-
tance for the Gandhi family
was higher than that of Amethi.
In her farewell message to the
people of Rae Bareli, Sonia
Gandhi had expressed confi-
dence that the seat which
always stood by her and the
Gandhis will continue to sup-
port her family in future also.
In the message on February 15,
former party chief Sonia
Gandhi informed voters of her
Rae Bareli constituency that she
will not contest the upcoming
Lok Sabha polls due to health
and age issues.
In an emotional message to the
constituents of the segment
she has represented since 2004,
the 77-year-old also threw sub-
tle hints of a possible entry of
a member of her family from
Rae Bareli.
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Prime Minister Narendra
Modi is likely to file his

nomination on May 14 for
Varanasi constituency for Lok
Sabha polls and will hold a road
show a day earlier.  Congress
has fielded Ajay Rai against
him. Varanasi will go to poll in
the seventh phase on June 1.
The process of nomination fil-
ing for the seventh phase of Lok
Sabha elections will begin from
May 7 and end on May 14.
Rai is making his third bid for
the Varanasi seat in Uttar
Pradesh, having previously
contested against Prime
Minister Modi and suffered
defeat in both the 2014 and
2019 general elections.
Apart from Rai, stand-up
comedian Shyam Rangeela has

also announced his electoral
debut from Varanasi against
Modi. Hailing from Rajasthan,
Shyam Rangeela is renowned
for his uncanny mimicking of
Prime Minister Modi.
Rangeela announced his can-
didature from Varanasi for the
Lok Sabha 2024 on social
media on Wednesday, May 1.
In the 2019 Lok Sabha polls, the
Prime Minister scored a mas-
sive victory by a margin of
4,79,505 votes. Modi secured as
many as 6,74,664 votes, while
his nearest rival Samajwadi
Party candidate Shalini Yadav
bagged 1,95,159 votes.
During the 2014 Lok Sabha
election, Modi secured victory
in Varanasi by a substantial
margin of 3.37 lakh votes,
defeating Aam Aadmi Party
chief Arvind Kejriwal, who
managed to secure 2 lakh votes.
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The Election Commission
on Friday directed States to

ensure that those intending to
contest polls are provided with
‘no dues certificate’ within 48
hours of the request as those
who do not submit the docu-
ment while filing nominations
face the prospect of their
papers being rejected.
If a candidate is not able to pro-
vide ‘no dues certificate’ even
after he has cleared all such
dues, it goes against his can-
didature at the time of scruti-
ny of nominations.
The EC advisory noted that
there is “no respite” to the can-
didate even if he submits ‘no
dues certificate’ after expiry of
the statutory period of filing of
nominations in the con-
stituency concerned.
Such instances may cause sig-
nificant loss not only to the
aspiring candidates but also to
the political parties and elec-
torate of the constituency con-
cerned and “undermines the
principles of participatory elec-
toral democracy”, the poll
authority said.
The advisory has been issued
to ensure that this does not
happen. It said during the
ongoing Lok Sabha polls, an
intending candidate could not
obtain such a certificate despite
clearing dues.
A candidate who files nomi-
nation paper during an elec-
tion to Parliament and state

legislature has also to file an
affidavit before the returning
officer concerned under the
provisions of the
Representation of the People
Act, 1951.
During ongoing elections to
the Lok Sabha, 2024, it has
come to the notice of the
Election Commission that an
intending candidate could not
obtain “No Dues Certificate”
from concerned authorities
and therefore could not file the
same with respect to the (a)
rent, (b) electricity charges, (c)
water charges and (d) tele-
phone charges, even after the
candidate had supposedly
cleared all such dues. Such
instances may cause significant
loss not only to the aspiring
candidates but also to the
political parties and electorate
of the constituency concerned
and undermines the principles
of participatory electoral
democracy
The Supreme Court in its var-
ious judgments has said that
the affidavit so submitted
should be completely filled in
and no column should be left
blank.
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Dutee Chand, a national
sprint champion and

Olympian, has joined a group
of influential sports icons,
including Baichung Bhutia,
Deepa Malik, and Neha
Dhupia, in supporting Mothers
Against Vaping in their cam-
paign against the rising trend
of vaping among Indian youth.
The Mothers Against Vaping is
a collective of women dedicat-
ed to combating the prolifera-
tion of new-age tobacco
devices, particularly among
children and adolescents.
In a statement, Mothers
Against Vaping emphasized
the urgent need to address the
health crisis facing young peo-
ple due to the increasing use of
electronic tobacco products.
They highlighted the signifi-
cance of proactive measures to
raise awareness and imple-
ment concrete steps for pro-
tecting youth from the harm-
ful effects of vaping.
Chand’s support and involve-
ment will shine a powerful
spotlight on the issue and raise
its awareness, visibility and
impact, the Mothers Against
Vaping said in a statement.

Quoting Dutee Chand, the
statement said that “the need to
highlight the devastating
impact that vaping and e-cig-
arettes have on the lives of chil-
dren.”
“Today, we are sprinting ahead
as a sporting nation. From
athletics to chess, it is thrilling
to see the rise of talented

youngsters in diverse sports
fields. But issues like harmful
vaping habits among young-
sters are setting us back so we
must speak out against this
trend,” she was quoted as say-
ing.
“Children deserve to pursue

their dreams, play and build
their futures free from harmful
distractions like vaping.
Engaging in such habits can
derail their paths and jeopar-
dise their aspirations. Children,
parents, teachers and society as
a whole must understand the
consequences of vaping and
take proactive steps to eradicate
this menace from our com-
munities and our children’s
lives,” added Chand.
She highlighted the impor-
tance of creating an environ-
ment where children can pur-
sue their dreams and aspira-
tions without being derailed by
harmful distractions like vap-
ing. Chand called for collective
action from parents, teachers,
and society to eradicate this
menace from communities and
safeguard the future of chil-
dren.
Mothers Against Vaping point-
ed out the multitude of health

risks associated with vaping,
including the emergence of
lung injuries such as EVALI (E-
cigarette or Vaping Product
Use-Associated Lung Injury).
They debunked the miscon-
ception that vapors from mod-
ern tobacco devices are harm-
less, citing evidence of harmful
substances like nicotine and
diacetyl, which have been
linked to severe lung injuries
and other health complica-
tions.
The organization also high-
lighted the aggressive tactics
employed by multinational
companies to target vulnerable
youth and expand their market
base through social media
advertising campaigns that
glamorize and normalize the
use of electronic devices.
Various countries including
India, Australia, Singapore,
Thailand, Argentina, Japan and
Brazil have banned vaping
devices and e-cigarettes under
comprehensive legislation
addressing their production,
distribution, and advertising.
India’s Prohibition of Electronic
Cigarettes Act (PECA) 2019
was enacted in response to
growing concerns over the
addictive nature of these prod-
ucts and their adverse health
effects, particularly on young
people.
In India, vaping devices and e-
cigarettes were banned under
the Prohibition of Electronic
Cigarettes Act (PECA) 2019,
which comprehensively
addresses all aspects of their
production, distribution, and
advertising.
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Pune-based Serum Institute
of India (SII), the manufac-

turer of Covishield, finds itself
potentially entangled in legal
troubles as the parents of a 21-
year-old woman, who alleged-
ly died ten days after receiving
the vaccine in 2021, are con-
templating suing both the com-
pany and UK-based
AstraZeneca, the developer of
the jab.
The British pharmaceutical
giant is already under legal
scrutiny in the UK, facing
claims in at least 51 cases alleg-
ing that its vaccine caused
deaths and severe injuries.
AstraZeneca recently admit-
ted that its vaccine can, in very
rare cases, lead to Thrombosis
with Thrombocytopenia
Syndrome (TTS).Covishield,
derived from the AstraZeneca
COVID-19 vaccine, was exten-
sively administered in India.
However, SII, based in Pune,
has not yet responded to reports
of impending legal action.
Interestingly, the Union Health
Ministry too has chosen to
remain silent despite mounting
criticism and concerns among
Covishield recipients on social
media. The Opposition parties
like those from Congress,
Samajwadi party and AAP have
also criticized the Government
following AstraZeneca’s admis-
sion in a 100 million pound
class action lawsuit.
Venugopalan Govindan, who
tragically lost his daughter,
Karunya, expressed dissatis-

faction with AstraZeneca’s
belated admission, stating that
it came after numerous lives
had already been lost. He crit-
icized SII for not halting vaccine
supply after 15 European coun-
tries restricted its usage due to
reported deaths from blood
clots in March 2021. Despite
their efforts to seek justice,
grieving parents have struggled
to get a hearing in various
courts.
“The manufacturer SII, the
government who advertised
these vaccines throughout the
nation at huge expense to
exchequer as ‘safe and effective’
without sufficient data (and
when data emerged about the
adverse events from around the
world, they chose not to stop
the rollout or at least sensitise
people and medical fraternity
about it), the regulatory bodies
that approved it and subse-
quently didn’t intervene to stop
it when data emerged about the
dangers, are all culpable in the

death of my daughter and
countless others who have died
after taking this so called vac-
cine,” read Govindan’s post
which has gone viral since
AstraZeneca submission that its
Covid jab can cause blood clot-
ting. 
Venugopalan Govindan initi-
ated a petition titled ‘Post-vac-
cination side effects - Blood
clots, MIS-A etc. Awareness
required’ soon after his daugh-
ter’s demise in 2021. In his post,
he held SII, the government,
regulatory bodies, and others
responsible for his daughter’s
death and those of others who
died after receiving the vaccine.
The national committee formed
by the government concluded
that there was insufficient evi-
dence to link her death to the
vaccine. India’s vaccination
campaign began on January 13,
2021, administering Covaxin
and Covishield. Covishield
received approval for use in 49
other countries. As of April 29,

2024, India has administered
1,749,417,978 doses of
Covishield, making it the
world’s largest vaccination pro-
gram.
Symptoms of TTS, a rare con-
dition associated with
Covishield, include severe
headaches, abdominal pain, leg
swelling, or shortness of breath,
usually appearing two weeks
post-vaccination. Timely iden-
tification and intervention are
crucial in mitigating severe
consequences.
India’s vaccine arsenal during
the pandemic included
Covaxin, Covishield, Sputnik-
V, Covovax, Corbevax, ZyCoV-
D, among others. Soon after the
UK vaccine manufacturer’s jab
which is being sold as
Covishield in India came under
legal tangle, Bharat Biotech,
based in Hyderabad, empha-
sized Covaxin’s safety. It issued
statement that it’s vaccine
underwent meticulous evalua-
tion and demonstrated an
excellent safety record during its
licensure process
The vaccine maker also said
that Covaxin was the only
Covid-19 vaccine in the gov-
ernment’s Covid-19 immuni-
sation programme to have con-
ducted efficacy trials in India.
“Covaxin was evaluated in more
than 27,000 subjects as part of
its licensure process. It was
licensed under restricted use in
clinical trial mode, where
detailed safety reporting was
carried out for several hundred
thousand subjects,” Bharat
Biotech said.

PM Modi likely to file
nomination for Varanasi
constituency on May 14
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India and Indonesia on Friday
here reviewed the entire

spectrum of their bilateral
defence ties and agreed to
enhance collaboration in areas
of defence industry, maritime
security and multilateral coop-
eration.
These were the key takeaways
from the seventh India-
Indonesia Joint Defence
C o o p e r a t i o n
Committee(JDCC)meeting,
defence ministry said.
Defence Secretary Giridhar
Aramane and Secretary
General of  Ministry of
Defence, Indonesia, Air
Marshal Donny Ermawan
Taufanto, co-chaired the meet-
ing.During the talks, both sides
expressed satisfaction at the
expanding scope of defence
cooperation between the two
countries. The progress made
on various bilateral defence
cooperation initiatives delib-
erated in meetings of Working
Groups on Defence
Cooperation and Defence

Industries Cooperation was
also reviewed by the co-chairs.
In addition, the dignitaries
identified means to enhance
existing areas of collaboration
especially in the field of defence
industry ties, maritime securi-
ty and multilateral cooperation.
During the visit, the Secretary
General visited the Defence
Research Development
Organisation(DRDO)head-
quarters here  as well as TATA
Advanced Systems and L&T
Defence facilities in Pune.
He also held deliberations with
other Indian defence industry
partners like Bharat Forge,
Mahindra Defence and
Mazagon Dock Shipbuilders
Limited and discussed ways to
enhance defence industrial
capabilities by cooperation in
research and joint production.
He also called on Chief of
Defence Staff(CDS)General
Anil Chauhan during the visit.
The Secretary General is on a
visit to India from May 02-04,
2024. He laid a wreath and paid
homage to the fallen heroes at
National War Memorial, New
Delhi.
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Though the results of the on
going election to Lok Sabha

would be announced on June 4,
the CPI in Kerala has conceded
defeat of its Wayanad
constituency Annie Raja in her
fight against Rahul Gandhi.
“We will win three of the four
constituencies from where our
candidates contested this
election. The LDF is certain to
win 12 candidates from the 20
constituencies,” the State
Executive Committee of the
CPI said in a release on Friday.
T h i r u v a n a n t h a p u r a m ,
Mavelikkara, Thrissur and
Wayanad are the constituencies
from where the CPI candidates
are fighting the election. “We
will win the first three
constituencies while Annie
Raja has done an excellent job
by bringing down the majority
of victory of Rahul Gandhi.
This time Rahul Gandhi is
unlikely to get a mammoth
victory like the one he
registered in 2019,” said the CPI
release.
Though is sure of defeat, Annie
Raja has commenced the
campaign for the by election in
the event of Rahul Gandhi wins
from Rae Bareli and opts to
quit Wayanad. As The Pioneer
had reported earlier, no one
had any doubts about the

prospectus of Rahul Gandhi’s
victory from Wayanad. The
electorate of the constituency
were familiar with Rahul
Gandhi while Annie Raja was
portrayed as Dilliwala
Rajkumari.
Though the CPI expects the
LDF to win in 12 out of the 20
seats at stake from Kerala, big
brother CPI(M) and its
strongman Pinarayi Vijayan is
confident of making a clean
sweep by winning all the 20
seats. “The good governance by
the CPI(M) led Kerala
Government since 2016 and
the people friendly welfare
measures have made the
Pinarayi Vijayan led
Government popular in the
State. This is the secret behind
our confidence,” said M V
Govindan, Kerala secretary of
the CPI(M).
The Congress-led UDF
government had expressed
confidence of winning all the
seats at stake from the State.
The strong anti-incumbency
wave against the CPI(M) led
government and the
controversy generated by LDF
Convener E P Jayarajan’s
alleged move to join the BJP
has distanced the minorities
from the CPI(M). This will
help the UDF in a big way,” said
VD Satheeshan, Leader of the
Opposition.
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BJP’s incumbent Ladakh
MP Jamyang Tsering

Namgyal, who had “revolted”
against the central leadership
for not giving him ticket, on
Friday pledged his support to
party candidate Tashi
Gyalson, ending more than a
week of uncertainty in the
party camp.
However, all is not well with
the Ladakh unit of the
Congress, which is facing a
vertical divide between Leh
and Kargil districts.
While official Congress
candidate Tsering Namgyal,
who is also leader of
opposition in the Ladakh
Autonomous Hill
Development Council
(LAHDC), Leh, filed his

nomination papers, the
party’s Kargil unit on Friday
accompanied National
Conference leader Haji
Hanifa Jan as he filed his
nomination papers before the
assistant returning officer.
A keen contest is on the cards
in the constituency as Sajjad
Kargili, one of the prominent
leaders of the Kargil
Democratic Alliance (KDA),
also filed his nomination
papers on Friday.
Accompanied by his
supporters, BJP MP Namgyal
reached party headquarters in
Leh and extended his support
to Gyalson, who is also the
c h a i r m a n - c u m - c h i e f
executive councilor of
LAHDC, Leh.
“I have not rejoined the BJP
which is my home and my

family. Differences do crop up
sometimes within a family
but I am not angry with the
BJP, (Prime Minister
Narendra) Modi or Gyalson. I
am sure the BJP will continue
its winning streak in the
Ladakh Lok Sabha seat and
Ladakh will be one among
our target of 400 seats in the
general elections,” he told
reporters.
Namgyal said they will take
whatever steps needed for the
bright future of Ladakh, to
meet aspirations of the people
and ensure security of the
region.
“I have learnt from the party
that nation comes first, party
second and self last… We
have started campaigning for
the party candidate,” he said.
Congress candidate Tsering

Namgyal filed his nomination
papers on Thursday, and said
the party’s manifesto contains
including Ladakh in the Sixth
Schedule of the Constitution.
“We support the four-point
demand of the Leh Apex
Body (LAB) and KDA, and
we will forcefully raise the
demands within and outside
the Parliament to fulfil
aspirations of the people,” he
said, seeking support from the
voters across the Union
Territory.
The LAB and KDA are jointly
spearheading an agitation for
the past four years to demand
statehood for Ladakh, its
inclusion in the Sixth
Schedule of the Constitution,
separate Lok Sabha seats for
Leh and Kargil and jobs for
the local youth.
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The performance of the
BJP and Congress in the

rural Sattari taluka, covering
only two assembly segments,
will be a key factor in the
North Goa Lok Sabha
constituency in the coastal
state. 
The two rival parties are
more or less evenly placed in
other constituency areas,
comprising 20 assembly
segments. The scene was
identical in Sattari taluka
until a few years ago when
the BJP emerged as a
stronger player. 
Ahead of the polls, BJP
leaders said they are striving
to increase their party’s vote
share in Sattari taluka, while
the Congress is attempting to

reclaim lost grounds to turn
the table on its rival. Sattari
covers the Poriem and
Valpoi assembly segments.
The two seats in Goa —
North Goa and South Goa —
will go to polls in the third
phase of the general
elections on May 7. BJP has
fielded its sitting MP Shripad
Naik in North Goa, while
Congress has nominated
former Union minister
Ramakant Khalap.
Earlier, the BJP and
Congress had equal
dominance in this taluka,
but the BJP won both
assembly seats in 2022,
establishing its stronghold. 
“The main task before the
Congress candidate is to
reduce the margin of BJP in
Sattari taluka. If we can reduce

the margin here and increase
our vote share in our other
strongholds, then we will be
able to sail through,” said
Girish Chodankar, former
Goa Congress chief.
Chodankar had unsuccessfully
contested the 2019 Lok Sabha
polls from North Goa.
In the Lok Sabha polls, the
Congress had polled 7,561
votes against BJP’s 16,580 in
Poriem assembly segment. 
“Pratapsingh Rane (then
Poriem MLA) had supported
the BJP candidate (Naik)
during the last
parliamentary elections. He
had extended support due to
his personal rapport with
Shripad Naik,” said Vishwajit
Rane, son of Pratapsingh.
Amid Congress’ efforts to
reverse the BJP’s gains,

particularly in Sattari,
Vishwajit Rane, who is also
the health minister of Goa,
said he has been
campaigning for the past
one-and-a-half months to
garner support for Naik. 
In the Valpoi assembly
segment, the Congress had
got 7,149 votes compared to
BJP’s 15,334 votes last time.
Rane claimed that the people
of Sattari are impressed by
what Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has done
across the country.
“BJP workers in Sattari are
Modi Ka Parivar,” he said,
exuding confidence that
Naik will win with a big lead. 
BJP Goa spokesman Giriraj
Pai Vernekar said Congress
is struggling to make inroads
in Sattari. 
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Union Home Minister
Amit Shah on Friday

alleged “anti-national
elements” belonging to the
Social Democratic Party of
India were involved in the
bomb blast in Bengaluru and
claimed Congress came to
power in Karnataka with
SDPI support.
Targeting the Siddaramaiah-
led government, he urged it
to hand over the probe in the
Hubballi student Neha
Hiremath murder case to the
CBI if the state was unable to
investigate properly. The top
BJP leader addressed a public
meeting here in Belagavi
district for party candidate
from Chikkodi Lok Sabha
segment Annasaheb Jolle.
“Modi ji ended terorism from
the country. Modi ji banned
PFI. This Congress
government in Karnataka has
come to power with the
support of SDPI. Look at the
consequence, after they came
to power, there was a bomb
blast in Bengaluru,” Shah
said, referring to the
Rameshwaram cafe blast on
March 1.
He said, “They (Congress
govt) first said it was a
cylinder blast, it was not a
cylinder blast, it was a bomb
blast by the anti-national
elements of SDPI. When the
probe was handed over to the

National Investigation
Agency (NIA), it was known
about the involvement of
such elements.” 
“Don’t worry, let Congress
government do
anything...Narendra Modi
government will keep
Karnataka secure,” he added.
Chikkodi along with 13 other
Lok Sabha segments in the
state will go to polls on May
7. Referring to the murder of
Neha Hiremath on her
college campus last month,
Shah said some in the

government said that the
killing was due to personal
issues.
“What a personal issue? A
girl, who did not want to
undergo religious conversion
was murdered. I met her
mother day-before-yesterday
in Hubballi. She told me that
her daughter was under
pressure to undergo religious
conversion. I want to warn
the Congress party, if you are
unable to investigate the case
properly, give it to the CBI.
BJP will ensure that those

who did injustice to Neha
Hiremath are punished,” he
added.
Neha Hiremath (23),
daughter of Congress
councillor of Hubballi-
Dharwad Municipal
Corporation Niranjan
Hiremath, was stabbed to
death on the campus of the
her college. The accused
Fayaz Khondunaik, who fled
from the scene, was arrested
by the police subsequently.
Neha was a first year Master
of Computer Application

(MCA) student and Fayaz
was earlier her classmate.
Congress cannot keep the
country united and secure,
Shah said, and listed out the
achievements of Modi rule in
the last ten years.
“Rahul Baba (Congress
leader Rahul Gandhi) used to
say don’t take Corona
vaccine, it is Modi vaccine, it
is good that people don’t
listen to him and every one
took (the jab). At night in the
dark, Rahul Baba along with
his sister took vaccination.
Rahul Baba you should be
ashamed that even during a
pandemic like Corona, you
did politics,” he said.
Shah said, in this election, on
one side there is Congress
which “did Rs 12 lakh crore
worth of scam and
corruption”, and on the other
side there is BJP led by
Narendra Modi, who despite
being Chief Minister and
Prime Minister for 23 years,
does not have even a single
allegation of corruption
against him.
“On one side there is Rahul
Baba who goes on foreign
vacations once in three
months, while on the other
side there is Modi, who for 23
years did not take leave even
on Deepawali and ate sweets
with soldiers of the country
(on the festival),” he said, as
he asked the people to choose
between the two.

“Whom do you want,
‘Pariwarwaadi” (dynast)
Congress or BJP that follows
‘Parampara’ (traditions),” he
asked.
Shah also gave Modi the
credit for resolving Ram
Mandir issue and
consecration of Ram Lalla
idol at the temple in Ayodhya
and also praised him for the
development of Kashi
Vishwanath corridor and
Kedar and Badri dham,
among other religious places
of worship.
He also hit out at AICC
President Mallikarjkun
Kharge and Rahul Gandhi for
not attending the
consecration ceremony at
Ayodhya despite being
invited, and alleged that they
skipped the event “fearing
their vote bank”.
“Does Kashmir belong to us
or not,” Shah asked the
gathering and accused
Kharge of asking what people
of Karnataka and Rajasthan
have to do with Kashmir.
“Kharge saab, you have
crossed 80-years, but you
have not understood the
people of Chikkodi, every
child here is ready to sacrifice
their lives for Kashmir.” 
Alleging that in 10 months
after coming to power, the
Congress has destroyed
Karnataka, Shah said: “Trust
Modi once again, and he will
take Karnataka forward.” 

Congress came to power in Karnataka with SDPI support: Shah ����%��%���"
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The city police on Friday
said they arrested five

Telangana Congress party
social media activists in
connection with Union Home
Minister Amit Shah’s alleged
morphed video that went
viral recently. 
The accused were produced
before a local court which
granted them bail with a
condition that each person
will have to submit two
sureties worth Rs 10,000 each
and appear before the
investigating officer on
Monday and Friday till
further orders. 
According to a statement
issued by the police, they
received a complaint on April
27 from a state BJP leader
alleging that the Telangana
Congress Pradesh Congress
Party on its X account posted
morphed or fabricated video
of Amit Shah’s speech during
his election campaign and
public meeting at Siddipet
recently, in violation of IT

Act. 
The deliberate and
mischievous act of morphing
the video is aimed at
misleading people and voters
creating fear amongst the
OBC communities, the police
said, adding they registered a
case under Sections 469
(forgery), 505(1)C
(circulating rumour), 171G
(spreading false information),
among others. 
According to police, on April
23, during a public meeting in
Medak, Amit Shah made a
speech. 

The A1 received a morphed
video and uploaded it on the
“@INCTelangana” handle on
X besides sharing it on
various WhatsApp groups
while A2 to A5 saw the video
and further shared it to their
individual X handles. When
notified by X about the
sensitivity of the content, the
video was deleted, they said. 
Earlier, the Delhi Police
summoned Telangana Chief
Minister Revanth Reddy on
May 1 for questioning in a
case of a doctored video of
Amit Shah. 

����� �3���	�8.�9

Union Minister Smriti Irani
Friday said that the

Gandhis’ absence from the
electoral fray in Amethi
indicates that the Congress has
accepted defeat even before
polling. “Gandhi family not
being present in the election
fray in Amethi indicates that
Congress party has accepted
its defeat in Amethi even
before the polling on the seat,”
Irani, the sitting MP from
Amethi, told reporters here.
She made the remarks
responding to Congress
loyalist K L Sharma filing his
nomination from the seat.
“Had they felt there was any
chance of victory on the seat,
they would have contested
from here and not fielded
their proxy,” the BJP leader
said, referring to the Gandhi
family.
She asserted she will win the
constituency again when it
goes to polls on May 20.
Irani took a swipe at Congress
leader Rahul Gandhi, who
filed his nomination from Rae

Bareli on Friday, saying, “the
one who was not accepted by
Amethi and fled to Wayanad
will never fully belong to Rae
Bareli.” “Also the question is:
he, in Wayanad, said it is his
family. Now what will he say
in Rae Bareli today?” she
asked.
Rahul Gandhi has been a
three-time MP from Amethi.
In the 2019 Lok Sabha
elections, his streak was
broken by Irani, who defeated
him by a margin of more than
55,000 votes and was hailed as
a “giant killer.”
Responding to a question,
Irani said now that people in

Amethi have seen
development under the
Narendra Modi government,
they are forced to wonder why
it did not happen in the last 50
years.
“They are asking why the
Gandhi family did so much
damage to the area,” she said.
“The PM had already
predicted that after polling in
Wayanad, Rahulji will look
for a new seat and you are
seeing it happen today,” Irani
said. 
Rahul Gandhi is a sitting MP
from Wayanad in Kerala and
has contested the seat again
this election. 
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Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
president J P Nadda on

Friday accused the INDIA
bloc members of supporting
anti-national forces, and
alleged that they were against
Lord Ram. 
He also claimed that the
Congress party was trying to
change the Constitution to
provide reservation to
Muslims. 
In an election rally in Gujarat’s
Dahod, Nadda said several
INDIA bloc leaders are either
in jail or on bail, and called the
grouping an alliance of
dynastic parties and corrupt

people. 
“The UPA Government under
Sonia Gandhi’s leadership had
given an affidavit in the (apex)
court saying that Lord Ram is
imaginary and there was no
historical or scientific basis to
prove his existence. They tried
to create hurdles, but PM
Modi paved the way (for the
construction of Lord Ram
temple) in the court. After 10
days of rituals, the
consecration of Ram Lalla was
performed on January 22,” he
said. 
“When slogans were raised at
the Jawaharlal Nehru
University (JNU) in support
of Afzal Guru, the

mastermind in Parliament
attack case who was

hanged...The very next day,
Rahul Gandhi went to the

JNU to support them. He
supported the tukde-tukde
gang who backed terrorist
Afzal Guru, and his party
made one of the gang
members a Lok Sabha
candidate,” Nadda said,
referring to Congress leader
Kanhaiya Kumar. 
The Congress has fielded
Kanhaiya Kumar from the
North East Delhi Lok Sabha
seat this time. “Aren’t they
with anti-national forces?
Should you vote for them?” he
asked. Accusing the Congress
of trying to change the
Constitution to grant quota to
Muslims, Nadda said,
“Yesterday, the prime minister

said in clear words that Dr
Bhimrao Ambedkar has said
reservation will not be granted
in the name of religion but for
social justice. But they
(Congress) are trying to
change the reservation given
to the SC, ST and OBC
communities to Muslims. It
will be akin to looting our
Constitution.” 
He said Modi has challenged
the Congress to give in writing
that it will not do any such
thing. “Congress works to
strengthen those powers that
weaken and divide the
country,” he said. 
Nadda said that 10 years ago,
the common man thought

that nothing was going to
change, and this is how
politics worked. 
“But when you made Modi
the country’s prime minister,
the same India is going ahead
enthusiastically with the
pledge of becoming a
developed India,” he said.
“Earlier, politics was done in
the name of caste, religion,
appeasement, votebank. The
politicians earlier did not do
anything for the welfare of
society but divided it into
different castes. They would
raise the voice of castes to
create a vote bank for
themselves,” Nadda said. 
But after Modi came to power,

he challenged this kind of
politics and introduced a
politics of report card and a
politics of development,
responsibility and
accountability, he said. 
Except BJP, every other party
used tribals for political
purposes. It is the BJP that
changed the fate of tribals, he
said, adding that Modi made a
woman from the tribal
community the country’s
President. “Modi’s politics led
to India’s development, and
the poor have benefited from
the schemes like health
insurance of up to Rs 5 lakh
and pucca houses for the
poor,” he said. 
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Prime Minister Narendra
Modi on Friday accused the

Congress of planning to
allocate property to those
involved in “vote jihad” while
affirming that no power on
earth would be permitted to
alter the Constitution.
“Congress wants to distribute
your property to those
indulging in ‘Vote Jihad’ but
Modi will ensure that the poor,
dalit and tribals have the first
right on the country’s property.
No force on earth would be
allowed to change or alter our
Constitution,” the PM said
while addressing the ‘Maha
Vijay Sankalp Sabha’ at Tata
College Ground, Chaibasa.
Hitting out at the JMM-led
coalition in the state, the PM
said it was patronising
infiltration in Santhal Parganas
and indulged in vote bank
politics akin to neighbouring
West Bengal.
“This has resulted in a decrease
in tribal population there. Our
women are not safe. The JMM

and Congress are usurping
tribal land. They have even not
spared Army land. Their
leaders are neck-deep in
corruption whether it be
liquor, mining or sand. They
are looting Jharkhand’s
mineral resources,” the PM
said.
Modi added that it was the BJP
which created a separate
Jharkhand state whereas JMM
has joined hands with such
political leaders of INDIA bloc
which used to say that a
separate state can be created
over their dead bodies. 
“Such forces were responsible
for Jungle Raj in Bihar and are
now active in Jharkhand,” he
added.
He sought votes for party
candidates in two Scheduled
Tribe reserved Lok Sabha
constituencies — Singhbhum
and Khunti. The party has
fielded sitting MP Geeta Kora,
who recently switched to BJP
from Congress, from
Singhbhum and Union
Minister Arjun Munda from
Khunti.
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The Common
University Entrance
Test (CUET) is a key

gateway for students aspiring
to secure admission to under-
graduate programmes in var-
ious Central and other
Participating Universities/
Institutions / Organisations
across India. Balancing the
assessment of core competen-
cies and subject knowledge,
CUET presents both chal-
lenges and opportunities. As
students gear up for their
CUET 2024 journey leverag-
ing a crucial resource: your
NCERT textbooks is a very
good idea. 
NCERT textbooks have long
served as foundational
resources for students across
India. Beyond their use with-
in classrooms, they play a
vital role in preparing stu-
dents for competitive exams
like CUET. Leveraging
NCERT textbooks can signif-
icantly enhance your CUET
study strategy, providing a
sturdy framework to progress
from basic to advanced lev-
els.
NCERT textbooks align
seamlessly with the CUET
syllabus, covering the major-
ity of the necessary topics and
concepts in a clear and acces-

sible manner. Building a
Strong Foundation
NCERT textbooks follow a
step-by-step approach to pre-
senting concepts, making
them ideal for laying a strong
foundation. By breaking
down complex subjects into
manageable sections, they
facilitate effective learning
and foster a solid under-
standing of the fundamentals. 
As you advance in your
CUET preparation, delving
deeper into NCERT text-
books reveals more complex
topics and advanced con-
cepts. The detailed explana-
tions, illustrative examples
and practice questions pro-
vided in these textbooks help
strengthen your understand-
ing and problem-solving
skills. Mastering the content
presented in NCERT text-
books equips you to tackle
higher-level questions and
excel in the CUET exam
confidently.

Authored by subject matter
experts and rigorously
reviewed, they provide stan-
dardised material that
ensures all students have
access to relevant and quali-
ty content. This consistency
levels the playing field for
CUET aspirants nationwide.
To make the most of NCERT
textbooks in your CUET
preparation, consider these
strategies:
Subject-wise Approach:
Organise your study schedule
around CUET subjects, allo-
cating specific time slots for
studying NCERT textbooks
related to each subject. This
targeted approach allows for
in-depth understanding and
mastery of key concepts.
Enhance Visual Learning:
Make the most of the visuals
in NCERT textbooks, such as
illustrations, diagrams, tables,
graphs, charts, boxed infor-
mation and examples for
accelerated learning. These
elements assist in organising
information, explaining the-
oretical concepts and high-
lighting key points, leading to
improved understanding and
problem-solving.
Practice and Revision:
Regularly solve exercise ques-
tions and problems provided

at the end of each chapter in
NCERT textbooks. Practice is
crucial for reinforcing learn-
ing and identifying areas that
need further revision.
Supplementary Resources:
While NCERT textbooks
form the core of your study
material, supplement your
preparation with reference
books, online resources and
mock tests to broaden your
knowledge and enhance
problem-solving abilities.
NCERT textbooks offer a
wealth of resources for CUET
aspirants, from fundamental
concepts to advanced topics.
By incorporating them into
your study strategy and using
them effectively, you can
enhance your preparation,
boost confidence and max-
imise your chances of success
in the CUET 2024 Exam.
ExamFactor stands by to
support your CUET journey.
Remember, dedication, a
strategic approach and the
solid foundation provided
by NCERT textbooks can
empower you to progress
from basic to advanced lev-
els in your CUET prepara-
tion.

(The author is a Head
Content, ExamFactor; 

views are personal)
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unchanged: a free press is the bedrock of
societal integrity.
However, the journey towards press free-
dom is far from smooth. Nations like India,
with its vibrant media, often find them-
selves entangled in debates over freedom’s
extent. The quote by Advani echoes the
enduring struggle against undue influence
and censorship. Governments must respect
press freedom, for civil society to advocate
relentlessly and for media organisations to
uphold ethical standards unwaveringly. On
this day, we salute the bravery of journal-
ists who persist in the face of adversity, reaf-
firming our commitment to preserving the
cornerstone of democracy: a free and inde-
pendent press.

Dhruv Gupta | Jamshedpur  
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Travel Across Enchanted Landscapes,”
published on May 3, this is my response.
‘Paradise Regained’ at Palette Art Gallery
beautifully intertwines artistic mastery
with a profound reverence for nature. The
exhibition, curated by Uma Nair, serves as

a poignant tribute to Earth Month, show-
casing the diverse interpretations of land-
scapes by ten exceptional artists. Each art-
work is a testament to the artist’s deep con-
nection with nature, from Sanam
Narayanan’s fantastical realms to Umesh
PK’s multilayered odes. Paramjit Singh’s
vibrant oil paintings and Sanket
Viramgami’s intricate miniatures offer
unique perspectives, while Jayashree
Chakravarty and Sumesh Kamballur cap-
ture the essence of specific regions with
captivating detail.
The exhibition not only celebrates the
beauty of nature but also serves as a
reminder of our responsibility to protect
it. Through their art, the artistes convey
a message of environmental stewardship,
urging viewers to appreciate and preserve
the planet’s beauty for future generations.
‘Paradise Regained’ is more than just an
art display; it’s a call to action to cherish
and safeguard the paradise we call home.

Eshaan Kapoor | Delhi

��	�����	
����
��
�������
Madam — Apropos the news article,
“AFSPA repeal: A step towards Naya
Kashmir,” published on May 3, this is my
response. The Union Home Minister’s con-
templation on AFSPA removal in J&K
reflects a pivotal shift in the Government’s
approach towards the region. Amidst
heightened security concerns and the
promise of Naya Kashmir, the discourse on
AFSPA underscores a nuanced balance
between security imperatives and demo-
cratic values. While AFSPA has historical-
ly provided essential tools for security
forces, its contentious history and instances
of misuse necessitate a critical reevaluation.
The Supreme Court’s intervention in 2016
highlighted the need for accountability and
checks on its implementation.
As J&K transitions post-Article 370, the call
for AFSPA’s removal gains traction, sig-
nalling a maturation in the security land-
scape. With decreased terror incidents and
improved governance, the time seems ripe
for a phased withdrawal of AFSPA, bolster-
ing confidence and fostering socio-polit-
ical normalcy. Ultimately, the decision
demands a holistic understanding, priori-
tising both security imperatives and civil
liberties. A judicious approach, rooted in
the aspirations of Naya Kashmir, holds the
key to a peaceful and prosperous future.

Jiya Patel | Ahmedabad
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Upholding the Fourth EState in Digital
Age,” published on May 3, this is my
response. Press freedom stands as an
indispensable pillar of democracy, safe-
guarding our right to knowledge and
accountability. Today, amidst the tumult of
misinformation and Governmental pres-
sures, World Press Freedom Day gains
renewed significance. It’s a reminder of the
arduous battles journalists face worldwide,
risking their safety to uncover truths and
expose injustices. From the historical
struggles during emergency periods to con-
temporary challenges amplified by digital
landscapes, the essence remains
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“unsinkable aircraft carriers”.
All this has been done with
sheer impunity and disregard
towards any neighbouring
countries’ territorial claims,
sense of security, or socioeco-
nomic concerns.
Duplicitousness and attempt-
ing to checkmate (by force or
lure) any emerging force that
could challenge the Chinese
juggernaut is met with its
patent falsehoods, sneaky ‘sala-
mi tactic’ encroachment, or
even brazen show of force.
In the late 70s, the Chinese
were more concerned about
the Soviet Union, than with the
United States of America.
Beijing had counterintuitively
started engaging with
Washington DC to align it
towards its side as it went
about preparing to attack
Vietnam. Chinese Vice-
Premier Deng Xiaoping on a
trip to the United States had
told US President Jimmy
Carter, “The child is getting
naughty, it is time he got
spanked”. 
Soon thereafter, China
attacked Vietnam in a war that
is recalled in Vietnam as Chien
tranh chong bành truoing
Trung Hoa (War against
Chinese expansionism)! The
physical-material superiority
in favour of the Chinese PLA
notwithstanding, most inde-
pendent military historians
acknowledge the bloody nose
inflicted by the plucky, war-
experienced and pugnacious

Vietnamese forces that led to
a rupture between China and
Vietnam, that still lingers sub-
liminally. 
Even earlier in the 50’s, the
Chinese laid the trap for
Nehru’s complacency when
Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai
refused to contest Nehru’s
rightful insistence on Aksai
Chin by accepting that China
had no claim on it. But Zhou
would renege and contradict
his earlier position by later
claiming that Aksai Chin was
already under the Chinese -
they had surreptitiously built
a road, while still playing naïve
and ingenuous, all along. 
Like all bilateral agreements
that the Chinese are always
willing to relegate to the bins,
the Five Principles of Peaceful
Coexistence was put to the
same fate. In yet another act
that would soon become a
standard Chinese practice over
the years, the Chinese carto-
graphical interpretation was
revised with newly usurped
territories and claims. 
This template of dubious
expansionism led to the 1962
Indo-China War and ensured
unsettled status in the region
with the Chinese ‘updating’
their official maps with new
territories and new names.
That same principle has been
applied to sovereign maritime
issues in the South China Seas
and the ongoing tussle with the
Philippines has its roots in the
history of China’s insatiable

expansionism and unbridled
ambition to assert its hegemo-
ny. 
Propaganda in the highly con-
trolled media of China has
been elevated to a fine art.
Filipino Defence Secretary was
quick to rebut the same by
clarifying that he was, “not
aware of, nor is it a party to,
any internal agreement with
China” and that his depart-
ment had, “not had any con-
tact with any Chinese
Government officials since
last year”. The Chinese have
been deft with wordsmithing
in order to lay the blame for
ongoing tensions in the
Philippines by first invoking an
alleged ‘promise’, which then
became a ‘Gentleman’s
Agreement’ and have most
recently morphed into a ‘new
model’ and finally ‘internal
understanding’. 
Gen Jonathan Malaya, of the
Philippines National Security
Council, put it bluntly, “The
propaganda masters are clear-
ly working overtime in Beijing
to sow discord and division in
our country”. But unfortu-
nately for the Chinese, there
are fewer takers for their posi-
tion by the day and there
never was, or is, anything
‘Gentlemanly’ about Chinese
diplomacy, for decades.

(The writer, a military veter-
an, is a former Lt Governor

of Andaman & Nicobar
Islands and Puducherry. The
views expressed are personal)
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There is a huge amount
of insincerity and gall
involved in the
Chinese complaint that
the Philippines had

torn up the bilateral ‘Gentleman’s
Agreement,’ between Beijing and
Manila. While the term
‘Gentleman’s Agreement’ has an
implicit assumption of ‘trust’ as a
fundamental tenet besting a rela-
tionship, which may otherwise
not be legally binding — to even
imagine that there has been any
element of ‘trust’ between these
two sparing countries, is to put
oneself up to ridicule. 
Much of the tensions in the
countries around the South China
Seas originates from an expan-
sionist instinct in China that
seeks to coerce, intimidate and
dominate the region with creative,
wholly unique and untenable
concepts like the ‘nine dash line’
(called out by the International
Court of Justice, Hague, as illegal).
But it is not just the Philippines
but also other regional countries
like Indonesia, Malaysia,
Vietnam, Taiwan, Brunei etc., that
are up in arms over Chinese bel-
ligerence.
Recent events have seen optics
like the Philippines charging
China in the International Court
of Justice, Hague (and winning
the plea), dangerous military
exercises to assert competitive ter-
ritorial counterclaims, ramming
and shooting with high-pressure
water cannons at Filipino boats,
disruption to freedom of naviga-
tion, denying access etc., hardly
the backdrop to assume the word
‘trust’ between two constantly
slug-fisting nations. 
But the make-believe posturing
and incredulously ‘cry wolf ’ terms
like ‘Gentleman’s Agreement’ are
an age-old Chinese norm, when-
ever anyone has stood up to
expose its bullying and relentless
expansionism. The Chinese
through their conduct have uni-
laterally made a mockery of the
UN Convention on the Law of the
Sea.
The Chinese have further upped
the ante by dredging up sand to
create artificial landmass e.g.,
around the restive Spratly Islands.
This is enough to station a
Military base replete with fight-
er planes and missiles and even
anchor its fleet of so-called
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Kavya Singh | Kolkata
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In the heart of the border
district Poonch in Jammu
and Kashmir, amidst the

rugged terrain and lush valleys,
a quiet revolution is underway
- the cultivation of saffron.
“For the past 5 years, we have
been conducting trials of saf-
fron and a year ago, we took
the plunge into full-scale cul-
tivation. The results?
Astonishing! Our efforts were
supported by School of
Biotechnology at the
University of Jammu, who
provided us a generous grant
of INR 10 lakhs. With unwa-
vering support from Professor
Jyoti and the expertise of the
university’s scholars, including
PhD student Tahil Bhatti and
SDO, Horticulture,
Mohammad Fareed from
Poonch, we started to explore
saffron cultivation in Poonch,

uncovering the untapped
potential of saffron production
in the region,” shared 35-year-
old farmer Ajaz Ahmad from
Bayla village, in Mandi tehsil,
bordering Poonch. He has
made a name for himself as a
saffron farmer in the region,
moving away from tradition-
al farming over the past few
years.
In this research, Ajaz found
that saffron production can be
done in abundance in areas

like Surankote, Arai, Fatehpur,
Bayla, Mandi and Mendhar of
Poonch. The environment and
soil here are almost similar to
those in the regions of Jammu
and Kashmir where saffron
production takes place.
Saffron holds the esteemed title
of being one of the world’s
most prised spices. Known as
“Kong” in Kashmiri, “Jafran”
in Urdu and “Kesar” in Hindi,
it is derived from the delicate
threads of fragrant flowers.
Historically, its cultivation has
been confined to specific
regions within the Union
Territory. While some cultiva-
tion occurs in Kishtwar, the
Pampore region of Kashmir
reigns as its primary produc-
er, renowned for its superior
quality. Commanding a premi-
um price, Pampore saffron
fetches around 3 lakh rupees

per kilogram. It takes an aston-
ishing quantity of flowers-
approximately 160 to 180-to
yield just one gram of saffron.
Moreover, a kilogram of this
precious spice requires the
harvest of about half a million
flowers.
Ajaz Ahmad highlights the
shifting agricultural landscape
in Poonch, noting a tradition-
al focus on seasonal crops
like maize. However, he
observes a gradual change in
mindset among local farmers,
with growing enthusiasm for
saffron production. “We have
procured saffron seeds from
Pampore and Kishtwar dis-
tricts of Kashmir. 
Now, my desire is that after
Pampore and Kishtwar,
Poonch becomes the third
largest center for saffron pro-
duction in Jammu and

Kashmir,” he said. He advo-
cates for Governmental sup-
port in the form of security
measures rather than subsidies,
citing the comparatively high
cost of saffron seeds. Ajaz
emphasises the need for crop
protection from wildlife, par-
ticularly bears that frequently
ravage fields, suggesting that
fencing could mitigate such
risks and safeguard farmers’
livelihoods.
It can be easily understood that
extensive efforts are required
for saffron production. In
India, saffron cultivation
begins in June and July, while
in some regions, it starts in
August and September.
Flowering usually begins in
October. Apart from India, saf-
fron cultivation is mainly done
in Spain, Italy, Greece, Turkey,
Iran and China. 80 per cent of

the world’s total saffron pro-
duction is concentrated in
Spain and Iran alone. For the
farmers involved in its produc-
tion, it is nothing less than a
boon because its price in the
market ranges from 3 to 3.5
lakh rupees per kilogram.
The allure of saffron extends to
both men and women who
actively engage in its cultiva-
tion. Shamim Akhtar, a 35-
year-old farmer from Bayla,
shared, “I’ve been cultivating
saffron for several years now
and the results have been
rewarding. However, the con-
struction of a road through our
land resulted in crop damage.
Nonetheless, my passion for
saffron cultivation remains
strong. Despite facing financial
constraints to procure seeds, I
aspire to continue with this
endeavor.” 

Farmer Abdul Samad from the
same village, however, has
another concern on his mind.
He is worried about agriculture
being affected by changing
environmental conditions. He
explains that due to changing
weather patterns, there has
been a decrease in saffron
production in Kashmir in
recent years. It requires rain-
fall between 1000 to 1500 mil-
limetres, which has decreased
and untimely snowfall has
had a negative impact on the
soil, resulting in reduced saf-
fron production. 
Kashmir, which previously
yielded up to 15 tons of saffron
annually, has seen this output
dwindle to 8 to 9 tons, a wor-
rying trend. Despite this set-
back, Kashmiri saffron
remains highly valued for its
medicinal properties, known

to alleviate blood pressure and
migraines and find use in
beauty products. The central
Government’s attention to
Kashmiri saffron is evident
through initiatives like the
National Saffron Mission
(NSM). Aimed at bolstering
saffron production and
enhancing the socio-econom-
ic status of Kashmiri resi-
dents, the NSM has notably
benefited saffron farmers.
Additionally, various other
Government schemes also
promote saffron cultivation.
However, for farmers to swift-
ly reap the benefits of these
programs, they must be exe-
cuted on a larger scale, given
the increasing enthusiasm for
saffron cultivation. 

(The writer is a grassroots
writer from Poonch, J&K.

Charkha Features)
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and rather helped these nations to
gain international sympathy.
Although the hope of a perma-
nent solution to the problem of
terrorism is still far away, one
hopes that the powerful nations
will develop a more mature
understanding of the phenome-
non of terrorism that has assumed
alarming proportions. The rapid
international transportation and
use of sophisticated weapons like
AK 47 assault rifles and plastic
explosives (RDX) have helped to
facilitate the expansion of terror-
ist networks around the world.
Besides, the new suicide squads of
terrorists have left the entire
security apparatus of the affected
States in a State of shock. The
recent incidents cannot be viewed
in isolation. 
A leading anti-terrorism expert,
Mr Brian Jenkins, believes that
though more articulate and mul-
tiplied effort by the police and
intelligence can tell us about a
possible terrorist attack, there is
still confusion over whether such
a mechanism is successful in
dealing with terrorists driven by
fundamentalism. Gradually, reli-
gion is becoming the main moti-
vating force for terrorism across
the globe. There is a growing
nexus between terrorists and
internationally organised crime
networks. Mr. Alison Jamieson, a
British analyst on organised crime
and political violence, comment-
ed that the distinction between
terrorism and organised crime has
become very blurred recently. 
An Italian organised crime expert,
Professor Ernesto, says: “The ter-
rorist’s goal is an ideological one,

while organised crime’s goal is
financial, but the instrument is the
same. 
They both need money and arms”.
In Sri Lanka, the Tamil Tigers
engage in drug trafficking to
finance their struggle, in north-
eastern India guerrillas kidnap tea
planters and hold them to ransom
to help fund their fight for inde-
pendence. In Chechnya, the seces-
sionists were heavily involved in
drug distribution. 
These days terrorists are more
confident than ever before of
their access to the vulnerable
points before carrying out any of
their attacks and they plan their
attacks in a heroic manner for the
justification and fulfilment of a
cause that they think is just.
Thus, they attempt, by their acts,
to inspire and manipulate fear to
achieve a variety of purposes. For
effective administrative measures,
various sources of terrorism must
be found first. There is a need for
a truly effective preparedness
programme at the Government
level. 
First, we must know about the
people involved in terrorist activ-
ities and their motivations. 
Dealing with a terrorist incident
and mitigating its consequences
need to be carefully thought out.
Sufficient data about the terror-
ist-hit area could be of immense
use. Intelligence should be able to
provide information about terror-
ist targets, timing and site in
advance. But the Government
alone cannot do much to stop it.
Individuals and groups can make
a significant contribution towards
improving the general security

environment. On the other hand,
there is a need for sophisticated
security procedures that can go all
the way from airport screening to
the border area. 
Some kind of positive pro-
grammes which can alleviate the
frustration of terrorists can prove
effective. There is also a need to
promote open institutions, includ-
ing political institutions to absorb
the ethnic, religious and political
pressure and allow terrorists to
vent their feelings in a proper way. 
This will change their mind and
thus encourage them to settle
their differences in a peaceful way.
Since present-day terrorists are
very well organised and more pro-
fessional than their counterparts
a decade ago, new concepts of
safety and security should arise.
A vigilant and assertive police and
paramilitary network should
replace the old one. There is an
apprehension that with the avail-
ability of biological and chemical
weapons, terrorists could start
their campaign with a renewed
vigour. 
No civilised political system can
progress until terrorism is wiped
out, but terrorism cannot be
eliminated unless there is a polit-
ical solution. The need of the hour
is the political will to solve prob-
lems that generate terrorism. The
States affected by terrorism should
open up avenues for a negotiated
settlement of disputes and exhib-
it genuine willingness to resolve
long-festering problems.

(The author, a recipient of the
Bharat Gaurav award, is a pro-

fessor and expert on strategic
affairs; views are personal)

At a time when the world
political landscape is dealing
with a number of regional
conflicts such as Israel-
Palestine, Russia-Ukraine,

skirmishes in Pakistan, Afghanistan and
Iran, trans-national terrorism has hogged
the limelight world over during the last
few years. Similarly at the domestic
level terror organisations from across the
border have unleashed a wave of terror
in Kashmir to attract attention from the
media to upturn the diminishing morale
of the mercenaries. Seen in this recent
perspective are the latest sinister designs
of the terror forces in different parts of
the world whether in Pakistan,
Afghanistan, the Red Sea, Israel,
Palestine, Scandinavian Countries,
Central Asia or Russia. In the past few
days, the insurgency has resulted in
numerous killings of innocents and the
martyrdom of several Army soldiers in
different parts of Jammu and Kashmir on
the domestic front in India.
International terrorism, though compar-
atively less in volume than the domestic
variety, has crossed all limitations despite
increased Government efforts to combat
it. Much blood, if not ink, has flowed
since terrorists struck the World Trade
Centre and Pentagon in the US This was
followed by an upsurge in terrorist
activities across the globe. Repeated ter-
ror attacks over the years sometimes after
a brief lull have not only exposed the
security and intelligence network but also
robbed confidence of modern nations in
controlling the menace. 
Whether terrorism is unleashed at the
local, regional, national or internation-
al level, it cannot survive for long with-
out international support and collabora-
tion. In a globalised world, the matrices
of power turn on the highly visible, ine-
galitarian structure of the international
economy and as such inter-relations
between socio-economic conditions in
different parts of the world are becom-
ing more and more obvious. At another
level, the post-Cold War international
political-economic order is still a victim
of the power game that was thrust on the
world by the then-big powers. Many sea-
soned international experts on violence
and terror are of the opinion that the
power network woven by the hegemon-
ic mighty in the entire West Asian
region has provoked the ire of the oppo-
sition forces in almost every State where
they had an interest-based relationship. 
Thus, as societies globalise and curtains
of opacity are raised through increased
inter-societal interaction at the interna-
tional level, people in under-developed
countries are holding the big powers
responsible for their inferior socio-eco-
nomic positions. The Cold War Era lead-
ing to interference in crucial areas such
as Afghanistan, South-East Asia, Gulf
and Latin American countries has result-
ed in the development of peculiar trends
that provided breeding grounds for ter-
rorist activities. Talibanisation of
Afghanistan would never have taken
place had the powerful nations handled
the situation well in the beginning. 
The consequences of the failure to diag-
nose this social disease (terrorism) at the
early stage can be pernicious for the var-
ious countries. The strategies of impos-
ing arms and economic sanctions on the
so-called rogue nations during the last
few years have been counter-productive
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Hamas said Thursday that it
was sending a delegation to

Egypt for further cease-fire
talks, in a new sign of progress
in attempts by international
mediators to hammer out an
agreement between Israel and
the militant group to end the
war in Gaza.
After months of stop-and-start

negotiations, the cease-fire
efforts appear to have reached
a critical stage, with Egyptian
and American mediators
reporting signs of compromise
in recent days. But chances for
the deal remain entangled with
the key question of whether
Israel will accept an end to the
war without reaching its stated
goal of destroying Hamas.
The stakes in the cease-fire
negotiations were made clear in
a new UN report that said if the
Israel-Hamas war stops today,
it will still take until 2040 to
rebuild all the homes that have
been destroyed by nearly seven
months of Israeli bombard-
ment and ground offensives in
Gaza. It warned that the impact

of the damage to the economy
will set back development for
generations and will only get
worse with every month fight-
ing continues.
The proposal that US and
Egyptian mediators have put to
Hamas -– apparently with
Israel’s acceptance — sets out a
three-stage process that would
bring an immediate six-week
cease-fire and partial release of
Israeli hostages, but also nego-
tiations over a “permanent
calm” that includes some sort of
Israeli withdrawal from Gaza,
according to an Egyptian offi-
cial. Hamas is seeking guaran-
tees for a full Israeli withdraw-
al and complete end to the war.
Hamas officials have sent mixed
signals about the proposal in
recent days. But on Thursday,
its supreme leader, Ismail
Haniyeh, said in a statement
that he had spoken to Egypt’s
intelligence chief and “stressed
the positive spirit of the move-
ment in studying the cease-fire
proposal.”
The statement said that Hamas
negotiators would travel to
Cairo “to complete the ongoing

discussions with the aim of
working forward for an agree-
ment.” Haniyeh said he had also
spoken to the prime minister of
Qatar, another key mediator in
the process. 
The brokers are hopeful that the
deal will bring an end to a con-
flict that has killed more than
34,000 Palestinians, according
to local health officials, caused
widespread destruction and
plunged the territory into a
humanitarian crisis. They also
hope a deal will avert an Israeli
attack on Rafah, where more
than half of Gaza’s 2.3 million
people have sought shelter after
fleeing battle zones elsewhere in
the territory.
If Israel does agree to end the
war in return for a full hostage
release, it would be a major
turnaround. Since Hamas’
October 7 attack stunned Israel,
its leaders have vowed not to
stop their bombardment and
ground offensives until the mil-
itant group is destroyed. They
also say Israel must keep a mil-
itary presence in Gaza and
security control after the war to
ensure Hamas doesn’t rebuild.

Publicly at least, Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
continues to insist that is the
only acceptable endgame.
He has vowed that even if a
cease-fire is reached, Israel will
eventually attack Rafah, which
he says is Hamas’ last strong-
hold in Gaza. 
He repeated his determination
to do so in talks Wednesday
with US Secretary of State
Antony Blinken, who was in
Israel on a regional tour to push
the deal through. 
The agreement’s immediate fate
hinges on whether Hamas will
accept uncertainty over the
final phases to bring the initial
six-week pause in fighting —
and at least postpone what it is
feared would be a devastating
assault on Rafah.
Egypt has been privately assur-
ing Hamas that the deal will
mean a total end to the war. But
the Egyptian official said
Hamas says the text’s language
is too vague and wants it to
specify a complete Israeli pull-
out from all of Gaza. 
The official spoke on condition
of anonymity to talk about the

internal deliberations.
On Wednesday evening, how-
ever, the news looked less pos-
itive as Osama Hamdan, a top
Hamas official, expressed scep-
ticism, saying the group’s initial
position was “negative.”
Speaking to Hezbollah’s Al-
Manar TV, he said that talks
were still ongoing but would
stop if Israel invades Rafah.
Blinken hiked up pressure on
Hamas to accept, saying Israel
had made “very important”
compromises. “There’s no time
for further haggling.  The deal
is there,” Blinken said
Wednesday before leaving for
the US. 
An Israeli airstrike, meanwhile,
killed at least five people,
including a child, in Deir a-
Balah in central Gaza. The
bodies were seen and counted
by Associated Press journalists
at a hospital.  The war broke out
on October 7 when Hamas mil-
itants broke into southern Israel
and killed over 1,200 people,
mostly Israelis, taking around
250 others hostage, some
released during a cease-fire on
November.
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Turkiye on Thursday sus-
pended all imports and

exports to Israel citing the
country’s ongoing military
action in Gaza and vowed to
continue to impose the mea-
sures until the Israeli govern-
ment allows the f low of
humanitarian aid to the region.

A Turkish Trade Ministry
statement said “export and
import transactions in relation
to Israel have been stopped,
covering all products.”
Turkish officials would coordi-
nate with Palestinian authori-
ties to ensure that Palestinians
are not affected by the suspen-
sion of imports and exports, the
ministry said.
The ministry described the
step as the “second phase” of
measures against Israel, adding
that the steps would remain in

force until Israel “allows an
uninterrupted and sufficient

flow of humanitarian aid to
Gaza.”
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British Prime Minister Rishi
Sunak’s leadership is under

severe pressure on Friday as the
results of local elections and a
crucial by-election poured in
overnight, delivering what is
being characterised as one of
the worst poll outcomes for the
governing Conservative Party
in 40 years. Rebels from with-
in his party are expected to
renew their attacks on the
British Indian leader after the
Opposition Labour Party made
definitive gains, including over-
turning the Tory majority in
the Blackpool South by-elec-
tion which was necessitated fol-
lowing a resignation amid a
lobbying row. Labour Leader
Sir Keir Starmer declared the
result as a “seismic” victory and
an overall poll verdict in favour
of the party as it comes on the
eve of a general election,
expected later this year.

“Blackpool speaks for the
whole country... This is the one

contest where voters had the
chance to send a message to
Rishi Sunak’s Conservatives
directly, and that message is an
overwhelming vote for change,”
said Starmer of the by-election.
“The message to Rishi Sunak is
clear. It’s time for change, it’s
time for a general election,” he
said. The Labour candidate in
Blackpool South, Chris Webb,
defeated Conservative David
Jones in the constituency which
the Tories had won from
Labour under former prime
minister Boris Johnson in 2019.
The swing of 26 per cent from

the Tories to Labour has been
characterised as the third
biggest in a by-election since
1945.

“We’re probably looking at
certainly one of the worst, if not
the worst, Conservative perfor-
mance in local government
elections for the last 40 years,”
eminent pollster Professor John
Curtice told the BBC.  The by-
election took place alongside
local elections around England
and Wales, in which voters
elected their local councillors
who manage day to day issues
such as waste collection, roads
and local infrastructure as well
as crime fighting.

The results will continue to
pour in over the weekend,
with the overall picture expect-
ed to be clear by Sunday. But
the early indications are that
Labour has taken control of a
number of local authorities in
the regions that had turned
away from the party in favour
of the Tories over its anti-
Brexit stance. 
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London(AP): Former British

Prime Minister Boris Johnson
was turned away from a polling
station after forgetting to bring
ID to vote in the UK’s local elec-
tions. British media reported
Friday that Johnson — who
introduced the requirement for
voters to provide ID with a
photo when he was in office —
was told by polling station staff
in South Oxfordshire Thursday
that he would not be able to vote
without proving his identity. Sky
News reported that Johnson,
who served as Conservative
prime minister from 2019 to
2022, was later able to cast his
ballot and that he voted
Conservative. Johnson intro-
duced the Elections Act requir-
ing photo ID in 2022 which was
implemented last year. 
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The prosecution’s star wit-
ness has yet to take the

stand in Donald Trump’s
hush money trial. But jurors
are already hearing Michael
Cohen’s words as prosecutors
work to directly tie Trump to
payments to silence women
with damaging claims about
him before the 2016 election.
The second week of testimo-
ny in the case will wrap up
Friday after jurors heard a
potentially crucial piece of
evidence: a recording of
Trump and Cohen, then his
attorney, discussing a plan to
pay off an ex-Playboy model
who claimed to have an affair
with Trump. The former
president denies the affair.
Prosecutors have spent the
week using detailed testimo-
ny about meetings, email
exchanges, business trans-
actions and bank accounts to
build on the foundation of
their case accusing the pre-

sumptive Republican presi-
dential nominee of a scheme
to illegally influence the 2016
election. They are setting the
stage for pivotal testimony
from Cohen, who paid porn
actor Stormy Daniels USD
1,30,000 for her silence
before he went to prison for
the hush money scheme.
Trump’s defense has worked

to poke holes in the credibil-
ity of prosecutors’ witnesses,
and show that Trump was
trying to protect his reputa-
tion and family — not his
campaign — by keeping the
women quiet. 
The defense also suggested
while questioning an attor-
ney who represented two
women in hush money nego-
tiations that Trump was, in
fact, the victim of extortion.
The recording played
Thursday was secretly made
by Cohen shortly before the
2016 election. 
Cohen is heard telling Trump
about a plan to purchase the
rights to former Playboy
model Karen McDougal’s
story from the National
Enquirer so that it would
never come out. The tabloid
had previously  bought
McDougal’s story to bury it
on Trump’s behalf.
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Washington (PTI): The United
States is a country of immi-
grants, the White House has
said, defending President Joe
Biden’s remarks calling two of
his QUAD partners — India
and Japan — as well as Russia
and China “xenophobic”
nations, asserting that none of
these countries, unlike the US,
welcome immigrants.
Responding to a question about
the remarks made by Biden at
an election fundraiser on
Wednesday, White House Press
Secretary Karine Jean-Pierre
said that the president was
making a “broader point”. “He
was making a broader point.
Our allies and partners know
very well that — how much this
president respects them,” Jean-
Pierre told reporters at her daily
news conference on Thursday.

“As you know, in regard to
Japan, they were just here for
the state visit. The US-Japan
relationship is an important
relationship. It’s a deep, endur-
ing alliance,” she said.

“He (Biden) was making a
more broad comment, speak-
ing about this country and
speaking about how important
it is to be a country of immi-
grants and how it makes our
country stronger. And so, that’s
what he was talking about,” she
said. “It relates to our relation-
ship with our allies, that con-
tinues. Obviously, we have a
strong relationship with India
(and) with Japan. And the
President, if you just look at the
last three years, has certainly
focused on those diplomatic
relationships,” Jean-Pierre said.

“He was talking about who
we are as a country. He was
talking about the importance of
being in a country of immi-
grants, especially as you see the
attacks that we have seen very
recently, in the last couple of
years, those attacks on immi-
grants, in particular,” the White
House Press Secretary said,
defending the president. “The
President is always going to be
really clear on speaking to
issues that matter to the
American people. 
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Denmark’s government said
Friday it is relaxing its

restrictions on abortion for
the first time in 50 years to
make it legal for women to ter-
minate pregnancies up to the
18th week from the previous
12th week.Officials said the law
will also be changed to allow
girls between 15 and 17 years
old to have an abortion with-
out parental consent.Marie
Bjerre, the gender equality
minister, said Denmark is
strengthening women’s rights
while they are being rolled
back in other parts of the
world.“It is about the individ-
ual woman’s freedom, about the
right to decide over her own
body and her own life. It is a
historic day for women’s equal-
ity,” she said. Free abortion was
introduced in Denmark in

1973. The limit was set at up to
12 weeks because “at that time
all abortions were performed
surgically, and at that time an
abortion after the 12th week
entailed a greater risk of com-
plications,” the health ministry
said. 
“After 50 years, it is time for the
abortion rules to keep up with
the times,” Health Minister
Sophie Løhde said. 
She said neighbouring Sweden,
which set the legal limit at 18
weeks of gestation in 1996, has
not experienced a significant
increase in the number of
abortions or when they are car-
ried out. 
The three-party centre govern-
ment agreed on the move with
two left-leaning groups, the
Socialist People’s Party and the
Red-Green Alliance, and two
centre parties, the Social
Liberals and the Alternative.
The deal is to be sealed by a

vote in parliament. No date for
that was announced, but it is all
but certain to pass because the
government has a majority. 
The change is expected to
enter into force on June 1, 2025.
The health ministry said the
legal age of consent in
Denmark is 15, and a 15-year-
old girl can make her own
choices about her own body.
Bjerre said that she hoped that
“young women can find sup-
port from their parents. But if
there is disagreement, it must
ultimately be the young
woman’s own decision whether
she wants to be a mother. It is
her body and her life.”
Lawmaker Mette Thiesen, from
a populist, anti-immigration
party that was not part of the
deal, called it ”a terrible day. It’s
a terrible new law.”
There is a “very fine balance
between the woman’s right to
her own body, but also the right

to life of the little life that lies
in the mother’s womb,” she told
Danish broadcaster DR. “In
week 18, we are talking about
a small person with fingers and
toes, which you can feel inside
the womb.”
Figures from the Danish Health
Data Authority show that the
total number of abortions in
Denmark has been stable in
recent years. In 2022 there
were 14,700 medical abortions,
compared to 14,500 in 2017. It
peaked in 1975 when 27,900
abortions were performed.
While abortion is a deeply
divisive issue in the United
States, it is broadly legal across
Europe. 
France inscribed the guaran-
teed right to abortion in its
constitution in a world first this
year, sending a powerful mes-
sage of support to women
around the globe. Meanwhile,
Poland’s parliament held a
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China on Friday successful-
ly launched a 53-day-long

lunar probe mission to collect
samples for the first time from
the far side of the Moon and
bring them for scientific stud-
ies. The Chang’e-6 mission is
tasked with collecting and
then returning samples from
the moon’s far side to Earth —
the first endeavour of its kind
in the history of human lunar
exploration, China National
Space Administration (CNSA)
said.
The entire mission would last
for 53 days. The far side of the
moon is not visible from
Earth.An hour after the launch,
an official announced that
Chang’e-6’s launch was “a com-
plete success”.

The CNSA has announced
that scientific instruments
from France, Italy and the
European Space
Agency/Sweden will be on
board the lander of the
Chang’e-6 mission and a

Pakistani payload on the
orbiter. This is the first time
that China has included an
orbiter from its all-weather
ally Pakistan in its moon mis-
sion. According to reports
from Pakistan quoting the
Institute of Space Technology
(IST), the satellite ICUBE-Q
has been designed and devel-
oped by IST in collaboration
with China’s Shanghai
University SJTU and Pakistan’s
national space agency Suparco.
ICUBE-Q orbiter carries two
optical cameras to image the
lunar surface.
The lunar probe was carried by
a Long March-5 Y8 rocket
blasted off smoothly from the
Wenchang Space Launch Site
on the coast of China’s south-
ern island province of Hainan.
The launch was telecast live by
state-run television.
Chang’e 6 consists of four
components: an orbiter, a lan-
der, an ascender and a re-entry
module, according to CNSA.
After collecting dust and rocks
on the moon, the ascender will

transport the samples to the
lunar orbiter for transfer to the
re-entry module, which will
carry them back to Earth.
The CNSA said earlier that the
mission is poised to make
breakthroughs in key tech-
nologies, such as automatic
sample collection, take-off and
ascent from the far side of the
moon. Meanwhile, the probe
will carry out scientific explo-
ration of the landing zone.
The Chang’e lunar exploration
probe is named after the
Chinese mythical moon god-
dess.The Chang’e 5 brought
samples from the moon’s near
side. Chinese said the analysis
of the samples found they
contained water in tiny beads
embedded in lunar dirt. China
also plans to have a lunar sta-
tion on the moon in future.
A major space power, China in
the past successfully launched
unmanned missions to the
moon, including landing a
rover. China has also sent a
rover to Mars and built a space
station, which is currently in

operation.
Earlier, China announced
plans for a manned lunar land-
ing by 2030.
India became the first country
to land near the little-explored
lunar south pole region last
year when its Chandrayaan-3’s
lander, carrying the Pragyaan
rover successfully landed there.
“Collecting and returning sam-
ples from the far side of the
moon is an unprecedented
feat. Now we know very little
about the moon’s far side. If the
Chang’e-6 mission can achieve
its goal, it will provide scien-
tists with the first direct evi-
dence to understand the envi-
ronment and material compo-
sition of the far side of the
moon, which is of great signif-
icance,” said Wu Weiren, an
academician of the Chinese
Academy of Engineering and
chief designer of China’s lunar
exploration programme.
After the spacecraft reaches the
moon, it will make a soft land-
ing on the far side. Within 48
hours after landing, a robotic

arm will be extended to scoop
rocks and soil from the lunar
surface, and a drill will bore
into the ground. Scientific
detection work will be carried
out simultaneously.
After the samples are sealed in
a container, the ascender will
take off from the moon and
dock with the orbiter in lunar
orbit. The returner will then
carry the samples back to
Earth, landing in north China’s
Inner Mongolia Autonomous
Region. The entire flight is
expected to last about 53 days,
the CNSA is quoted as saying
by the state-run Xinhua news
agency. Remote-sensing
images show the moon’s two
sides are very different. The
near side is relatively flat, while
the far side is thickly dotted
with impact craters of different
sizes and has much fewer lunar
mares than the near side.
Scientists infer that the lunar
crust on the far side is much
thicker than that on the near
side. But why that is so remains
a mystery. 
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Maryland plans to rebuild the
Francis Scott Key Bridge in

just over four years at an estimat-
ed cost between USD 1.7 billion
and USD 1.9 billion, a state
transportation official said
Thursday. The state plans to
build a new span by fall of 2028,
said David Broughton, a
spokesperson for the Maryland
Department of Transportation.
He said the cost estimate is pre-
liminary, and detailed engineer-
ing specifics have not been con-
firmed.
As salvage efforts continue,
authorities also announced late
Wednesday they had recovered
the body of a fifth person who
was missing after the bridge’s
March 26 collapse, which shut
down the port of Baltimore, one
of the busiest ports in the coun-
try. Six members of a roadwork
crew plunged to their deaths
when a container ship lost power
and crashed into one of the
bridge’s supporting columns.

The Key Bridge Response
Unified Command announced
that the victim found Wednesday
was identified as Miguel Angel
Luna Gonzalez, 49, of Glen
Burnie, Maryland. All of the vic-
tims were Latino immigrants
who came to the United States
from Mexico, Guatemala, El
Salvador and Honduras.
“We continue to pray for Miguel
Angel Luna Gonzalez, his fami-
ly and all those who love him,
acknowledging the anguish they
have experienced since the Key
Bridge collapsed,” Gov. Wes
Moore said in a statement
Thursday. “We pray for comfort,
we pray for healing, and we pray
for peace in knowing that their
loved one has finally come home.”
Salvage teams found one of the
missing construction vehicles
Wednesday and notified the
Maryland State Police, officials
said. State police investigators and
Maryland Transportation
Authority Police officers and the
FBI responded to the scene and
recovered the body inside a red

truck. The state police underwa-
ter recovery team and crime
scene unit also assisted.
Meanwhile, the broker for the
bridge’s insurance policy con-
firmed Thursday that a USD 350
million payout will be made to
the state of Maryland in what is
expected to be the first of many
payouts related to the collapse.
Chubb, the company that insured
the bridge, is preparing to make
the USD 350 million payment,
according to WTW, the broker.
Douglas Menelly, a spokesperson
for WTW, on Thursday con-
firmed plans for the payout,
which was first reported by The
Wall Street Journal. Chubb did
not immediately respond to a
request for comment Thursday.
The Maryland Transportation
Authority said Thursday that
the state’s treasurer filed a claim
on the day of the bridge’s collapse
“against our USD 350 million
property policy and put on notice
our USD 150 million liability pol-
icy first tier carrier on behalf of
MDTA.”
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Kenyan President William
Ruto has postponed next

week’s planned reopening of
schools until further notice, as
heavy rains and floods that
have killed more than 200 peo-
ple continue.

The president, in his state
of the nation address on Friday,
said that “meteorological
reports paint a dire picture,” cit-
ing the possibility of Cyclone
Hidaya hitting coastal Kenya in
coming days. Kenya and other
parts of East Africa have been
overwhelmed by flooding, with
more than 1,50,000 displaced
people living in camps across
the country.

Schools originally were to
reopen this week, but the edu-
cation ministry postponed that
by a week. Students will now
wait for the announcement of
new reopening dates as some

schools remain flooded and
others have been damaged. 

Some displaced people
have been living in schools
while the government prepares
to relocate them to camps.

The government has
ordered people living near 178

dams and reservoirs that are
either full or nearly full to evac-
uate or be forcefully moved.
Water levels at two major
hydroelectric dams have
reached historic highs and the
government has warned those
living downstream along the
Tana River.

Last week, a boat capsized
on the river, which flows to the
Indian Ocean, leaving seven
people dead and 13 others
missing. A passenger bus was
also swept off a bridge along
the same river last month. The
government has been accused
of an inadequate response to
the floods.

The flooding has left more
than 155 people dead in neigh-
boring Tanzania, where
Cyclone Hidaya is expected to
hit coastal areas. Hundreds of
people have been affected in
Burundi, Ethiopia and Somalia
as well. 
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Sydney (AP): German’s top
diplomat on Friday said Russia
will face consequences after
accusing its military intelligence
service of masterminding an
“absolutely intolerable” cyberat-
tack. Relations between the two
European countries were already
tense, with Germany providing
military support to Ukraine in
its ongoing war with Russia.
German Foreign Minister
Annalena Baerbock said Russian
state hackers were behind a
cyberattack last year that target-
ed the Social Democrats, the
leading party in the governing
coalition. “Russian state hackers
attacked Germany in cyber-
space,” she said at a news con-
ference in the Australian city of
Adelaide. “We can attribute this
attack to the group called
APT28, which is steered by the
military intelligence service of
Russia.” “This is absolutely intol-
erable and unacceptable and will
have consequences,” she said.
Baerbock is visiting Australia,
New Zealand and Fiji. “The
defense cooperation between
Germany and Australia is close
and we would like to deepen it
further and together expand it,
because we are in a situation
where we face similar threats,”
said Baerbock, who is the first
German foreign minister to
visit Australia in 13 years.
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Ukraine, trade and invest-
ment are expected to dom-

inate Chinese leader Xi
Jinping’s first trip to Europe in
five years, as the Asian giant
rebuilds its foreign relations
after a prolonged absence dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Xi will start the tour in Paris on
Monday, meeting with French
President Emmanuel Macron,
who has been stressing the idea
of European strategic autono-
my from the US. On a visit to
Beijing last year, Macron court-
ed controversy by saying
France would not necessarily
always align with the US in for-
eign policy, an apparent refer-
ence to American support for
the self-governing republic of
Taiwan, which China claims as
its own territory to be annexed
by force if necessary. 
After leaving France, Xi will
visit Hungary and Serbia, both
seen as China-friendly and
close to Russian President
Vladimir Putin, rebuffing
Western criticism of his full-
scale invasion of Ukraine. 
Xi’s European visits will be
closely followed in Washington
for signs of diminishing sup-
port for its key foreign policy
goals. The Chinese leader will
arrive in France just as Paris is
putting the finishing touches
on its preparations for hosting
the Summer Olympics, an
event in which China invests
huge amount of national pres-
tige. France sees Xi’s visit,
which officially marks 60 years
of French-Chinese diplomatic
relations, as an important
diplomatic moment, and wants
to focus on China’s broader
relations with the EU. Macron
invited European Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen
to the talks Monday.
It comes a month before
Macron, who positions himself
as the diplomatic leader of
Europe, hosts Biden for a sim-
ilar state visit. It is also a sign
of “the good vibes from
Macron’s visit to China in April
last year,” said Kerry Brown,
professor of Chinese Studies

and director of the Lau China
Institute at King’s College
London. 
“This is a highly strategic visit
to Europe by Xi. And in his
itinerary you can divine the
runes of Chinese policy on
Europe now, bolstering the
traditional links as far as pos-
sible, and reinforcing new
ones,” Brown said. 
Xi is also visiting Budapest,
where Hungarian Prime
Minister Viktor Orbán, in
power for 14 years, is facing
political challenges from the
opposition over his authoritar-
ian style. Hungary has strad-
dled a middle ground between
its membership in the EU and
NATO and an unusual open-
ness to diplomatic and trade
relationships with eastern
autocracies such as Russia and
China. 
Orbán, a right-wing populist
who has forged close ties with
Russia, delayed Sweden’s entry
into NATO for months. China
has cited NATO expansion as
provoking Russia to invade
Ukraine.
Hungary is the first EU mem-
ber to participate in Xi’s signa-
ture Belt and Road Initiative
that seeks to build billions of
dollars of roads, ports, power
plants and other infrastructure
across Asia, Africa and beyond. 
Orbán was the only EU leader
to attend a conference in
Beijing on the BRI, which has
been criticized for burying
participating countries in debt
and failing to deliver on

promised investments, some-
thing that prompted Italy to
drop out last year. 
Despite that, Hungary’s govern-
ment has deepened its econom-
ic ties with China, with the pro-
liferation of Chinese electric
vehicle (EV) battery factories
across the country gaining the
most attention. Near Debrecen,
Hungary’s second-largest city,
construction is underway of a
nearly 550-acre, 7.3 billion
euro ($7.9 billion) EV battery
plant, Hungary’s largest-ever
foreign direct investment.
China has also invested heav-
ily in infrastructure to link
Hungary with its southern
neighbor Serbia, Xi’s next stop
on his European tour. 
In 2014, Hungary and Serbia
concluded an agreement with
Beijing to modernize the rail-
way between their capitals of
Budapest and Belgrade, part of
a Belt and Road plan to link up
with the Chinese-controlled
port of Piraeus in Greece, to the
south, an entry point for
Chinese goods to Central and
Eastern Europe.
The more than $2 billion pro-
ject is expected to be complet-
ed in 2026, after numerous
delays. In Serbia, Xi will hold
talks with President Aleksandar
Vucic, with whose government
China has built strong relations. 
The two countries have a long
history of friendship, particu-
larly since 1999, when NATO
bombed the Chinese embassy
in Belgrade, killing three
Chinese nationals, during the

air war to end Serbia’s brutal
crackdown on ethnic Albanian
separatists in Kosovo.
The US apologized, saying
faulty target selection was to
blame, but the incident led to
violent attacks on U.S. diplo-
matic installations in China
and fueled anti-American sen-
timent in both countries that
endures to this day. 
In 2022, shortly after the
Russian assault on Ukraine,
Serbia took semi-secret deliv-
ery of a sophisticated Chinese
anti-aircraft system flown in on
six Chinese Air Force Y-20
transport planes. The arms
delivery over the territory of at
least two NATO member states,
Turkey and Bulgaria, was seen
by experts as a demonstration
of China’s growing global reach. 
China claims neutrality in the
Ukraine conflict but Xi and
Putin declared their govern-
ments had a “no limits friend-
ship” before Moscow’s attack on
Ukraine. China has refused to
call the Russian assault an
invasion and has been accused
of bolstering Russia’s capacity
to produce weapons and its
military advantage against
Ukraine, which is awaiting
tens of billions in Western mil-
itary aid. 
A US military aid bill passed
last week allots $61 billion for
Ukraine, as well as $8 billion to
counter Chinese threats in
Taiwan and the Indo-Pacific,
which China has condemned
as a dangerous provocation.
China’s foreign ministry said
the US position on Chinese
defense trade with Russia was
hypocritical when considered
alongside the amount of mili-
tary assistance Washington is
providing to Kyiv. 
China denies selling arms to
Russia and the US says it has
found no direct evidence of
such evidence of such.
However, China does sell
machine tools, microelectron-
ics and other technology that
Moscow in turn is using to pro-
duce missiles, tanks, aircraft
and other weaponry for use in
its war against Ukraine, accord-
ing to a US assessment.
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This Orthodox Easter sea-
son, an extraordinary new

church is bringing spiritual
comfort to war-weary resi-
dents of the Ukrainian village
of Lypivka. Two years ago, it
also provided physical refuge
from the horrors outside.
Almost 100 residents sheltered
in a basement chapel at the
Church of the Intercession of
the Blessed Virgin Mary while
Russian troops occupied the
village in March 2022 as they
closed in on Ukraine’s capital,
Kyiv, 40 miles (60 kilometers)
to the east.
“The fighting was right here,”
the Rev. Hennadii Kharkivskyi
said. He pointed to the church-
yard, where a memorial stone
commemorates six Ukrainian
soldiers killed in the battle for

Lypivka. “They were injured
and then the Russians came
and shot each one, finished
them off,” he said.
The two-week Russian occupa-
tion left the village shattered
and the church itself — a mod-
ern replacement for an older
structure — damaged while
still under construction. It’s one
of 129 war-damaged Ukrainian
religious sites recorded by
UNESCO, the United Nations’
cultural organisation. “It’s solid
concrete,” the priest said. “But
it was pierced easily” by
Russian shells, which blasted
holes in the church and left a
wall inside pockmarked with
shrapnel scars. At the bottom
of the basement staircase, a
black scorch mark shows where
a grenade was lobbed down.
But within weeks, workers were
starting to repair the damage

and work to finish the solid
building topped by red domes
that towers over the village,
with its scarred and damaged
buildings, blooming fruit trees
and fields that the Russians left
littered with land mines.
For many of those involved —
including a tenacious priest, a
wealthy philanthropist, a
famous artist and a team of
craftspeople — rebuilding this
church plays a part in Ukraine’s
struggle for culture, identity
and its very existence. The
building, a striking fusion of
the ancient and the modern,
reflects a country determined
to express its soul even in
wartime.
The building’s austere exterior
masks a blaze of color inside.
The vibrant red, blue, orange
and gold panels decorating
walls and ceiling are the work

of Anatoliy Kryvolap, an artist
whose bold, modernist images
of saints and angels make this
church unique in Ukraine.
The 77-year-old Kryvolap,
whose abstract paintings sell
for tens of thousands of dollars
at auction, said that he wanted
to eschew the severe-looking
icons he’d seen in many

Orthodox churches.
“It seems to me that going to
church to meet God should be
a celebration,” he said.
There has been a church on this
site for more than 300 years. An
earlier building was destroyed
by shelling during World War
II. The small wooden church
that replaced it was put to more

workaday uses in Soviet times,
when religion was suppressed.
Kharkivskyi reopened the
parish in 1992 following the
collapse of the Soviet Union,
and set about rebuilding the
church, spiritually and physi-
cally, with funding from
Bohdan Batrukh, a Ukrainian
film producer and distributor.
Work stopped when Russian
troops launched a full-scale
invasion of Ukraine on
February 24, 2022. Moscow’s
forces reached the fringes of
Kyiv before being driven back.
Lypivka was liberated by the
start of April.
Since then, fighting has been
concentrated in the east and
south of Ukraine, though aer-
ial attacks with rockets, missiles
and drones are a constant
threat across the country.

By May 2022, work-

ers had resumed work on the
church. It has been slow going.
Millions of Ukrainians fled
the country when war erupted,
including builders and crafts-
people. Hundreds of thou-
sands of others have joined the
military. Inside the church, a
tower of wooden scaffolding
climbs up to the dome, where
a red and gold image of Christ
raises a hand in blessing
For now, services take place in
the smaller basement, where
the priest, in white and gold
robes, recently conducted a
service for a couple of dozen
parishioners as the smell of
incense wafted through the
candlelit room.
He is expecting a large crowd
for Easter, which falls on
Sunday. Eastern Orthodox
Christians usually celebrate
Easter later than Catholic and

Protestant churches, because
they use a different method of
calculating the date for the holy
day that marks Christ’s resur-
rection.
A majority of Ukrainians iden-
tify as Orthodox Christians,
though the church is divided.
Many belong to the indepen-
dent Orthodox Church of
Ukraine, with which the
Lypivka church is affiliated. The
rival Ukrainian Orthodox
Church was loyal to the patri-
arch in Moscow until splitting
from Russia after the 2022
invasion and is viewed with
suspicion by many Ukrainians.
Kharkivskyi says the size of his
congregation has remained sta-
ble even though the population
of the village has shrunk dra-
matically since the war began.
In tough times, he says, people
turn to religion.

Peshawar (PTI): At least 20
people were killed and 21 oth-
ers injured when a passenger
bus skidded off a mountainous
terrain and plunged into a
ravine in northwest Pakistan’s
Gilgit Baltistan region on
Friday, authorities said.
The incident occurred around
5:30 am on the Karakoram
Highway in Diamer district
when the bus was on its way
from Rawalpindi to Hunza, a
police official said.
The driver lost control of the
vehicle which then overturned
and landed near the banks of
the Indus River, the official
said. As many as 43 passengers
were aboard the bus when the
incident took place, the official
said. The injured were moved
to the Chilas hospital, the offi-
cial said. The official said the
rescue efforts assisted by army
helicopters were over and the
dead and injured were moved
to the hospital. The source said
the death toll was expected to
rise further as many of the

injured were in critical condi-
tion. Gilgit Baltistan Chief
Minister Haji Gulbar Khan
expressed condolences over
the incident and directed the
administration to provide
immediate medical aid to the
injured. Giltgit-Baltistan gov-
ernment spokesperson
Faizullah Faraq said an emer-
gency was declared at the
Chilas Hospital after the acci-

dent. Prime Minister Shehbaz
Sharif expressed grief on the
loss of lives and conveyed his
sympathies to the bereaved
families. He instructed author-
ities to provide the injured
with “every possible medical
treatment”. Interior Minister
Mohsin Naqvi also expressed
his condolences on the incident
and prayed for the speedy
recovery of the injured.
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Pakistan’s former Prime
Minister Imran Khan has

lamented the sorry state of
affairs in the country where
political leaders like him lan-
guish in jail and said all that is
left for the powerful military
leadership was to “murder”
him.
In a column for the UK’s ‘Daily
Telegraph’ newspaper, penned
from the Adiala Jail in
Rawalpindi where he is being
held for disputed corruption
charges, the 71-year-old crick-
eter-turned-politician reiterat-
ed his previous assertion that if
anything happens to him or his
wife, General Asim Munir – the
Chief of Army Staff, will be
responsible.
The founder of the Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party
said the cash-strapped country
was at a “dangerous cross-
roads”, with the government a
“laughing stock”.
“The military establishment
has done all they could against

me. All that is left for them is
to now murder me,” writes
Khan.
“I have stated publicly that if
anything happens to me or my
wife (Bushra Bibi), Gen. Asim
Munir will be responsible. But
I am not afraid because my
faith is strong. I would prefer
death over slavery,” he says.
The powerful army, which has
ruled Pakistan for more than
half of its 75-plus years of
existence, has wielded consid-
erable power in matters of
security and foreign policy.
However, the military has
denied meddling in the coun-
try’s politics.
Khan warned that the state was
treading the same path it trod
in 1971, when it lost East
Pakistan, now Bangladesh.
“At the same time, it is seeing
an upsurge in terrorism and a
growing alienation in
Balochistan where the issue of
enforced disappearances is
growing in severity. On
Pakistan’s borders, India has
already admitted to undertak-

ing assassinations inside of
Pakistan and the international
border with Afghanistan
remains volatile,” he notes.
Khan notes the military estab-
lishment’s expectation of
“unquestioning support” from
the US, in return for the pro-
vision of access to airspace and
related facilities to the US for
military purposes, has been
punctured after the publication
of the latest US State
Department’s Country Reports
on Human Rights Practices,
which highlights the many
human rights violations in
Pakistan.

“With an economy in crisis,
spiralling prices and a people
politically angry at having their
electoral mandate stolen and
being economically belea-
guered, the state stands isolat-
ed,” he writes.
Khan hailed the “democratic
revenge” of the February 8
general election, during which
people came out and “voted
overwhelmingly” for candi-
dates supported by his party.
“Unfortunately, instead of
accepting the people’s mandate,
the military establishment went
into a fit of rage and electoral
results were manipulated to
bring into power the losers.
The same vote tampering was
seen in the recent by-elec-
tions,” he notes.
The PTI founder also praised
the six “brave judges” of the
Islamabad High Court who
have written a letter to the
Chief Justice of Pakistan high-
lighting instances of harass-
ment and blackmail including
of their families by intelligence
agencies.

Kyiv (AP): Recent statements by
France’s president and Britain’s
foreign secretary about the war
in Ukraine are “dangerous” and
will deepen international ten-
sion around the conflict, the
Kremlin’s spokesman said on
Friday. French President
Emmanuel Macron, in an inter-
view published Thursday,
repeated an earlier comment
that he doesn’t exclude sending
troops to Ukraine. UK Foreign
Secretary David Cameron,
meanwhile, said during a visit to
Kyiv the same day that Ukraine
will be able to use British long-
range weapons to strike targets
inside Russia — a possibility that
some other NATO countries
providing weapons have balked
at. Kremlin spokesman Dmitry
Peskov branded Macron’s com-
ment “a very important and
very dangerous statement.”
Remarks by Macron about pos-
sible direct French engagement
in the conflict represent a “very
dangerous trend,” he said.
Cameron’s statement about
Ukraine’s right to use British
weapons provided to strike
facilities inside Russia is “anoth-
er very dangerous statement,”
Peskov told reporters.
“This is a direct escalation of

tensions around the Ukrainian
conflict, which potentially may
threaten European security, the
entire European security archi-
tecture,” Peskov said.
Russia’s full-scale invasion of
Ukraine in February 2022 sig-
nificantly heightened tension
between the Kremlin and
NATO countries. The alliance
countries have provided much
of the military hardware that
Kyiv is using to fight Russia,
ensuring that the tension has
continued to simmer. Russia, in
turn, has sought help from
China, Iran and North Korea,
according to the US.
As Russia heaps battlefield pres-
sure on depleted Ukrainian
forces and appears poised to
launch a major offensive, that
antagonism has become sharp-
er. Russian Defense Minister
Sergei Shoigu claimed Friday
that Russian troops had cap-
tured more than 500 square
kilometers (200 square miles) of
territory from Ukrainian forces
since the start of the year.
“The Russian groups of forces
continue to break through the
enemy’s strongholds along the
entire line of contact,” Shoigu
said at a meeting with top mil-
itary brass.
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The military defector was
killed in a hail of gunfire and

then run over by a car in Spain.
The opposition figure was
struck repeatedly with a ham-
mer in Lithuania. The journal-
ist fell ill from a suspected poi-
soning in Germany.
Since President Vladimir Putin
launched his invasion of
Ukraine, attacks and harassment
of Russians — prominent or not
— have been blamed on
Moscow’s intelligence opera-
tives across Europe and else-
where. Despite attempts by
Western governments to dis-
mantle Russian spy networks,
experts say the Kremlin appar-
ently is still able to pursue
those it perceives as traitors
abroad in an attempt to silence
dissent. Opponents of Putin
increasingly fear the long arm of
Moscow’s security services,
including in countries they once
thought were safe.
“We just escaped Russia and had
this illusion that we’ve escaped
prison,” said journalist Irina
Dolinina, who works for the
independent outlet Important
Stories, based in the Czech cap-
ital of Prague.
Dolinina and colleague Alesya
Marokhovskaya were harassed

in 2023, leading to fears they
were under surveillance. They
were sent threatening messages
via comments on the media out-
let’s website and told not to trav-
el to a conference in Sweden. To
underscore the point, the threat
included their airline ticket
numbers, seat locations and
hotel booking. “It was a mistake
for us to think that here, we are
safe,” Dolinina told The
Associated Press.
The Kremlin, which routinely
denies going after its opponents
abroad, has been blamed for
decades for such attacks. The
most famous cases include
Soviet revolutionary-turned-
exiled dissident Leon Trotsky,
who was killed in 1940 in
Mexico after being attacked

with an ice ax by a Soviet agent,
and Georgi Markov, a dissident
working for the BBC’s Bulgarian
language service, who died in
1978 in London after being
jabbed with a poison-tipped
umbrella. 
Britain was the site of other poi-
sonings blamed on Russian
security services under Putin.
Defector and former intelli-
gence officer Alexander
Litvinenko died after drinking
tea laced with radioactive polo-
nium-210 in 2006, and former
spy Sergei Skripal and his
daughter fell gravely ill but
recovered following an attack
with a Soviet-era nerve agent in
2018. The Kremlin repeatedly
denied involvement in the
British cases. 

Islamabad (PTI): Pakistan’s
debut lunar satellite mission
was launched Friday on board
China’s first lunar probe mission
to collect samples from the far
side of the Moon. The 53-day-
long Chang’e-6 mission will col-
lect samples for the first time
from the far side of the moon
and bring them for scientific
studies. This is the first time that
China has included an orbiter
from its all-weather ally Pakistan
in its moon mission.
According to the Institute of
Space Technology (IST),
Pakistan’s ICUBE-Q satellite has
been designed and developed by
IST in collaboration with China’s
Shanghai University SJTU and
Pakistan’s national space agency
Suparco.
ICUBE-Q orbiter carries two
optical cameras to image the
lunar surface. The Chang’e-6
mission is tasked with collecting
and then returning samples
from the moon’s far side to Earth
— the first endeavour of its kind
in the history of human lunar
exploration.
Following the launch, Prime
Minister Shehbaz Sharif con-
gratulated the nation and the sci-

entists for launching the first
lunar orbit mission.
In a statement, Sharif said the
ICUBE-Q satellite is Pakistan’s
first step into space. “Just as in
the nuclear field, our scientists,
engineers, and talented individ-
uals are diligently striving in this
field,” he said. “This achievement
will bolster Pakistan’s satellite
communication capabilities and
pave the way for new opportu-
nities in scientific research, eco-
nomic development, and nation-
al security,” the prime minister
said. Congratulating students
and scientists on the launch of
the lunar orbital mission,
Deputy Prime Minister and
Foreign Minister Ishaq Dar
posted on X, “Today’s launch
from Hainan in China, is a good
example of countries and organ-
isations coming together for
space cooperation and shared
benefits. It shows the promise of
Pakistani youth.” Quoting IST
Core Committee member Dr
Khurram Khurshid, Geo News
reported that CubeSat Satellite
iCUBE-Q will reach the lunar
orbit in five days and will circle
the moon for three to six
months.
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Colombo (PTI): Sri Lankan
Prime Minister Dinesh
Gunawardena has welcomed
direct private investments from
China and greater Chinese
participation in sectors like
agriculture, renewable energy,
IT and education. The issue of
direct private investment came
during a meeting of Prime
Minister Gunawardena and
Chinese Ambassador to Sri
Lanka Qi Zhenhong on
Thursday when they discussed
ways for the early implementa-
tion of the agreements and
Memorandums of
Understanding (MoUs)
reached between the two coun-
tries during the former’s official
visit to Beijing in March.
A statement from the Prime
Minister’s Media Office said
Gunawardena and Qi met at
the Temple Trees, the official
residence of the Sri Lankan
prime minister.
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Capital markets regulator
Sebi on Friday relaxed the

digital onboarding process for
clients of portfolio managers,
a move aimed at facilitating
ease of doing business.
While onboarding clients,
portfolio managers will have
to ensure that new clients use
a typed or electronically
written note saying that they
have understood the fee
structure rather than the
current practice that focuses
on clients giving the same in
their own handwriting.
The change, aimed at making
digital onboarding easier,
would become effective from
October 1, the Securities and
Exchange Board of India
(Sebi) said in a circular.
The move came after Sebi
observed certain operational
challenges in complying with
the requirement of a
handwritten note on the
annexure of fees in the
agreements, including the
non-availability of a stylus at
the location of the investors. 
This requirement was
creating a hindrance towards
the complete digital
onboarding of the clients.
“While on-boarding a client,
portfolio manager shall

ensure that the new client has
separately signed the
annexure on fees and charges
and added a note, that they
have understood the structure
for fees and charges in
handwritten in case the client
is onboarded through
physical mode and typed
using keyboard or written
electronically using fingers/a
stylus pen, in case the client is
on-boarded through digital
mode,” Sebi said.
Also, the regulator said that
the standard procedure for
onboarding of clients through
digital mode would be
specified by the industry body
Association of Portfolio
Managers in India (APMI) in
consultation with the markets

regulator.
Sebi said that portfolio
managers will have to provide
an annexure detailing the fee
calculation.
To facilitate ease of
understanding of the critical
aspects of the portfolio
manager-client relationship,
Sebi asked portfolio manager
to additionally provide its
client ‘Most Important Terms
and Conditions’ document,
which needs to be duly
acknowledged by the client.
On Thursday, Sebi decided to
promote collective oversight
of PMS’ (Portfolio
Management Services)
distributors by making
registration with the APMI
mandatory for them. 
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The country’s fossil fuel-
based power generation

capacity increased 2.44 per
cent to 243.22 GW in FY24
from 237.27 GW in March
2023, according to official
figures. 
There was a 10.79 per cent rise
in non-fossil fuel based
capacity (renewable energy
sources) addition at 190.57
gigawatt (GW) in 2023-24
over 172.01 GW in 2022-23,
the government data showed.

While the fossil
fuel-based capacity includes
power generation through
coal, lignite, gas and diesel
sources, the non-fossil fuel
includes power generated
from solar, wind and
hydropower.
The nuclear power capacity

addition rose to 8.18 GW from
6.78 GW in the last fiscal year,
posting a year-on-year rise of
20.64 per cent.
In FY24, India’s total power
generation capacity rose 6.22
per cent to 441.97 GW over
416.06 GW, the data showed. 
The coal-based capacity
increased around 3 per cent to
210.97 GW from 205.24 GW
in the last financial year, and
gas capacity rose marginally to

25.04 GW from 24.82 GW in
FY23. 
The lignite- and diesel-based
capacity were at 6.62 GW and
0.59 GW, respectively, in FY24.
The renewable energy sources
capacity increased to 143.64
GW, up 14.76 per cent over
125.16 GW in FY23.
Hydropower capacity also
increased to 46.93 GW from
46.85 GW in the last fiscal
year. 
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The rupee appreciated 3
paise to settle at 83.43

(provisional) against the US
dollar on Friday, tracking a
weak American currency and
retreating crude oil prices.
Forex traders said a massive
selling in the domestic equity
market and outflow of foreign
funds capped the gains in the
local currency.
At the interbank foreign
exchange, the domestic unit
opened at 83.40 and moved in
the range of 83.34 and 83.44
against the greenback during
the session. The local unit
finally settled at 83.43
(provisional) against the
dollar, registering a rise of 3
paise from its previous close.
The rupee had settled 3 paise
lower at 83.46 against the
dollar on Thursday.
Anuj Choudhary, Research
Analyst, Sharekhan by BNP

Paribas, said the rupee gained
on a weak US dollar and a
decline in crude oil prices.
However, weak domestic
markets and FII outflows
capped sharp gains.
The weak dollar was

attributed to the US Federal
Reserve’s decision to keep the
key interest rate unchanged
for the sixth consecutive time,
citing slower progress on the
inflation front.
Choudhary further said the

rupee is expected to trade
with a slight negative bias on
weak domestic markets and
selling pressure from foreign
investors. However, a weak
tone and a soft US dollar may
support the rupee at lower
levels.
“Traders may remain cautious
ahead of non-farm payrolls
report and ISM services PMI
data from the US today. 
Encouraging non-farm
payrolls may support the
dollar while dismal data may
weigh on the greenback.
USD-INR spot price is
expected to trade in a range of
Rs 83.20 to Rs 83.60,” he
added.
India’s manufacturing PMI
fell to 58.8 in April 2024 from
59.1 in the previous month, a
monthly survey said on
Thursday.
The seasonally adjusted
HSBC India Manufacturing
Purchasing Managers’ Index

(PMI), however, recorded the
second fastest improvement
in operating conditions in
three-and-a-half years
supported by buoyant
demand.
Meanwhile, the dollar index,
which gauges the greenback’s
strength against a basket of six
currencies, declined 0.10 per
cent to 105.07.
Brent crude futures, the
global oil benchmark, slipped
0.04 per cent to USD 83.64
per barrel.
On the domestic equity
market front, Sensex tumbled
732.96 points, or 0.98 per
cent, to settle at 73,878.15,
and Nifty tanked 172.35
points, or 0.76 per cent, to
close at 22,475.85.
Foreign institutional investors
(FIIs) were net sellers in the
capital markets on Thursday,
as they sold shares worth Rs
964.47 crore on a net basis,
according to exchange data. 
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The Asian Development
Bank is open to funding

the space sector in India in
addition to focusing on
climate finance to mitigate
the associated risks, said its
Vice President Bhargav
Dasgupta on Friday.
ADB has done some projects
in satellite in the Asia Pacific
region, but has not provided
any assistance in the Indian
space sector.
“We have not done much till
now. We are always open to
look at new areas...We
understand it has been
opened up and there is lot of
interest on startup side...If
we find alignment with our
objectives in terms of
Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), we will look
at it,” he said.
Last month, the government
notified amendments to the
foreign direct investment
policy in the space sector to
attract offshore investors in
satellite manufacturing and
satellite launch vehicles
segments.
Talking about initiatives in
India, Dasgupta said, “We
are very excited about the
work that is happening in the
country including recently

launched rooftop solar
projects, large solar projects,
pump hydro, and battery
storage. 
“We are talking to many
sponsors in these segment
and we will be happy to see
how many of them we can
finance.”
Besides, he said there is a lot
of interest in the corporate
sector in energy
transmission, conversion of
older coal-fired power
projects into green energy
units.
Dasgupta, former MD and
CEO of ICICI Lombard, was
appointed Vice President of
ADB in September last year.
He is responsible for
management of ADB’s
Private Sector Operations
Department and Office of
Markets Development and
Public Private Partnerships.
ADB, established in 1966, is
owned by 68 members, 49
from the region. 
It is committed to achieving
a prosperous, inclusive,
resilient, and sustainable
Asia and the Pacific, while
sustaining its efforts to
eradicate extreme poverty.
India, a founding member of
ADB, is now ADB’s fourth
largest shareholder and its
top borrower since 2010. 
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India has emerged as the
third-largest market for

podcast listeners globally
even as around 78 per cent of
people surveyed got to know
about this media recently, a
report said on Thursday.
According to the report,
around 82 per cent of
respondents were initially
unaware of podcasts,
highlighting a significant
opportunity for awareness-
building efforts.
“78 per cent of consumers
discovered podcasts less
than a year ago, indicating a
recent surge in interest,” the
report, The Podcast Pulse:
Unveiling India’s Podcast
Landscape, stated. 
India has surged to become
the third-largest market for
podcast listeners globally, yet
only 12 per cent of Indians
are currently engaged,
leaving a vast untapped
audience waiting to be
explored, the report
prepared by UNPAC
Research (OPC) in support
of Ideabrew Studios said. 
Authenticity and
vulnerability in podcast
conversations are highly
valued by listeners, fostering

a deeper connection 
with hosts and content, it
said. 
The report is based on
responses from 2,170
individuals across 10 cities in
India, including Mumbai,
Delhi, Chennai, Bengaluru,
Kolkata, Ahmedabad,
Lucknow, Indore, Patna, and
Jaipur, the report gauged
awareness and listenership
statistics. 
Additionally, detailed
interviews with 1,800 active
listeners provided invaluable
insights into their behaviour
and preferences. Sheetal
Choksi, Director, UNPAC
Research said that the
Podcast Pulse is a
comprehensive report on
podcast consumption in
India. 
Regional podcasts are
identified as a driving force
in shaping the industry’s
future, offering audiences a
more relatable and culturally
resonant listening
experience, he added.
The Unpac Research (OPC)
Pvt. Ltd. Is a full service
qualitative research agency.
Ideabrew Studios is a
podcast production and full-
service content solutions
company. 
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Apple CEO Tim Cook on
Friday said the company

grew strong double-digit in
India, clinching a new March
quarter revenue record amid
an “incredibly exciting
market”.
Describing India market as a
“major focus”, Cook said
Apple is working on the
entire ecosystem from
developer to the market to
operations, and that he is
“very pleased” with the
growth numbers.
“We did grow strong double-
digit (in India). And so we
were very, very pleased about
it. It was a new March quarter 

revenue record for us. As you
know, as I’ve said before, I see
it as an incredibly exciting
market and it’s a major focus
for us,” he said in India
specific call-outs during the
tech titan’s Q2 earnings. Cook
further added: “In terms of
the operational side or supply
chain side, we are producing
there; from a pragmatic point
of view, you need to produce
there to be competitive.”
The Cupertino-based iPhone
maker has set revenue
records in more than a dozen
countries and regions. These
include, among others,
March quarter records in
India, Latin America and the
Middle East, as well as

Canada, Spain, and Turkey.
On Apple’s India report card,
Cook said the company has
both operational things going
on and go-to-market,
alongside various initiatives.
“We just opened a couple of

stores as last year, and we see
enormous opportunity there,”
he said.
Apple continues to expand its
channels, and is also working
on the developer ecosystem.
“And we’ve been very pleased

that there is a rapidly-
growing base of developers
there. And so, we’re working
all of the entire ecosystem
from developer to the market
to operations, the whole
thing. And I just — I could
not be more excited and
enthusiastic about it,” he said.
Apple is also investing in new
solar and wind power in the
US and Europe, both to
power its growing operations
and users’ devices.
“And we’re working with
partners in India and the US
to replenish 100 per cent of
the water we use in places that
need it most, with the goal of
delivering billions of gallons
of water benefits over the next

two decades,” Cook said.
Announcing its financial
results for its fiscal 2024
second quarter ended March,
Apple said it posted a
quarterly revenue of USD
90.8 billion, down 4 per cent
year on year.
Luca Maestri, Senior Vice
President and Chief Financial
Officer of Apple, said the
company is particularly
pleased with strong
momentum in emerging
markets, “as we set first-half
revenue records in several
countries and regions
including Latin America, the
Middle East, India,
Indonesia, the Philippines,
and Turkey”. 
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Sri Lanka’s rupee, which
suffered severe

depreciation because of the
island nation’s unprecedented
economic crisis since 2022,
has started to make gains in
comparison to other
currencies, State Minister for
Finance Ranjith
Siyambalapitiya said on
Friday.
He said during the first four
months of the year, the Sri
Lankan rupee had
appreciated by 9.1 per cent
against the US dollar, 12.7 per
cent against the Euro, 10.8 per
cent against the UK pound,
11.4 per cent against the
Chinese Yuan, 21 per cent
against the Yen, 9.5 per cent
against the Indian rupee and
14.2 per cent against the
Australian dollar.
When the Sri Lankan
economy slumped during the
first quarter of 2022, which
led to the announcement of
its first-ever sovereign default,
Sri Lanka was assisted by

India for imports of
essentials. The Sri Lankan
rupee was boosted by the
Reserve Bank of India’s
extended currency swaps.
The Indian assistance was
worth over USD 4 billion
which provided a lifeline to
the ailing economy until the
deal for an IMF bailout of
USD 2.9 billion was sealed in
March 2023.
Siyambalapitiya on Thursday
said the country has
maintained strict financial
discipline while taking
unpopular decisions to
facilitate economic recovery
and continues to service its

multilateral debt despite the
default announced in 2022.
He said USD 2.5 billion debt
in 2022 and USD 2.6 billion
debt in 2023 had been repaid
to multilaterals such as the
International Monetary Fund
(IMF), World Bank and the
Asian Development Bank.
Only the bilateral external
debt payments had been
suspended with the
announcement of the debt
default in mid-2022.
“We have maintained strict
financial discipline while
taking unpopular decisions to
facilitate economic recovery,”
Siyambalapitiya said. 
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India’s forex reserves
dropped USD 2.412 billion

to USD 637.922 billion as on
April 26, in the third
consecutive weekly decline in
the reserves, the Reserve Bank
of India (RBI) said on Friday.
In the previous reporting
week, the overall reserves had
declined USD 2.28 billion to
USD 640.33 billion.
For the week ended April 5,
the reserves had hit an all-
time high of USD 648.562
billion following multiple
weeks of increases.
The earlier high of USD
642.453 billion achieved in
September 2021 got surpassed
in March this year.
For the week ended April 26,
the foreign currency assets —
a major component of the
reserves — decreased USD
1.159 billion to USD 559.701
billion, the data released on
Friday showed.
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Equity benchmark Sensex
plummeted over 700

points to sink below the
74,000 level and Nifty
retreated from a record high
on Friday as investors pared
exposure to telecom, capital
goods and tech stocks. Heavy
selling pressure in Reliance
Industries, L&T and HDFC
bank counters also pulled
indices down, traders said. 
The 30-share BSE Sensex
dropped 732.96 points or 0.98
per cent to settle at 73,878.15
after soaring 484.07 points
earlier in the day. From its
intra-day high of 75,095.18,
the benchmark tanked
1,627.45 points to the day’s
low of 73,467.73.
The NSE Nifty also declined
172.35 points or 0.76 per cent
to 22,475.85. The benchmark
hit a record 22,794.70 in the
early trade, up 146.5 points or
0.64 per cent.
From the Sensex basket,
Larsen & Toubro, Maruti,
Reliance Industries, Nestle,
Bharti Airtel, UltraTech
Cement, Kotak Mahindra
Bank and JSW Steel were
among the major laggards.
Bajaj Finance climbed nearly
1 per cent higher. The Reserve

Bank of India (RBI) has lifted
restrictions on Bajaj Finance
on sanctioning and disbursal
of loans through eCOM and
Insta EMI Card, the company
said in a regulatory filing on
Thursday.
In November last year, the
central bank directed Bajaj
Finance to stop sanction and
disbursal of loans under its
two lending products —
eCOM and Insta EMI Card —
due to the company’s non-
adherence to the extant
provisions of digital lending
guidelines.
Bajaj Finserv, Mahindra &
Mahindra, State Bank of
India, ICICI Bank and Infosys

were among the other gainers.
“Profit-booking and a degree
of caution ahead of the release
of the US non-farm payroll
resulted in selling pressure in
the market. However, the
absence of significant
negative surprises in Q4
earnings thus far, along with a
decline in oil prices, might
help to mitigate the downside. 
“Though the correction was
broad-based, the large-cap
stock was the key
underperformer due to the
moderation of FII’s exposure
to the domestic market,” said
Vinod Nair, Head of
Research, Geojit Financial
Services.



Meditations on Trees by
Ompal Sansanwal, co-
published by Aleph

Book Company and Black Cube
Gallery, is a breathtaking journey
into the heart of nature’s timeless
beauty and spiritual significance.
Through a masterful fusion of art
and philosophy, Sansanwal invites
readers to contemplate the majesty
of trees and their profound
connection to human experience.
At the core of Sansanwal’s work are
his stunning paintings of banyan
trees which serve as powerful
symbols of life, growth, and unity.
With each brushstroke, the artist
captures the essence of these
ancient trees, infusing them with a
sense of liveliness and wisdom that
transcends time. His cityscapes,
devoid of human figures yet
brimming with life, offer a
poignant reflection on the
harmony between urban
development and the natural
world.
Meditations on Trees offers a
profound exploration of an
artist’s deeper connection with
nature, particularly with trees, as
a source of inspiration and
reflection. Through a rich
collection of artworks and
insightful commentary, the book
takes readers on a visual and
spiritual journey, inviting them
to contemplate the beauty and
significance of trees in our lives.
One of the key themes that resonate
through the book is Sansanwal’s
view of trees as metaphors for life. 

He sees them as symbols of
strength, resilience, and

interconnectedness, much like
the complexities of human
existence. This perspective is
beautifully captured in his
depiction of ancient banyan trees,
with their aerial prop roots and
sprawling trunks, mirroring the
intricate web of relationships and
experiences that shape our lives.
The book also delves into
Sansanwal’s exploration of urban
landscapes, particularly cityscapes.
These paintings, characterised by
softened hues and the gentle play of
light, offer a serene glimpse into the
rhythm of urban life, highlighting
the harmony that exists between
man-made structures and the
natural world. Central to
Sansanwal’s artistic vision is his
deep spiritual connection with
nature. His paintings of the
Nataraja using the banyan tree’s
branches and his portrayal of
Krishna lifting Govardhan Hill are
symbolic of his reverence for the
divine in nature. His art not only
celebrates the aesthetics of the
natural world but also invites
viewers to contemplate the deeper
spiritual meanings embedded in
them.
In addition to his spiritual
reflections, Sansanwal’s artistic
process is also explored in the
book. His meticulous studies of
trees and foliage in
monochromatic pen and ink
drawings reveal his keen
observation of nature’s intricate

details. These studies, combined
with his use of light and shadow,
showcase his mastery of technique
and his ability to evoke a sense of
wonder and awe in the viewer.
The book also pays tribute to the
influences the artist draws his
inspirations from, which include
French artist Georges Seurat and
German writer Hermann Hesse.
His study of Seurat’s work inspired
his techniques and processes, while
Hesse’s writings on nature
resonated deeply with his own

spiritual beliefs. These influences,
combined with Sansanwal’s
individualistic vision, have
culminated in a body of work that
is both deeply personal and
universally resonant.
This book is an immersive
journey into the heart of nature
through the eyes of a visionary
artist. It offers a poignant
reminder of the beauty and
significance of trees in our lives
and invites us to pause, reflect, and
reconnect with the natural world

around us. His artwork is not just
images on canvases, they are
windows to a world where the
boundaries between man and
nature, art and spirituality reveal
the timeless truths that lie at the
core of our existence.
Arguably, Meditations on Trees is
a beautifully crafted book that
celebrates the profound wisdom
of nature. The heart of this book
is Ompal Sansanwal’s deep
spiritual connection with nature,
reflected in his exquisite
artworks and insightful
commentary. This timeless
treasure resonates with readers
of all ages, be it a nature lover, an
art enthusiast, or one simply
seeking a moment of reflection,
making it a must-have for your
library.
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It is election time and
television news channels
across the country are on a
roll as spokespersons of
various Opposition parties

try their best to churn out the
“failures” of the NDA
Government that has been in
power for the past 10 years even
as representatives of the ruling
coalition vociferously list out the
achievements of the BJP-led
Government at the Centre. 
This is an age-old practice since
the first General Elections held in
India from October 1951 to
February 1952. Although the
ruling Congress party back then
had nothing major to list out as
achievements, the party
continued to roll out new
promises. From the basic
provision of drinking water to all
villages, establishment of schools
in all districts of the country, to
subsidised ration to the poorer
sections of society, all topped the
list of electoral promises.
These so-called promises
continued till the 1990s. In fact,
in the 1960s, people were asked
to forego a day’s meal owing to
the severe famine the nation
faced back then. A lot has been
written about the Green
Revolution but the sad truth is
that despite the much publicised
initiative, hunger and
malnutrition continued to haunt
India. There was no serious
attempt from the Governments of
the day to increase productivity
of our farm lands. India’s

“pluralism” and “vivid nature”
were on full display during the
summer as well as rainy seasons. 
While the scorching heat of the
summer played havoc in South
India with most of the rivers
going dry, the North experienced
floods and deluge. Every year
hundreds were drowned in the
recurring floods as the snow in
the Himalayas melted causing
severe deluges in the mighty
Brahmaputra which resulted in
village after village in States like
Bengal, Assam and Bihar getting
completely devoured by flood
waters. While the northern part
of the country was battered by
floods, the southern States were
crying for drinking water. 
Rivers like the Kavery and the
Krishna routinely run dry
whenever the South West
Monsoon fails to hit the Indian
coast. The drought in the Kaveri
River has severe implications for
Karnataka, Tamil Nadu and
Puducherry as farming
operations come to a complete
standstill due to non-availability
of water for irrigation. 
Although a lot of experts ranging
from Sir Arthur Cotton and
Captain Dastur to CP
Ramaswamy Iyer and VK Rao
had suggested the interlinking of
Indian rivers no Government
took note of the proposal. Every
year the west flowing rivers in
Karnataka and Maharashtra
discharge thousands of cubic feet
water into the Arabian Sea while
the Godavari discharges an equal

or more quantity of flood water
into the Bay of Bengal. Had a
responsible Government taken
adequate measures to divert these
river waters into the Mettur Dam
or other parts of water-starved
regions, Tamil Nadu would have
come out of its perpetual struggle
with water scarcity.
The Supreme Court in 2002 ruled
that the Government of India
should take the initiative and
interlink the rivers in the country
so that the perpetual flood,
drought and water scarcity
problems would be resolved once
and for all. Athough we did get
governments that worked while
other governments worked faster,
nothing permanent was done to
sort out the issue for good. 
In fact, we even witnessed a
Chennai-based Gandhian write
to Prime Minister Narendra
Modi immediately after the 2014
Lok Sabha polls, asking him not
to take up the post of Prime
Minister as the latter had no
mandate to rule the country.
Indeed, the priority of our
politicians was at variance with
that of the requirements of the
common man. Till 1998, the
country had not heard about a
four-lane highway linking
Kanyakumari and Kashmir and
Surat to Silchar. Nobody took the
initiative to bring down the
travelling time between New
Delhi and Thiruvananthapuram
when train travelers had to toil
for almost 52 hours to cover the
2900 km. There was no highway

between Chennai and Kochi and
a bus journey took literally two
days to reach the destination. 
If this was the situation in
mainland India, the condition in
the North East India was far
worse. Insurgency grew by leaps
and bounds. The Nagas, the
people of Manipur, and other
North Eastern states of India
considered themselves as citizens
of a separate country altogether.
So much so, that a so-called
government in exile is
functioning from some European
countries claiming to be the lone
representative of the Nagas. 
Most of the youth of the North
Eastern States are even misled to
believe that they do not belong to
India. Making matters worse,
those in power in these regions
never wanted to disprove this
notion. Immediately after
Independence from our British
colonial masters, what the new
rulers did instead was to create
yet another problem, this time in
Kashmir. A separate entity by the
name North East Frontier
Agency (NEFA) was formed with
the objective of uplifting the
seven sisters of Brahmaputra (as
Tripura, Assam, Meghalaya,
Manipur, Assam, Nagaland and
Mizoram were known initially).
Unfortunately, the Congress
Government that ruled post-
Independence till 1977, 1980-
1989, 1991-1996 and 2004-2014
did nothing for the economic and
social development of these
States. In 1998, when Atal Bihari

Vajpayee was sworn in as Prime
Minister, he renamed the Seven
Sisters of Brahmaputra as
Ashtalakshmi by including
Sikkim in the group and some
long-needed efforts were made to
bring these eight States into the
national mainstream. Till then,
news emanating from these States
dwelt mainly on secessionism-
related issues. Bodoland, AASU,
the Maoists of Manipur and the
National Socialist Council of
Nagalim and the turf war
between various terrorist
organisations formed the crux of
news broadcasts from the North
East.
However, when the BJP
Government came to power in
2014, it launched a plethora of
missions to harness the real
potential of the North East. In
fact, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi was the one to comprehend
the vast opportunities and
immense potential offered by this
hitherto unexplored region of
India. 
It is in this context that Modi’s
North East Story authored by two
young professionals, Tuhin A
Sinha and Aditya Pittie, deserves
appreciation and immediate
attention. The 196-page book
offers a panoramic view of the
eight North Eastern States and
the path-breaking developments
that have taken place in this long
neglected region in the past
decade. It has witnessed an
unprecedented development in
infrastructure, the number of

airports have increased manifold
and the entire region today has
rail and communication
connectivity to boast of. 
Clearly, neither Prime Minister
Modi nor his team are the kind to
rest on their achievements.
Instead they are continuing
furiously on the path of
development and work is going
on at a frenetic pace to develop
these States with world class
infrastructure facilities even as
they ensure that the essence and
unique culture and heritage of
these regions remain untouched.
Assam Chief Minister Himanta
Biswa Sarma, Kiren Rijiju, the
energetic and youthful Union
Minister from Arunachal
Pradesh and Pema Khandu, Chief
Minister of Arunachal Pradesh,
and a host of such dynamic
leaders and policy makers have
made their mark in the holistic
development of the North East.
The authors of Modi’s North East
Story deserve kudos as make the
readers travel straight to these
scenic States with the story of the
coming of age of the eight States,
the Ashtalakshmis. 
Even an old and ailing person like
this writer felt inspired to fly to
these abodes of the God and
Goddesses. The words penned
down by Tuhin Sinha and Pittie
come straight from the heart and
indeed inspire their readers to
visit the North East, behold its
serene landscape and meet the
people long alienated from the
country’s mainstream.
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Entrusted with the task of
shepherding Sunrisers

Hyderabad’s middle-order,
young Nitish Reddy has been
doing the job with aplomb at a
time when he is seen by many
as a future India all-rounder,
thanks to his ability to bowl
lively medium pace. 
Opting to bat in the IPL game
against table-toppers
Rajasthan Royals here on
Thursday, Reddy (76 not out)
and Travis Head (58)
produced explosive fifties,
while Heinrich Klassen made
an unbeaten 19-ball 42 to
power SRH to 201 for three.
Experienced seamer
Bhuvneshwar Kumar then did
the star turn with a sensational
final over as SRH pulled off a
heist, stunning RR by just one
run in a last-ball thriller to
keep their playoff hopes alive. 
Nitish, 20, stated that his role
was to rebuild the innings after
quick wickets.
“From the last two matches,
we are losing quick wickets
and I have to go. My role is to
carry on till the 13th and 14th
over so that Klaasen gets a
license to bang. There is no
point in Klaasen and Samad
coming early, but not getting
to score freely,” said Nitish at
the post-match press
conference.
The all-rounder hailed
Bhuvneshwar after the veteran
pacer bowled a brilliant final
over to help Hyderabad seal a
dramatic win.
Nitish said he was hopeful that
Bhuvneshwar would be able to
defend 13 runs in the last over.
“I was looking at who was
going to bowl. When I saw
Bhuvneshwar was going to
bowl, I got the confidence that
he was going to pull it off. 
“During his prime, he had
done it so many times. I did
not think we were going to

win, I thought either we’d lose
or tie. But that last-ball wicket,
I felt so happy,” Nitish said. 
During his explosive knock,
Nitish smashed RR’s in-form
Yuzvendra Chahal for two
fours and two sixes in the 13th
over. Nitish said that he
backed himself to attack the
seasoned leg-spinner.
Reddy also said the victory
against RR, following losses to
Royal Challengers Bengaluru
and Chennai Super Kings, is
important. 
“Beating RR will boost our
confidence, they are at the top
of the points table,” he
concluded.
NOT IN MY BEST FORM:
PARAG: Rajasthan Royals
batter Riyan Parag returned to
the top five in the Orange
Cape race after striking his
fourth fifty of the season.
The 22-year-old Parag
slammed 77 off 49 balls but
could not help his side chase
down the target set by SRH. 

Despite his breakout season
with the franchise, Parag said
he was not in his best form
since he could not finish the
game. “I got a lot of areas to
improve. I am not in my best
form, I would have finished
the game otherwise. 
“I got a lot of areas to perfect. I
try to learn from my mistakes
and not repeat them. Is it my
best innings? No. I would say
that if I get a hundred,” Parag
told reporters. 
The Assam player said the loss
was “dramatic”, adding that his
team made a few errors. 
“It is never good to end on the
losing side. We did a lot of
things right. We will focus on
them more rather than
dwelling on our mistakes. We
are at a good position in the
points table. Just one bad game
I guess. 
“We made a few errors in two-
three overs and it cost us the
game. That is how T20 is, IPL
is,” he said.
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From a maths perspective, Royal
Challengers Bengaluru and
Gujarat Titans can still reach the

IPL playoffs, but they need to ward off
inner gremlins on Saturday to notch a
mandatory win to keep that dream
flickering. 
The Royal Challengers are the bottom-
dwellers with six points from 10
matches, while the Titans are placed
eighth with eight points from 10
matches. 
However, the floundering outings of
Chennai Super Kings and Delhi
Capitals (10 points each) have fuelled
the hopes of these two teams of
sneaking into the middle tier of the
points table and from there to the
knockouts. 
But both RCB and GT will know that
keeping their own house in order is a
better option than depending on other
teams to stay afloat as the IPL group
stage is entering its business end. 
In that context, the Faf du Plessis-led
side will feel a tad more confident than
their opponents after registering wins
in their last two matches. 
They have also found new heroes across
these two games - Will Jacks powered
his way to a match-winning century
against GT, while Cameron Green
finally lived up to his tag of all-rounder
with crucial runs and wickets against
Hyderabad. 
RCB would hope for an encore from
them at the home venue as well. 
At the top, Virat Kohli continues to be a
run-making presence as he recently
became the first batter to go past 500-
run mark in this edition of the IPL, and
RCB will certainly like a few more from
his willow. 
However, the Royal Challengers will
ask for some more consistency from
their bowlers. The likes of Mohammed
Siraj, who has been drafted into India’s
T20 World Cup squad, Yash Dayal,
Karn Sharma and Swapnil Singh were
on the money against SRH. But against

GT at Ahmedabad, they returned to
their profligate ways, allowing them to
whittle a 200-run total. 
They will have to tidy up their act at the
unforgiving M Chinnaswamy Stadium,
as despite all their inconsistencies GT
have the tools to punish them. 
But to the Titans’ dismay, those tools
have malfunctioned more often than
not, and it aptly mirrored in their two
successive defeats against Delhi
Capitals and RCB. Shubman Gill and
Bhardwaj Sai Sudharsan have run an
exclusive store of runs for Gujarat,
amassing over 700 runs between them. 
Other than them, the likes of
Wriddhiman Saha, David Miller, Rahul
Tewatia, Vijay Shankar and Shahrukh
Khan have not managed to even touch
200 this season, imparting a brittle look
to GT’s middle and lower order. 
Their bowling group too has been
vastly underwhelming, and none
reflected it more than Rashid Khan. 
The star spinner has taken just eight

wickets across 10 matches while giving
eight runs an over, a significantly higher
economy rate than his overall 6.7 in IPL
since 2017. In IPL 2023, Rashid had
given away 8.24 runs an over but the
Afghan took 27 wickets from 17
matches. This year, the wicket column
too remained barren. 
The pace bowlers offer a similar
storyline. In the absence of Mohammed
Shami, who is recuperating after a
surgery, the Titans’ most experienced
duo of Umesh Yadav and Mohit
Sharma have gone for plenty. 
Mohit has taken 10 wickets in as many
matches, the highest so far this season
for GT, but leaked nearly 11 runs an
over, while Yadav’s economy stands at
10.5 for seven wickets. 
The back-up options such as Sandeep
Warrier, Noor Ahmad, R Sai Kishore
and Azmatullah Omarzai too have not
covered themselves with glory either,
conceding way too many runs for
minimal returns. 

TEAMS (FROM):

RCB: 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, Vijaykumar Vyshak, Akash
Deep, Mohammed Siraj, Reece Topley,
Himanshu Sharma, Rajan Kumar,
Cameron Green, Alzarri Joseph, Yash
Dayal, Tom Curran, Lockie Ferguson,
Swapnil Singh, Saurav Chauhan. 
GT: Shubman Gill (c), David Miller,
Matthew Wade, Wriddhiman Saha,
Kane Williamson, Abhinav Manohar,
B. Sai Sudharsan, Darshan Nalkande,
Vijay Shankar, Jayant Yadav, Rahul
Tewatia, Noor Ahmad, Sai Kishore,
Rashid Khan, Joshua Little, Mohit
Sharma, Azmatullah Omarzai, Umesh
Yadav, Shahrukh Khan, Sushant
Mishra, Kartik Tyagi, Manav Suthar,
Spencer Johnson, Sandeep Warrier, BR
Sharath.

.)�������������)���������0���������������
6��������������������������)�����)��"�����

����� �����.�8���3��9

A15-member strong Indian
athletics contingent will

look to make an impact in
scenic Nassau and hope to qual-
ify for the Paris Olympics in
three events when the the two-
day World Athletics Relays
Bahamas 24 commences here
on Saturday.
The Indian men’s 4x400 relay
team has been making waves of
late, coming up with impressive
performances at the 2021
Olympics in Tokyo and follow-
ing it up by challenging the
USA’s aura of invincibility at the
World Championships in
Budapest last August.
The team then lived up to the
billing by clinching gold at the
Hangzhou Asian Games with

a tremendous run of 3:01.58.
On a high following those
superb performances last year,
India would be hoping to
reset the national and Asian
record of 2:59.05 seconds set
by the quartet of Muhammed
Anas Yahiya, Amoj Jacob,
Muhammed Ajmal and Rajesh
Ramesh in Budapest.
The quartet will, however, have
to work really hard to achieve
that feat, given that its best this
season is only 3:05.71 seconds,
which is nearly four seconds
adrift of the their gold medal-
winning performance in
Hangzhou.
As per the World Relay format
for Paris, the two top teams in
each heat on Saturday will
advance to the final a day later.
They will also secure Paris 2024

Olympic quotas in the process. 
The Olympic lane seeding posi-
tions will be decided in the finals
on Sunday and those will also be
competing for medals.
All the other teams will compete
in an additional round on
Sunday where the top-two
teams in each heat will also
qualify for Paris.
India will be fielding teams in
men’s, women’s and mixed
4x400m, with the men’s quartet
the best placed to qualify for
Paris based on their perfor-
mances last year.
India has sent an eight-mem-
ber men’s 4x400m relay team
here, including the Asian
Games gold-medallist quartet
of Amoj Jacob, Muhammad
Anas Yahiya, Muhammad
Ajmal and Rajesh Ramesh.
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Iga Swiatek cruised to a
straight-sets semifinal win

over Madison Keys to reach
the Madrid Open final and a
rematch against No. 2 Aryna
Sabalenka. 
Top-ranked Swiatek beat No.
20 Keys 6-1, 6-3 and will next
face the defending champion
Sabalenka, who rallied to
overcome No. 4-ranked Elena
Rybakina 1-6, 7-5, 7-6 (5). 
The Madrid Open is the only
high-profile European clay-
court title that Swiatek is yet
to win.
“It was a pretty clean
performance and really solid
game from myself,” she said. 
“I’m happy with everything.”
It will be the third final of the
year for Swiatek after titles in
Indian Wells and Doha.
“I’m happy that we can play a
final against the top players,”
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Swiatek said. 
“It shows consistency. For
sure it’s going to be a
challenge, whoever it’s going
to be, and a tough match. I
will be ready. I will focus on
myself ”
Sabalenka, who needed three
sets to defeat Swiatek in the
Madrid final last year, is into
her third Madrid final after
ending Rybakina’s 16-match
clay-court winning streak. 
“I was just trying to fight for
every point,” Sabalenka said.
“I was hoping that I’ll have
opportunity to turn this
match around, and yeah,
super happy that I was able to
do that.”
Keys said she was

disappointed but there were
“a lot of really great things to
take from the tournament” in
the Spanish capital.
“It’s been a while since I have
won four matches in a row.
Lots to build on. It’s obviously
great momentum going into
Rome next week,” she said. 
“It’s obviously only my fourth
tournament back after the
shoulder injury, so to do so
well here and to be able to
play some tough matches and
have some three-set matches
and be physically 100% still
and being able to look
forward to Rome and
hopefully play some good
tennis there is a huge
positive.”
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