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Poonch encounter:
two terrorist killed

Modi takes a pot shot at the Opposition

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
NEW DELHI

In an unprecedented move,
the Rashtrapati Bhawan
on Friday reacted strongly

over the Congress leaders’
comments on President
Droupadi Murmu’s address to
the joint session of the
Parliament terming the
remarks are “in poor taste,
unfortunate and entirely
avoidable”.
The Rashtrapati Bhavan
which has never responded to
such political remarks, in a
statement said such
comments hurt the dignity of
the high office and therefore
are “unacceptable”.
Soon after the President
concluded her address to the
joint sitting of both the
Houses, Congress leaders
Sonia Gandhi, Rahul Gandhi
and Priyanka Gandhi Vadra

were seen discussing the
speech. “The poor lady, the
President, was getting very
tired by the end...She could
hardly speak poor thing,”
Sonia was heard saying in a
video doing the rounds on
social media.
The President’s office said it
believes that “it might be the
case that these leaders were
not acquainted with the
idiom and discourse in
Indian languages such as
Hindi, and thus formed a
wrong impression”. In any
case, such comments are in
poor taste, unfortunate and
entirely avoidable, the
statement said.
“These leaders have said that
the President was getting
very tired by the end and she
could hardly speak.
Rashtrapati Bhavan would
like to clarify that nothing
could be farther from the

truth. The President was not
tired at any point. Indeed, she
has believed that speaking up
for the marginalised
communities, for women
and farmers, as she was
doing during the course of
her address, can never be
tiring,” the statement said.
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi too launched a
scathing attack on the
Congress, accusing its “shahi
parivar” of insulting
President Droupadi Murmu,
who hails from a tribal
background. In a direct
response to Congress leaders’
purported remarks on
Murmu, Modi, at a public
meeting in the national
Capital said, “These
Congress people think they
are the masters of the
country. The arrogance of
the Congress royal family has
once again been exposed.”

DEEPAK KUMAR JHA n NEW DELHI

In a jibe at the Congress and other
Opposition parties, Prime Minister

Narendra Modi on Friday came out with a
tongue-in-cheek comment by mentioning
that it could be perhaps the first time ever
since he took over as PM in 2014 that there
has been no attempt from abroad to
destabilise our legislative functions before the
start of a Parliament session.
“This is the first session I am seeing in the last
10 years in which there has been no attempt
to stoke a fire from any foreign corner,” the
prime minister said briefing the media before
the start of the Budget session.
The PM also took a swipe at Opposition
parties, saying that there were people abroad
ready to do mischief before every session
since 2014 and there was also no dearth of
those here who would fuel such attempts. 
Modi was referring to the protests by
Opposition parties, including the Congress in
previous Parliament sessions over revelations
made by now-disbanded US-based short
seller Hindenburg Research on alleged stock
manipulation and tax evasion by the Gautam
Adani group.
With Modi-led NDA’s third term to bring in
its first full-fledged budget on Saturday, the
PM said he prayed that Goddess Lakshmi,
who is associated with wealth, will bless the
poor and middle class. He expressed
confidence that this Budget session will
infuse new confidence and energy in
attaining the goal of ‘Viksit Bharat’ by 2047.
The prime minister also hinted new
initiatives for the poor and middle class as
well as women, he also said a mechanism has
been designed for the participation of
younger Parliamentarians in further
nurturing the ‘Viksit Bharat’. “Especially for
young MPs, it is a golden opportunity,
because the more awareness and
participation... In the House today, the more
fruits of a developed India they will see
before their eyes. And therefore, this is a

priceless opportunity for the young MPs,”
Modi said.
Ahead of the tabling of the Economic Survey,
the PM said his government has been
working in mission mode in its third term for
an all-round development and asserted that
innovation, inclusion and investment have
shaped its economic agenda. Modi also
shared that several historic bills will be taken
up during the Session and will become laws
after comprehensive debate to strengthen the
country.
“Particularly, important decisions will be
taken during the Session to empower women
to ensure they get equal rights and any
sectarian or faith-based discrimination is
removed,” he said. Modi also expressed
confidence that every MP, especially the
young ones, will contribute to the agenda of
‘Viksit Bharat’ during the session.
Stressing on the mantra of ‘Reform, Perform
and Transform’, Modi said fast-paced
development has to be achieved and the
maximum emphasis is on reform. He said the
state and Central governments have to
perform together and one can see
transformation through public participation.

RAJESH KUMAR n NEW DELHI

In a startling revelation, Aam
Aadmi Party (AAP) supremo

Arvind Kejriwal on Friday accused
Haryana Chief Minister Nayab
Singh Saini of hatching a
“conspiracy” to “influence”
and force half of Delhi’s
population to thirst due to
the “poisonous” Yamuna
water to defame his party
ahead of the Assembly polls
on February 5 by sending
highly-polluted waters to the
national Capital. In his six-page
written reply addressed to the chief
election commissioner (CEC),
AAP chief raised serious
allegations against Saini and said
the Haryana Chief Minister
orchestrated a ‘conspiracy’ to
influence the Delhi assembly
election. He demanded that a
criminal case should be filed
against Saini regarding the
‘poisonous’ Yamuna issue. 
In the response to the Commission’s
second notice, Kejriwal clarified
that his earlier statements, which
referenced the Yamuna being
“poisoned,” were made in the
context of the rising ammonia levels
in the water and were not intended
to suggest any malicious intent
outside of this environmental crisis. 
Warning that water could be used as
a weapon to win elections if the EC
fails to act, he said he was shocked
that the poll body did not pass any
order for the Haryana Chief
Minister but chose to “hound” him.

MOHIT KANDHARI n JAMMU

Alert troops of the Indian army neutralised
two heavily armed Pakistani terrorists in

the fierce gunfight along the line of control in
the Khari Karmara area of Poonch early Friday
morning. This is the first major incident of
terrorist-related violence in the last two years
in the Khari Karmara area of Poonch.
According to local reports, the movement of a
group of heavily armed Pakistani infiltrators
was detected by the troops late Thursday
evening while they (Pakistani infiltrators)
were attempting to sneak inside the Indian
territory taking advantage of the raging
forest fires in the forward area.
The security forces in the region were already
conducting massive combing and search
operations based on local intelligence inputs
about the suspected movement of terrorists
in the upper reaches of Rajouri and Poonch.
In a post on X, the Nagrota-based White
Knight Corps also confirmed the terrorist
movement was detected last night at the Line
of Control in the Poonch Sector.
“The terrorist movement was detected last
night at the Line of Control in the Poonch
sector. Alert troops swiftly engaged the
infiltrating terrorists, triggering an intense
and heavy firefight. The anti-terrorist
operation continued through the night,
leading to the neutralisation of two
terrorists. The search of the area thus far has
resulted in the recovery of several weapons
and war-like stores”, White Knight Corps
posted on X.

SANYA PANDEY n NEW DELHI

With Assembly polls inching
closer, several students of

Delhi University and other higher
educational institutions, residing
in North Campus, have opined
that the ruling Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP) has failed on various fronts
in the last 10 years and there
should BJP’s “double-engine”
government for better
development and welfare of the
people of national capital. 
Though these students’ are
hoping for change in power in
Delhi, some still have reposed
their faith on AAP asserting that
in the run-up to the Assembly
elections, the BJP and Congress
announced galore of “freebies”,
while the ruling dispensation has
already delivered what it had

promised in last polls.
They were also of the opinion that
Delhi would witness a fierce
contest between the AAP and BJP.
The Congress, which has
announced “five guarantees”
including Rs 2,500 per month to
every woman under the ‘Pyari
Didi Yojana’, and eyeing to
return to power
highlighting the works
done by the previous
Sheila Dikshit-led
government in Capital,
did not find a mention. 
Navya Malhotra, a first-
time voter, highlighted
various issues including pollution
and sanitation, which she has
claimed the AAP government has
totally failed to address in the last
10 years. She said the BJP should
be given a chance this election.

Talking to the Pioneer, the 18-
year-old said, “I feel this time BJP
should come to power in Delhi.
The AAP has been saying that
they were not able to do the work
for the people because Arvind
Kejriwal and his team members
were put behind bars and Delhi

doesn’t have statehood. But,
10 years is a very long

period. They didn’t do
much.” 
“Kejriwal had talked
about the slum areas,

especially JJ colony, that
he will take care of such

places. But, he failed to take
any appropriate steps for waste
management. It has become such
a big problem. He hasn’t taken
care of this,” she said. 
Referring to pollution, Navya
said,” The AAP government has

completely failed. Because of
pollution, students’ we were not
able to go to schools, colleges.
Our time was wasted. So it is

definitely important to give a
chance to the BJP. Some people
are following Narendra Modi
because he is saving Hindutva,

while some people are following
him, because genuinely they
cannot see any better party than
BJP.” 
Referring to BJP’s manifesto, she
said, “In the BJP’s manifesto,
they are giving those things that
Kejriwal has offered to people.
But there are also different
things like giving Rs 2,1000 to
pregnant women, so the
rural/lower sections will get
monetary help. Kejriwal had
also talked about monetary help,
but overall development didn’t
work out quite well.” 
Mentioning the law and order
situation, Navya said, “As a first
time female voter, I feel safety in
Delhi is a prominent issue,
because I still can’t freely roam
out of my house at night. Even if
I go downstairs I have to be

quite vigilant. The AAP has
installed cameras. Are they
functional ? Women safety is
very prime. Delhi which has
been given the title of ‘rape
capital’, if that can be changed by
a ‘double-engine’ government
BJP, then why not ‘Har Har
Modi’. “ 
Notably, the law and order of
Delhi comes under the Union
Home Ministry. 
She also accused the incumbent
AAP MLA from Timarpur Dilip
Pandey for not doing enough to
mitigate the issues concerning
the people of the constituency
and said the BJP should be given
a chance. 
The AAP this time has fielded
turncoat Surinder Pal Singh
(Bitto), BJP Surya Prakash and
Congress Lokendra Chaudhary.

With Sanskriti (culture)
and Pragati (progress)

moving in tandem, India
stands on the brink of an
economic transformation-
one that is propelling the
nation towards becoming the
world’s third-largest
economy. Driven by the
guiding principles of Reform,
Perform, and Transform, the
government has laid a robust
foundation for economic
expansion through bold
policy measures, strategic
interventions, and a
commitment to inclusive
growth.
At the heart of this
transformative journey is the
Economic Survey 2024-25,
which, despite global
economic turbulence,
presents a confident yet
pragmatic assessment of
India’s economic trajectory.
While economies worldwide
grapple with geopolitical
uncertainties, supply chain
disruptions, and inflationary
pressures, India continues to
defy global headwinds,
reaffirming its status as one
of the fastest-growing major
economies.
The data speaks volumes.
India’s GDP expanded by an
impressive 6.4 per cent in
FY25, driven by a resurgence
in rural demand, a boom in
infrastructure investment,
and a stellar performance by
the services sector. Key
economic contributors such

as agriculture (3.8 per cent)
and industry (6.2 per cent)
outperformed their historical
averages (FY15-FY24),
indicating broad-based
growth momentum. The
Indian economy is projected
to expand at a rate of 6.3 per
cent to 6.8 per cent in the
financial year 2025-26 (FY26)
Private Final Consumption
Expenditure (PFCE)-a
cornerstone of aggregate
demand-is projected to grow
at 7.3 per cent, underscoring
robust household spending,
particularly in rural areas. A
strong rebound in
consumption has been
evident in rising sales of two-
wheelers, three-wheelers, and
tractors, signalling increased
purchasing power and
consumer confidence. A
resurgent manufacturing
sector is a cornerstone of
India’s economic revival, as
reflected in its Purchasing
Managers’ Index (PMI),
which has consistently
remained in the
expansionary zone. In
December 2024, the PMI
surpassed long-term
averages, fueled by strong
order books, rising exports,
and resilient domestic
demand.
Business sentiment remains
overwhelmingly positive,
with firms anticipating
higher production, improved
order inflows, and greater
capacity utilisation in the
coming quarters. The
Production-Linked Incentive
(PLI) scheme has played a
pivotal role in attracting
private investments,
reinforcing India’s position as
a global manufacturing
powerhouse. Investment
remains the backbone of
India’s economic expansion.
According to the RBI’s latest

report, private investment
commitments surged from
`1.6 Lakh Crore in FY24 to
`2.45 Lakh Crore in FY25.
The public sector,
particularly in infrastructure
development, has been a
critical catalyst, with General
Government Capital
Formation (GFCF) growing
at 13.1 per cent, outpacing
overall investment growth
between 2019 and 2023.
The government’s
commitment to high-quality
capital expenditure is
evident, with capital
spending now constituting

21.4 per cent of total
expenditure, up from 13 per
cent in FY21. Additionally,
the National Monetisation
Pipeline (NMP) has
unlocked `3.86 Lakh Crore
worth of private capital
across key infrastructure
sectors, enhancing long-term
growth potential.
Infrastructure development
remains a cornerstone of
India’s growth strategy, with
a paradigm shift from a
project-based approach to a
corridor-based one. The
National Highway Network
has expanded from 91,287
km in 2014 to 1.46 lakh km
in 2024. Airport
infrastructure investments
exceeded `91,000 Crore
(FY20-FY25) to modernise
key hubs and expand air

traffic capacity. Port
efficiency has surged, with
operational capacity growing
from 3 MTPA in FY24 to 21
MTPA in FY25. Renewable
energy has seen remarkable
progress, with installed
capacity reaching 456.7 GW
as of November 2024, of
which 47 per cent comes
from renewables. Meanwhile,
the Jal Jeevan Mission (JJM)
has transformed rural water
accessibility, with tap water
connections rising from 17
per cent in 2019 to 79.1 per
cent in 2024.
Despite external headwinds,
India’s services exports
continue to offset a widening
merchandise trade deficit. In
response to shifting global
policies, India is expanding
its trade footprint into high-
value sectors such as
b i o t e c h n o l o g y ,
semiconductors, and
quantum computing.
Strategic partnerships in
space, AI, and
telecommunications further
bolster India’s positioning as
a leader in advanced
technology industries. India
has made remarkable strides
in research and development
(R and D), with patent filings
more than doubling since
2014-15 and patent grants
increasing seventeen-fold.
However, Gross Expenditure
on R and D (GERD) remains
at 0.64 per cent of GDP,
significantly lower than
global counterparts like
China, Japan, and the US,
where business-funded R
and D exceeds 70 per cent.
Strengthening industry-
academia collaboration and
fostering innovation-led
entrepreneurship remain key
imperatives for the next
phase of economic
transformation.

ECONOMIC
SURVEY

2025
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Indian economy defies global slowdown

Ahead of polls and lucrative offers, Delhi students split on AAP and BJP

RASHTRAPATI BHAVAN
SLAMS THE CONGRESS 

President Droupadi Murmu addresses the joint sitting of both Houses of Parliament on the first day of the Budget Session in
New Delhi PTI

Prime Minister Narendra Modi addresses the media on the
first day of the Budget Session of Parliament PTI

File photo: Ranjan Dimri/The Pioneer

Kejriwal accuses CM Saini of
conspiracy to poison Yamuna

AAP national convener Arvind Kejriwal with Punjab CM Bhagwant Mann and AAP MP Sanjay
Singh before leaving to meet Election Commissioners, in New Delhi PTI
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STAFF REPORTER n NEW DELHI

In a major setback to the Aam
Aadmi Party (AAP), eight MLAs

have resigned, ahead of the coming
Delhi Assembly polls on February 5.
The MLAs who resigned are Naresh
Yadav (Mehrauli), Rohit Kumar
(Trilokpuri), Rajesh Rishi
(Janakpuri), Madan Lal (Kasturba
Nagar), Girish Soni (Madipur),
Pawan Sharma (Adarsh Nagar), and
Bhawna Goud (Palam). Sources said
these MLAs were disgruntled after

being denied tickets for the February
5 polls and were touch with other
parties. BS Joon (Bijwasan) was the
first AAP MLA who gave his papers.
Most of the MLAs shared their
resignation letters on social media
and slammed AAP over corruption
and other issues.
Reacting to the development, South
Delhi BJP MP Ramvir Singh
Bidhuri said the ship of Aam
Aadmi Party is sinking, that is why
seven MLAs have resigned from the
party.

Eight AAP MLAs resign before polls
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PNS     HARIDWAR

Absconding member of Valmiki gang
caught after encounter in Haridwar

Amember of the
Valmiki gang

who had escaped
from the Haridwar
district jail in Octo-
ber last year while
acting as a character
in the Vanar Sena
during a Ramlila, was
caught by the Special
Task Force and local
police after an en-
counter here late on
Thursday night.
Pankaj Valmiki was
serving a life sen-
tence for murder in the jail
and had managed to jump
over the prison wall during
the Ramlila performance
last year. According to the
police, the escaped convict
was confronted at a vacant
ground in BHEL sector II

on Thursday night. He re-
portedly fired at the police,
in response to which the
police fired back and hit
him in the leg. He was
taken to the nearest hospi-
tal for treatment, from
where he was referred to

All India Institute of Med-
ical Sciences (AIIMS)
Rishikesh.

Valmiki was working for
notorious criminal Praveen
Valmiki. A resident of Is-
mailpur area in Laksar,

Pankaj and another inmate
Ramkumar had escaped
from the jail in Roshnabad
last year. While Ramkumar
was arrested by the police a
few days later in Haridwar,
Valmiki had managed to
elude the authorities so far.
Haridwar senior superin-
tendent of police Pramen-
dra Dobhal commended
the police officers for nab-
bing the absconding con-
vict. It is pertinent to
mention here that Pankaj
Valmiki was serving a life
sentence for murder while
Ramkukar was an under-
trial. The police are investi-
gating to ascertain who
helped Valmiki find shelter
and hide from the authori-
ties while he was abscond-
ing, officials said.

DM to introduce dedicated
transport service for elderly &
differently-abled complainants
PNS      DEHRADUN

Adedicated transportation
service for the elderly and

differently-abled com-
plainants will soon be avail-
able at the Dehradun district
collectorate to ensure greater
accessibility to various gov-
ernment offices, the
Dehradun district magistrate
Savin Bansal said. He in-
formed that till now, the sen-
ior citizens and
differently-abled individuals
who attended public hearings
at the DM’s office were trans-
ported to relevant depart-
ments using official vehicles.
However, this process often
posed challenges and required
a permanent and streamlined
solution. Considering this, the
district administration ap-
proved the purchase of an
electric vehicle from an
agency to commence a dedi-
cated transport service. This
vehicle will be stationed at the
main gate of the collectorate

and will facilitate the move-
ment of elderly and differ-
ently-abled complainants to
offices such as Vikas Bhawan,
district Social Welfare depart-
ment, Tehsil, senior superin-
tendent of police’s office,
Senior Citizen Cell, Women’s
Cell and other important de-
partments, as per Bansal. He
said that a PRD volunteer will
also be deployed in the vehicle
to help those in need to make
their journey more conven-
ient. He said that the adminis-
tration has already issued the
order to purchase the electric
vehicle and it will be opera-
tional within the collectorate
premises soon. A designated
driver and a home guard will
also be assigned to manage the
service and ensure that com-
plainants reach their respec-
tive offices without difficulty,
he said.

Uttarkashi shakes again, 9th time in 6 days
UTTARKASHI: Uttarkashi was jolted again on Friday morning
as another earthquake struck at 9:29 AM measured on the
Richter scale at 2.07. This is the ninth tremor felt in a span of
just six days. The last one was felt on Thursday at 7:31 PM. The
epicenter of Friday’s earthquake is said to be the Saru Tal in Bad-
kot Tehsil.  The panicky people rushed out of their houses, shops
and offices in Uttarkashi town once the tremor was felt. The peo-
ple are still scared though no loss of life and property was re-
ported in the continuing spell of tremors.

CM announces Rs 50 K for
16 R-Day tableau artistes
DEHRADUN: With Uttarakhand's ‘Cultural Heritage and Ad-
venture Sports’ tableau having clinched the third place among
the tableaux sent by various States on Republic Day, the director
general, Information, Banshidhar Tiwari and the joint director
KS Chauhan accompanied by the tableau artistes,  met the chief
minister Pushkar Singh Dhami at Uttarakhand Niwas in New
Delhi. Hailing the achievement, Dhami announced Rs 50,000
each to all the 16 artistes associated with the tableau under the
chief minister's discretionary fund.  

HRDA preparing playgrounds,
parking zones under flyovers
HARIDWAR: The Haridwar-Roorkee Development Authority
(HRDA) vice-chairman Anshul Singh said that they are prepar-
ing playgrounds and parking zones under flyovers and bridges
as part of the beautification plan on the chief minister’s instruc-
tion.  He further said that basketball, badminton, football courts,
skating rink and parking spaces are being built under the Sap-
tarishi flyover in Haridwar which would start operating on the
occasion of   Mahashivratri fair, adding that the parking space
would have the capacity for over 1500 vehicles. 

Sumit Hridayesh hosts
meeting for new councillors
HALDWANI: Haldwani MLA and Congress leader Sumit Hri-
dayesh hosted a meeting for the newly elected councillors of the
Municipal Corporation of Haldwani here on Friday. Addressing
it, he urged them to work in complete cooperation and coordi-
nation to achieve maximum development out of the welfare
schemes being implemented now and to be implemented in fu-
ture for Haldwani.  Aside from the councillors, several Congress
leaders from Nainital district were present.

DM directs action against
teachers who turn up late  
NEW TEHRI: The Tehri district magistrate Mayur Dixit di-
rected the Education department officers to conduct unan-
nounced inspection of schools to check whether the teachers
turn up punctually and take action against those who turn up
late and skip duties. Also, he stressed on 100 per cent student at-
tendance. Further, he told them to inspect the ongoing construc-
tion works in schools and ensure their completion at the earliest.
Regarding the upcoming board examinations, he directed them
to prepare a package of previous years' papers for the examinees
for practice. This might help them prepare better, he added.

IN BRIEF

BJP demands apology from
Sonia Gandhi over alleged
disrespect to President

The Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) has

strongly condemned
former Congress presi-
dent Sonia Gandhi for
her alleged remark
about President
Droupadi Murmu. BJP
leaders have called the
comment an insult to
the nation and de-
manded an immediate
apology from Gandhi.
The BJP State President
and Rajya Sabha MP
Mahendra Bhatt criti-
cised Gandhi’s reported
description of the Presi-
dent as a poor lady, call-
ing it a reflection of
Congress’ feudal mind-
set and its disregard for
women, tribal commu-
nities and the poor. He
asserted that the Presi-
dent is the pride of 1.3
billion Indians and such
remarks are unaccept-
able, especially from a
senior parliamentarian.
Bhatt accused the Con-
gress leadership of de-
liberately using such
language to demean the
country’s highest consti-
tutional authority. He
emphasised that
Murmu, a tribal woman
who has risen through
her own hard work and

determination, is nei-
ther helpless nor weak.
He stated that calling
her poor is an insult to
the strength and re-
silience of women and
marginalised communi-
ties across the country.
He also criticised
Gandhi for allegedly
calling the President’s
address boring and said
that it reflects Congress’
lack of seriousness to-
wards parliamentary
traditions and gover-
nance. He stated that
India, the world’s largest
democracy, deserves re-
spect for its institutions,
and Congress’ attitude
is unacceptable. Bhatt
further attacked the
Congress party, stating
that if anything is truly
poor or tired, it is Con-
gress itself. He accused
the party of dividing so-
ciety for political gain
and failing to contribute
to national develop-
ment, leading to its re-
peated electoral failures.
BJP leaders and workers
strongly condemn
Gandhi’s remarks and
will not tolerate any dis-
respect towards the
President, he said.

PNS      DEHRADUN

Arya lauds Almora DM for organising Yogasana event

Sports minister Rekha
Arya praised the

Almora district mag-
istrate Alok Kumar
Pandey for organis-
ing the Yogasana
event on short notice.
She said this while
during the inaugura-
tion of the event on
Friday.

Arya informed that
the Yogasana compe-
tition will take place
from January 31 to
February 4, featuring
171 participants from
22 states. The compe-
tition will include
five categories- tradi-
tional Yogasana,
artistic Yogasana sin-
gle, artistic pair,
rhythmic pair and
artistic group. A total
of 66 medals will be
awarded across these
categories, including
22 gold, 22 silver and
22 bronze medals.

Arya encouraged
all players to visit the
renowned Jageshwar
Dham temple. She
suggested that offi-
cials arrange for a
team to visit the tem-
ple each day. She said
that hosting a Yo-
gasana competition
in Almora is a matter
of pride for the cul-
turally rich city. Arya
said that since Ut-
tarakhand is the

birthplace of Yoga, she
holds higher expecta-

tions for the State’s team
in the competition.

PNS      DEHRADUN

Dehradun railway station to
become 1st Eat Right certified
station of Uttarakhand

The Dehradun railway
station will soon be the

first Eat Right station in
Uttarakhand. The initiative
to certify the station under
the Eat Right programme
began on Thursday in
Dehradun to ensure food
safety and hygiene stan-
dards at the station, the
deputy commissioner of
Uttarakhand Food Safety
and Drug Administration
(FDA) Ganesh Kandwal
said. Under the Eat Right
India campaign, a certifi-
cation programme was or-
ganised at Dehradun
railway station by Food
Safety and Standards Au-
thority of India (FSSAI). In
the programme, 24 food
handlers and food supervi-
sors working at the sta-
tion’s food service outlets
were trained under the
Food Safety Training and
Certification (FoSTaC)
programme, Kandwal said.
The trainer provided de-
tailed insights into ad-
vanced catering practices. 

The programme was
aimed at equipping food
handlers with essential
knowledge on food safety
standards, hygiene mainte-
nance and proper food
preparation methods to
ensure safe consumption
for passengers. Speaking at
the event, Kandwal empha-
sised the critical role rail-
way platforms play in
public health, as they expe-
rience continuous passen-
ger movement and high
food consumption both on

platforms and inside
trains. 

He informed that the Eat
Right Railway Station pro-
gramme was launched by
FSSAI in 2018 and follows
a phased approach. In the
first phase, all food han-
dlers at railway stations
undergo training on safe
cooking and serving prac-
tices. The second phase in-
volves a food audit of the
station conducted by an
FSSAI-authorised third
party. 

In the third stage, the
food services at the station
are evaluated on a scale of
1 to 5, with a 5-star rating
being the highest. Finally,
based on compliance and
performance, the station is
awarded the Eat Right cer-
tification, which remains
valid for two years. 

The Dehradun Railway
Station's senior superin-
tendent Ravindra Kumar
stated that certification
under this programme will
significantly enhance food
safety and hygiene stan-
dards at the station. He
said that awareness will
also increase among ven-
dors and consumers that
will encourage people to
make healthier food
choices. This initiative will
lead to a better and safer
food experience for trav-
ellers, reinforcing the com-
mitment to providing
quality services at railway
stations, he added.
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Bindyarani Devi wins gold, sets women's
weightlifting record at National Games

Manipur’s star
weightlifter, S Bind-

yarani Devi won the gold
medal and set a national
record in the women's 55
kilogrammes weightlifting
category at the 38th Na-
tional Games held here on
Friday. She set a national
record in the snatch seg-
ment during the competi-
tion.

According to officials,
Devi, a Commonwealth
silver medalist, overcame
an initial setback in her
first attempt at lifting 83
kilogrammes in the snatch
category. Demonstrating
resilience, she lifted 88
kilogrammes in her final
attempt, successfully
breaking the national
record. Her dominance con-
tinued in the clean and jerk,
where she lifted 107 kilo-
grammes in her first attempt.
Although she faltered with
112 kilogrammes in her sec-
ond attempt, she made a
strong comeback, success-
fully lifting 113 kilogrammes

in her final attempt. Her total
lift of 201 kilogrammes was
just one kilogramme short of
her previous national record
of 202 kilogrammes. With
this victory, Devi now holds
all three national records in
the women’s 55 kilogrammes
category: snatch, clean and
jerk and total lift. Speaking

about her outstanding
performance, Devi said,
“I was well prepared,
and I am happy with my
performance. It's always
nice to have a record in
your name. I’m glad that
both the snatch and
clean and jerk records
are now in my name. My
second attempt of 112
kilogrammes was not
successful, so I decided
it was better to finish
with a strong lift. If that
second attempt had been
successful, I would have
aimed for 115 kilo-
grammes. But it's okay; I
am happy with my per-
formance.” L Nilam Devi
from Manipur secured
the bronze medal, en-

suring two podium finishes
for the State. Despite facing
early struggles in the snatch
with two unsuccessful at-
tempts at 80 kilogrammes
and 81 kilogrammes, Nilam
ultimately lifted 81 kilo-
grammes in her final at-
tempt.
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Khanpur MLA detained in
Dehradun on way to Haridwar

Khanpur MLA Umesh
Kumar was detained

by the police at Doiwala
in Dehradun district on
Fr i d ay  w h i l e  h e  w a s
reportedly on his way to
address a mass gathering
in  Har idwar  d i s t r i c t .
Kumar was stopped at the
L a ch h iw a l a  to l l
plaza and taken to
the local police sta-
tion. His wife, who
was accompanying
him, was sent back
to  D eh r a du n .
Ac c ord i ng  to
Kumar’s wife, they
were going to par-
ticipate in a peace-
ful meeting but the
p ol i c e  d e t a i n e d
h i m .  He  w a s
released after near-
ly  s e ve n  hou rs .
Me anw h i l e ,  t he
police resorted to
lathi charge to con-
trol a large number
of people who had
come from differ-
ent areas and were
going towards the
MLA’s office in Laksar
for  a  Ma hap anchayat
which  he  had ear l ier
called for and later called
off.

The Khanpur MLA had
reportedly called for a
Mahapanchayat on Friday
in Haridwar which was
expected to be attended
by a large number of peo-

ple from western Uttar
Pr a d e s h  and  a c ro s s
Uttarakhand. Authorities
believed that the gather-
ing could lead to law and
order issues due to the
ongoing conflict between
Kumar and former MLA
Pranav Singh 'Champion'.

As a precautionary mea-
sure, the police did not
allow Kumar to travel to
Haridwar from his resi-
dence in Dehradun on
Fr i d ay.  L ate r  i n  t he
evening, Kumar shared a
video on Facebook claim-
ing that he had already
cancelled the gathering
but many of his support-
ers had not received the

information on time and
had gathered in Haridwar
throughout the day. He
a l s o  u rge d  p e opl e  to
maintain peace, law and
order.

Earlier, a large number
of people started congre-

g at i ng  at  L a k s ar  i n
Har i dw ar  d i s t r i c t  on
Friday morning on the
call given earlier by the
MLA. The police resorted
to a lathi charge near the
Govardhan police post to
control the crowd. Heated
verbal  exchanges a lso
took place between the
police and Kumar’s sup-
porters at the site. The

police had erected barri-
cades on various inter-
sections in the area con-
sidering the expected
arrival of the MLA’s sup-
p or te rs .  Howe ve r,
Kumar’s supporters man-
aged to reach the location
by  ot her  routes .  The

police halted traffic about
half a kilometre from the
MLA’s Laksar office. The
police used mild force
with a lathi charge to con-
trol Kumar’s supporters.
Some persons also pelted
stones at the police at
Govardhanpur. The situ-
ation was soon brought
under control.
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The Congress has demand-
ed that the Bharatiya

Janata Party government at
the Centre should fulfill
Uttarakhand's long standing
demand for green bonus in
the Union budget 2025-26.
The chief spokesperson of
the State Congress, Garima
Dasauni said that about 71
per cent of the area of the
State is under the Forest
department and stringent
forest laws and NGT rulings
are enforced in this area.
She said that due to the envi-
ronmental and other restric-
tions, no major industry can
be set up in the State.

The Congress leader said

that States like Punjab and
Haryana where only 5 per
cent of the area is covered by
forests are moving fast on the
path of development while
Uttarakhand is bound by the
shackles of rules. She said
that the green bonus is the
right of the State. Dasauni
said that due to restrictions
in development the unem-
ployment has become ram-
pant and the State has no
source of income other than
mining, liquor and tourism.

She said that Uttarakhand
plays a major role in the field
of environment conserva-
tion and provides oxygen to
the entire country.

Dasauni said that India is
demanding green bonus in
lieu of its environmental ser-
vice on global platforms but
Uttarakhand is  being
deprived of this kind of
bonus.

She said that the geo-
graphical conditions of
Uttarakhand are similar to
the north eastern States for
whom the Union govern-
ment provides special provi-
sions in its budget. Dasauni
added that Uttarakhand also
needs a special industrial
package and status of a spe-
cial State should be granted
to it.

The commandant of
Uttarakhand State

Disaster Response Force
(SDRF) Arpan Yaduvanshi
conducted an inspection of
the SDRF camp set up in the
Mahakumbh in Prayagraj,
Uttar Pradesh on Friday. He
informed that the SDRF is
primari ly  deployed at
Sangam Nose, the most sig-
nificant site for ritual bathing
by both the Akharas and
general devotees.

The primary responsibili-
ty of SDRF Uttarakhand
Police is to facilitate safe
bathing for as many pil-
grims as possible and pro-
vide immediate relief in case
of  emergencies,  as  per
Yaduvanshi.  He also
reviewed the control room,
residential barracks and
mess faci l it ies  before
addressing a meeting where
he provided crucial direc-
tives for ensuring security
and ef fect ive disaster
response during the ongoing
religious gathering.

He informed that  to
ensure maximum vigilance,
SDRF teams maintain con-
stant communication with

the Mela control room to
allow for swift action in case
of any emergency. The res-
cue teams are strategically
stationed at major bathing
ghats, high-risk zones and
designated emergency
response points. Besides this,
a special 24x7 reserve team
has also been kept on high
alert within the SDRF camp
to handle unforeseen situa-
tions promptly. 

The commandant said that
the SDRF has also made

special provisions for water
rescues with flood rescue
teams stationed at critical
ghats ,  equipped with
advanced gear to tackle
water-related accidents. 

The SDRF has also
installed security barricades
and ropes along the bathing
ghats to prevent pilgrims
from venturing into deep
waters. A dedicated assis-
tance centre has also been set
up at  the Uttarakhand
Pavilion to provide immedi-

ate help to devotees. He said
that the deployment of max-
imum personnel has been
ensured during major
bathing events. Medical
camps equipped with essen-
tial medicines and first-aid
kits have been established
along the bathing routes.
Yaduvanshi also honoured
some SDRF officials and
personnel with cash rewards
as a token of appreciation for
performing their duties dili-
gently with alertness and
dedication.
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U’khand SDRF ensuring maximum
vigilance in Mahakumbh: Yaduvanshi

Centre should fulfill
Uttarakhand's green
bonus demand: Cong

Experts seek focus on infrastructure, women’s
health & education in Union budget 2025-26
MANSI BHAMBRI    DEHRADUN

Experts have indicated
that the Union budget

2025-26 should focus on
key areas such as infra-
structure development,
women's health and wel-
fare, educational advance-
ment and other related fac-
tors. They said this in antic-
ipation of the Union budget
for 2025-26 which the
Finance minister Nirmala
Sitharaman is scheduled to
present in the Parliament
today.  The authorit ies
should prioritise elements
that originally contributed to
the vision of Viksit Bharat,
including employment, cli-
mate change, agricultural
enhancement and other sig-
nificant factors, they said.

Talking to The Pioneer,
the head of the Economics
department at  Doon

University, RP Mamgain
stated that the Central gov-
ernment consistently strives
to advance the concept of
Viksit Bharat, which signifies
a move towards self-reliance.
He asserted that infrastruc-
ture development is of crit-
ical importance to realise the
goals associated with the
Viksit Bharat concept.

The authorities must pri-
oritise the budget towards
infrastructure development,
which encompasses improv-
ing road connectivity and
upgrading agricultural facil-
ities through the establish-
ment of facilities like cold
storage. This will enable
farmers to store their pro-
duce effectively and present
it at the market in a timely
manner. In addition to infra-
structure development, the

budget should also focus on
educational initiatives. This
includes promoting skill
training programmes for the
youth, which will in turn
create more employment
opportunities. Additionally,
it is important to highlight
that the budget should
address climate change con-
siderations as a key focus
area, he said.

“As a resident of
Uttarakhand, my primary
focus is on the budget that
will initiate the develop-
ment of the region. It is
imperative that the budget
prioritises herbal medicine,
as this sector has the poten-
t ia l  to great ly  benefit
Uttarakhand,  given its
mountainous geography.
The authorities ought to
allocate funds specifically

for herbal medicine initia-
tives, which should encom-
pass schemes dedicated to
this area. In addition, I antic-
ipate a budget allocation for
tourism that will seek to pro-
mote other states as well as
ours by identifying new des-
tination sites. Further, tax
relief is important for citi-
zens in the budget as this
would contribute to stabil-
ising market conditions
through increased dispos-
able income," the Student
Welfare dean at  Doon
University, HC Purohit said.

Further, while discussing
the characteristics of a
women-oriented budget,
Government PG College,
Uttarkashi faculty member
Madhu Thapliyal opined
that it is essential for the
authorities to ensure that the

2025 budget is women-cen-
tric. However, in drafting the
budget, the authorities must
first consider the specific
needs and demands of
women. She highlighted that
women's health should be
the foremost priority in the
budget. To enhance health
outcomes, the authorities
should focus on creating a
budget that reduces the cost
of nutritious food, including
dried fruits and other essen-
tial items. By doing so, they
can effectively affirm their
commitment to women's
empowerment. 

She further emphasised
that for women, the budget
should also focus on free
testing for cervical cancer as
many hospitals charge exor-
bitant rates for testing.

Legitimisation of live-in
relationship against 
culture, religion: Arya
PNS    DEHRADUN

The leader of opposition
(LoP) in the Vidhan

Sabha, Yashpal Arya has said
that the Bharatiya Janata
Party government has foist-
ed the Uniform Civil Code
(UCC) on the people of
Uttarakhand in an attempt to
divert attention from the

demand for land laws. 

Arya told The Pioneer that
the State government has
given legitimacy to live-in
relationships which is against
the culture of the State and an
insult to the religious and

cultural  tradition of
Uttarakhand. He said that no
religion of the country gives
legitimacy to such a rela-
tionship. 

Arya expressed apprehen-
sion that after implementa-
tion of UCC the live-in rela-

tionships will get encour-
agement in the State. He
added that while divorce has
been made difficult for all
religions in UCC but under
the live-in relationships part-
ners can end their relation-
ship easily.
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Uttarakhand chief min-
ister Pushkar Singh

Dhami is on an extensive
election campaign in Delhi.
On Friday, he addressed
public meetings and held
road shows in support of
BJP candidates  at
Motinagar, Shalimar Bagh,
Kal i  Badi  Marg (New
Delhi) and Sadik Nagar.

Addressing a  public
meeting at Motinagar in
support of BJP candidate
Harish Khurana, the CM
said that the AAP came to
power in Delhi on the basis
of false promises and lies.
He said that while all other
States are providing drink-
ing water to the people
under the ‘ Har Ghar Nal Se
Jal’ campaign of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi,
the people of Delhi  are
deprived of the wonderful
scheme. He said that 40 per
cent of the population of
Delhi is forced to purchase
water  f rom tankers .
Similarly, he said that the
people  of  Delhi  are
deprived of the benefit of
the Ayushman Yojana due

to the narrow minded
approach of the AAP. 

Continuing the diatribe
on AAP, Dhami said that
the party which failed to
clean Yamuna in last 11
years is now demanding
five more years from the
people of Delhi to clean it.

“ The people should ask
Kejriwal and his party how
Yamuna, which is clean and
pol lut ion f ree  in
Uttarakhand, becomes so
polluted on entering Delhi
that its water is not even fit
for irrigation purposes,’’ he
said. 

Dhami said that clinics,
medicine, street lights, bus
purchase, school and liquor
scams occurred during the
Kejriwal government. He
said that Kejriwal and his
deputy Manish Sisodia are
out on bail. 

Dhami expressed confi-
dence that the people of
Delhi will throw the AAP
out of power in the upcom-
ing Assembly election.

Dhami continues
campaign for BJP
candidates in Delhi

PNS    DEHRADUN

Vidhan Sabha speaker
Ritu Bhushan Khanduri

has requested the State gov-
ernment to hold the
upcoming budget session
of Uttarakhand Vidhan
Sabha in Dehradun.

Interact ing with the
media in Dehradun on
Friday, Khanduri said that
the process of digitalisa-
tion of the Vidhan Sabha
building in Dehradun is
complete and it is now e-

Vidhan Sabha or National e-
Vidhan Application (NeVA)
. The budget session this
year will be a paperless ses-
sion. The speaker said that
the process of digitisation
(NeVA) of the Assembly
building in Gairsain, the
summer capital of the State,
is underway and the work is
likely to take about three to
four months. Khanduri
informed that she has made
a special request to the chief
minister Pushkar Singh
Dhami regarding organising
the upcoming budget ses-
sion in Dehradun.

She said that the paperless
budget  session of  the
Vidhan Sabha will be an
important step in the direc-

tion of environmental con-
servation and it will make
the proceedings more effec-
tive. Khanduri added that
NeVA will  ensure easy
accessibility to the data and
records by the legislators
which will make the pro-
ceedings of Vidhan Sabha
efficient.

After the statement of
the Speaker it is likely that
the session will be con-
vened in the second or third

week of  Februar y in
Dehradun. Meanwhile the
State government has start-
ed preparations for the bud-
get session. On Friday the
department of Finance
organised a ‘ pre budget dia-
logue’ with different stake-
holders in Dehradun. The
programme was attended
by f inance minister
Premchand Agarwal. He
said that the suggestions of
the people will be included
in the budget 2025-26.

The general public can
provide its suggestions on
phone number 9520820683
or e  mai l  at  budget-
uk@nic.in till February 9,
2025.

Speaker favours
Assembly budget
session in Dehradun
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Even as temperatures con-
tinue to remain above

normal in Dehradun and var-
ious other parts of the State,
the weather is likely to take a
turn on Saturday. The State
Meteoroloical Centre has
forecast that very light to
light rainfall is likely to occur

at isolated places in
Dehradun, Uttarkashi and
Chamoli districts while dry
weather is likely to prevail in
the remaining districts of the
State. The provisional State
capital Dehradun is forecast
to witness a mainly to partly
clear sky. There is a possibil-
ity of thundercloud develop-
ment/very light to light rain-
fall here on Saturday. The
maximum and minimum
temperatures are likely to be
about 25 degrees Celsius and
eight degrees Celsius respec-
tively in Dehradun today.
The rainfall forecast today is

not likely to bring about a
noticeable difference in the
temperatures which are like-
ly to remain above normal in
Dehradun. The maximum
and minimum temperatures
recorded in various parts of
the State on Friday were 25
degrees Celsius and 7.9

degrees Celsius respectively in
Dehradun, 25.1 degrees
Celsius and 5.7 degrees
Celsius in Pantnagar, 16.2
degrees Celsius and 2.6
degrees Celsius in
Mukteshwar and 15.6 degrees
Celsius and 4.4 degrees
Celsius in New Tehri. The
maximum temperature was
four degrees Celsius above
normal in Dehradun and
three degrees Celsius above
normal in Pantnagar. The
maximum was three degrees
above normal and the mini-
mum was a degree above
normal in Mukteshwar.

Rain likely in
Dehradun and two
other districts today

Supporters lathi charged, prevented from thronging Laksar
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President Droupadi Murmu
on Friday here said the

pace of work has tripled in the
third term of her government
which has worked with strong
determination to lift the econ-
omy out of the state of "policy
paralysis".
Addressing both the Houses of
Parliament assembled togeth-
er in the Lok Sabha chamber,
she said the nation was wit-
nessing major decisions and
policies being implemented at
an extraordinary speed, with
the highest priority given to the
poor, the middle class, the
youth, women, and farmers.
"My government is infusing
new energy through unprece-
dented achievements in this
Amrit Kaal of India's develop-
ment journey. The pace of
work has tripled in this third
term," President Murmu said in
her 60-minute speech, pep-
pered with occasional protests
from the opposition benches.
In an address to the two Houses
at the beginning of the first ses-
sion of Parliament every year,
the president outlines the vision
of the government and this is
considered a policy statement.
The address also outlines the

views of the government on key
issues and also gives out a
broad roadmap for the future.
At the outset, President Murmu
condoled the deaths of pilgrims
at the Kumbh congregation at
Prayagraj on Mauni Amavasya
on Wednesday when millions
of faithful had gathered from all
over the country to bathe at the
confluence of the Ganga,
Yamuna and the mythical
Saraswati.  She also paid trib-
utes to former prime minister
Manmohan Singh, who passed
away recently.
President Murmu listed out the
achievements of the govern-
ment including building hous-
es for three crore additional
families, welfare of tribals, issu-
ing property cards for the rural
folks, building rural roads and
extending the health insur-
ance scheme to six crore citi-
zens above the age of 70 years.
"The government has also
made swift progress on critical
issues like 'One Nation-One
Election' and the 'Waqf Act
Amendment'," she said.
The President said India was
setting an example for the
world by emerging as a pillar of
economic, social, and political
stability in an environment of
global instability.  She said the
world has placed its "trust" in

India's "strength, policy, and
intent". In this context,
President Murmu especially
mentioned key groupings such
as Quad, BRICS, Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation and
G20.
The President said the govern-
ment has taken "historic" ini-
tiatives to ensure defence of
India's borders and internal

security and "highly encourag-
ing results" were seen in achiev-
ing self-reliance, especially in
the defence sector. She lauded
the Indian Space Research
Organisation for launching 100
missions from the spaceport at
Sriharikota and asserted that
the day was not far when an
Indian citizen will travel to
space aboard the indigenously

developed Gaganyaan space-
craft.
"My government has worked
with strong determination to
lift the economy out of a state
of policy paralysis. Despite
global concerns such as the
COVID-19 pandemic, its after-
math, and war-related uncer-
tainties, the Indian economy
has demonstrated remarkable

stability and resilience, proving
its strength," she said. The
President said the government
has also implemented several
significant measures to pro-
mote Ease of Doing Business
and introduced the GST system
with the spirit of 'One Nation,
One Tax' which has been ben-
efiting all states across the
country.
Noting that development is
truly meaningful when its ben-
efits reach the person standing
at the last rung of society, the
President said initiatives like
the construction of 12 crore toi-
lets under the Swachh Bharat
Abhiyan, 10 crore free LPG
connections under the Pradhan
Mantri Ujjwala Yojana, ration
for 80 crore needy citizens, the
Saubhagya Yojana, and the Jal
Jeevan Mission have given poor
the confidence that they can
live with dignity.
"When poor people are pro-
vided with a dignified life, it
instills a sense of empowerment
that helps them fight poverty.
Due to such efforts, 25 crore
people have overcome poverty
and are moving forward in life.
They have formed a Neo
Middle Class, a group that is
infusing new energy into
India's growth journey," she
said. President Murmu said

digital fraud, cybercrime and
emerging technologies such as
deep fakes pose challenges to
India's social, economic, and
national security.
She asserted that the govern-
ment has consistently worked
on policies of multi-dimen-
sional and inclusive develop-
ment.
"Therefore, while emphasising
on physical infrastructure,
equal efforts have also been
made by my government for a
social infrastructure revolu-
tion," she said. Noting that the
government in the past ten
years has written new chapters
of progress, one of which is the
golden milestone of India's
digital revolution, the President
said today, India has emerged
as a major global player in the
field of digital technology. 
"The launch of 5G services in
India, alongside other leading
nations, stands as a significant
milestone in this journey.
India's UPI technology has
also impressed many developed
countries. More than 50 per
cent of the world's real-time
digital transactions now take
place in India. "My government
has utilised digital technology
as a tool for social justice and
equality. Digital payments are
no longer confined to select

individuals or classes. Today,
even the smallest shopkeeper in
India benefits from this facili-
ty," the President said.
She said there is conducive
environment for development
in Jammu and Kashmir after
the abrogation of Article 370.
The President noted that the
Lok Sabha and assembly elec-
tions were conducted in a
peaceful manner in Jammu
and Kashmir and the people
deserve commendation for this
achievement. The President
said the Udhampur-Srinagar-
Baramulla rail link project has
been completed, connecting
the nation from Kashmir to
Kanyakumari through railway
line.
"Under this ambitious project,
the Chenab Bridge has been
constructed, which is the high-
est railway bridge in the world,"
she said.
Murmu said India's first rail
cable-stayed bridge, the Anji
Bridge, has been completed
and the work on the Shinkun
La tunnel was also progressing
successfully.
"Upon completion in the near
future, it will be the world's
highest tunnel, ensuring year-
round connectivity between
Ladakh and Himachal
Pradesh," she said.

President highlights government’s success in social and economical reforms
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The Economic Survey 2024-
25 on Friday mooted with-

drawal of regulations or mak-
ing compliance voluntary with
disclosure where the market
can do an effective job in the
areas of health and education.
Pitching for "trust-based reg-
ulation", the survey said that
tight regulations increase
compliance and supervision
burden on the already
stretched state capacity.
Trust-based regulation backed
up by transparency and dis-
closure on the part of the reg-
ulated deserves a chance, said
the pre-Budget document
while noting that regulatory
institutions need to evolve to
focus on allowing outcomes to
happen without being fixated
on inputs.
"The government's focus on
rural infrastructure, housing,
and livelihoods reflects a com-
prehensive 'welfare for all'
approach," it noted.
By improving rural connec-
tivity, sanitation, housing,
access to drinking water, and

social inclusion, alongside
supporting microfinance,
SHGs (self-help groups), and
localisation of SDGs (sus-
tainable development goals),
these initiatives ensure inclu-
sive development.
Together, they uplift rural
communities, bridging gaps in
equity and quality of life, the
survey said.
It pointed out that regulatory
institutions in the areas of
health and education must
constantly balance the needs
of the society and that of the
ease of provision of such ser-
vices by the providers.
"Where the market can do an
effective job, regulations can
either be withdrawn or com-
pliance made voluntary with
disclosure. Tight regulations
increase the compliance and
supervision burden on state
capacity that is  already
stretched. This gives rise to
unfulfilled expectations on
the part of the public," the sur-
vey said.
Therefore, it added, "For India
to receive the demographic
dividend in full in the coming
years, regulatory institutions
need to evolve to focus on
allowing outcomes to hap-
pen without being fixated on
inputs."
The survey further said,
"Trust-based regulation
backed up by transparency
and disclosure on the part of
the regulated deserves a

chance."
Regulators must develop their
assessment parameters and
report on their own effective-
ness transparently, it said,
adding, "There is no better
way to demand right behav-
iour than to set an example."
While the education and
health system has made sig-
nificant progress through var-
ious initiatives aimed at
achieving national goals, the
survey said, "There is a criti-
cal need to enhance the deliv-
ery mechanisms".
By rethinking and improving
these systems and integrating
innovation and technologies,
one can ensure that benefits
effectively reach the last mile
and are fully realised by those
who need them most, it
added.
The survey noted that the
Indian economy's growth
story emphasises a welfare-
enhancement approach by the
government, focusing on
empowering all citizens and
ensuring the efficient delivery
of welfare measures.
The government's initiatives
aim to provide opportunities
for everyone, enabling them to
achieve their professional and
personal goals, it said, adding
that "with the focus on edu-
cation, health, skilling, and
innovation, with improved
social and economic infra-
structure, the aim is to achieve
welfare for all".

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
NEW DELHI

Vice President Jagdeep
Dhankhar on Friday

underscored the need for con-
structive debate and dialogue in
Parliament, saying the era of dis-
ruption should end and make
way for meaningful discus-
sions. His remarks came ahead
of the Budget session of
Parliament.
While addressing the 33rd
Foundation Day of the National
Commission for Women
(NCW), he said what the coun-
try truly needs is an opposition
that is both constructive and
cooperative.
"There will now be more debate,
dialogue, discussion, delibera-
tion, and not disturbance or dis-
ruption in this Parliament," the
Rajya Sabha chairman said,
highlighting the importance of
a cooperative opposition.
Reflecting on women's empow-
erment, he lauded the recent
reservation for women in legis-
latures, calling it a landmark
achievement. "Now we have
reservation for women to the
extent of one-third," he said,
adding the country is witness-
ing an affirmative ecosystem
that supports women's aspira-
tions.  However, he cautioned
that with increased aspirations
come greater challenges, requir-
ing regulation of energy and

direction.
The vice president stressed that
India's progress is incomplete
without the active contribu-
tion of women.  "I have no
doubt that without the contri-
bution of half of humanity, nei-
ther the planet can be happy nor
the nation can progress," he
asserted.
On the role of the NCW,
Dhankhar urged the
Commission to focus on infor-
mation dissemination and con-
structive persuasion rather than
sensationalism. "Strength is
never in the exercise of power
but in the realisation of limita-
tions. Your limitations define
your power," he said, advising
the Commission to set a new
trend where creating headlines
through coercive mechanisms
should be the last priority.  
He also called on the media to
exercise sensitivity, cautioning
that it is easy for journalists to

create sensational narratives.
Dhankhar praised Finance
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
for setting a record in budget
presentations and serving as a
beacon for aspiring women
leaders. 
"From development of women,
we are marching into women-
led development," he said,
adding this concept is not new
to India but deeply embedded
in its civilisation.
The vice president acknowl-
edged that subtle discrimination
against women, especially in
work places and politics,
remains a significant challenge.
He urged the NCW to draft a
national plan to address these
issues, emphasising that men's
inclination to dominate women
must come to an end.
"This dominance is psycholog-
ically depressing for women,
and we must create a system
where fiscal rewards compen-
sate them adequately," he said.
Stressing the need for authen-
tic gender equality, Dhankhar
remarked that policy-making
requires a thought process
shaped by experience. 
He asserted that India's journey
towards becoming a developed
nation will be powered by its
women adding India's rapid
growth has made it the most
aspirational nation in the world.
"When you are aspirational, 'ye
dil maange' more," he said.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
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The Supreme Court on Friday
directed the Election

Commission of India to preserve
video clips of the polling during
the pendency of the pleas against
the decision to increase the max-
imum number of voters per
polling station from 1,200 to
1,500.
A bench comprising Chief Justice
Sanjiv Khanna and Justice Sanjay
Kumar passed the order the
counsel for the Election
Commission of India (ECI)
sought time to respond to the PIL
filed by one Indu Prakash Singh.
Singh has challenged the panel's
communications in August 2024
for increasing the number of vot-
ers per polling stations in each
constituency.
"The counsel appearing for
respondent number 1 prays for
further time to file affidavit. Let
the affidavit be filed within three
weeks from today. We deem it
appropriate to direct respondent
no 1 to maintain the CCTV
recordings as they were doing
earlier," the bench said.
The top court on January 15
sought responses from the Centre

and the poll panel on Congress
general secretary Jairam
Ramesh's plea against the recent
amendments, including no pub-
lic access to CCTV, to the 1961
election rules. Singh said the deci-
sion to increase the number of
voters per polling booth was arbi-
trary and not based on any data.
On October 24, the top court
refused to issue any notice to the
poll panel but allowed the peti-
tioner to serve the copy to the
standing counsel of the ECI so
that its stand on the issue is
known.
The petitioner contended the poll
panel's decision would impact the
voters during the ensuing assem-
bly elections in Maharashtra,
Bihar and Delhi.
Singh said elections were nor-
mally held for 11 hours and it
took about 60 to 90 seconds to
cast a vote, and therefore 660 to
490 persons could cast their
vote in a day at one polling sta-
tion with one EVM.
Considering the average voting
percentage to be 65.70 per cent,
it was perceivable that a polling
station prepared to accept 1,000
electors saw around 650 turn up.
Singh's petition said there were
booths where the elector turnout
was in the range of 85-90 per
cent.
"In such a situation, about 20 per
cent of voters will either end up
standing in the queue beyond the
voting hours or due to long
waiting times, will abandon exer-
cising their right to vote. Neither
is acceptable in a progressive
republic or a democracy," it
added.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
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The Supreme Court on
Friday refused to entertain

a PIL against the practice of
charging an additional fee for
"VIP darshan" and according of
"preferential, selective and spe-
cial treatment" to a certain
class of people in temples.
A bench comprising Chief
Justice Sanjiv Khanna and
Justice Sanjay Kumar said it was
for the society and temple
management to decide the
issue and the court cannot
pass any direction.
"While we may be of the opin-
ion that no special treatment
should be given but this court
cannot issue directions. We
do not think it is a fit case to
exercise jurisdiction under
Article 32 of the Constitution.

However, we clarify that dis-
missal of the petition will not
bar the appropriate authorities
from taking appropriate action
as required," the bench said.
Advocate Akash Vashishtha,
representing the petitioner,
argued there is some Standard
Operating Procedure required
as there are 12 Jyotirlingas and
this completely arbitrary prac-

tice of "VIP darshan".
The top court was hearing a
plea filed by Vijay Kishor
Goswami, 'sevait' at Shri Radha
Madan Mohan Temple in
Vrindavan, on the issue.
The plea said the practice vio-
lated the principles of equality
enshrined in Articles 14 and 21
of the Constitution, as it dis-
criminated against devotees
unable to afford the fee.
The petition also raised sever-
al concerns about the addi-
tional fee charged for an expe-
dited access to temple deities.
The plea said charging fee
ranging between Rs 400 and Rs
500 for the special darshan
privileges created a divide
between the affluent devotees
and those who were unable to
afford such charges, particu-
larly disadvantaged women,
persons with disabilities, and

senior citizens.
It said that despite representa-
tions made to the home min-
istry, only a directive was issued
to Andhra Pradesh, while other
states like Uttarakhand, Uttar
Pradesh, and Madhya Pradesh
remained unaddressed.
The plea, therefore, sought a
direction to declare the levying
of the additional fee violative of
the constitutional rights of
equality and religious free-
dom.
It sought directions to ensure
equal treatment for all devotees
in temple premises and fram-
ing of standard operating pro-
cedures by the Centre to ensure
equitable access to temples.
The plea further sought setting
up of a national board to over-
see the management and
administration of temples
nationwide.
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India and the US are working
on an early visit of Prime

Minister Narendra Modi to the
US, Ministry of External Affairs
(MEA) said here on Friday.
Modi and US President Donald
Trump held a telephonic con-
versation on January 27. This was
their first phone conversation
since the American leader's inau-
guration last week.
"The two sides are working on an
early visit of Prime Minister
Modi to the US to further deep-
en India-US Comprehensive
Global Strategic Partnership,"
MEA  Affairs Ministry
spokesperson Randhir Jaiswal
said. "Specific dates for the visit

would be announced at the
appropriate time," he said.
He also said India is working with
US authorities for early extradi-
tion of Mumbai terror accused
Tahawwur Rana. On January 21,
the US supreme court rejected
Rana's review petition paving
way for his extradition to India.
"We are now working with the
US side on procedural issues for
early extradition to India of the
accused in the Mumbai terror
attack," Jaiswal said.
He said three Indian nationals
have gone missing in Iran and
India has taken the issue with
Tehran strongly. "The matter has
been raised with the Iranian
embassy in Delhi and with the
Iranian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs in Tehran," Jaiswal said.
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The Supreme Court on Friday
rejected a plea seeking to hold

"Urs" festival between February
1 and February 3 at a dargah
(Muslim shrine) razed in
Gujarat's Gir Somnath district
during a demolition drive.
A bench of Justices B R Gavai and
Augustine George Masih
observed the submissions of
solicitor general Tushar Mehta,
appearing for the Gujarat author-

ities that unauthorised con-
structions, including temples on
the land belonging to the gov-
ernment, were demolished.
Mehta said no activities, includ-
ing Hindu religious rituals, were
allowed on the land in question
which was encroached upon
earlier. The bench observed
Mehta's contention that the land
belonged to the government and
unauthorised constructions,
including the temples, were
demolished. The applicant's
counsel said "Urs" festival was

held at the site of the razed dar-
gah for many years but authori-
ties on January 30 denied per-
mission.
"If at all they (authorities) are say-
ing they are having an appre-
hension that there will be some
law and order problem, I will sug-
gest one thing... 20 people will go
for some time, they will perform
the rituals and come out," the
applicant's counsel said.
It was a structure made before
1299 AD, added the counsel.
"Is there a structure now?" asked

the bench. The counsel said it was
demolished and argued it was a
protected monument.
Mehta said the demolition drive
applied to all religions. 
"Whatever was unauthorised, is
demolished. This is undisputed-
ly a government land," he said.
While the bench told the appli-
cant's counsel that authorities had
demolished temples too, it told
Mehta no religious functions at
the site should be allowed by the
authorities. While rejecting the
application, the bench said the

prayer couldn't be granted with-
out hearing the main matter.
When the bench told Mehta that
it had recorded his statement that
no religious rituals would be per-
mitted there, the law officer
referred to an order passed by the
top court in the main matter.
He said his statement was record-
ed that the land would remain
under the control of the govern-
ment. On January 27, the top
court said it would hear after
three weeks the pleas, including
a contempt petition against the

Gujarat authorities for allegedly
demolishing residential and reli-
gious structures in Gir Somnath
district without its prior nod.
On September 28 last year, a
demolition drive was carried
out to reportedly clear
encroachments on public lands
near Gujarat's Somnath temple.
In its affidavit filed in the apex
court, the Gujarat government
justified its demolition action,
saying it was an ongoing drive for
removing encroachments on
public land.
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The Bharatiya Janata Party
spent `1,737.68 crore for

the 2024 Lok Sabha elections,
according to the expenditure
report submitted by the party to
the Election Commission of
India. 
Of the total amount, `884.45
crore was spent on general
party propaganda, while
`853.23 crore was allocated for
candidate-related expenses. 
Around `611.50 crore was
spent on media advertisements
that included advertisements in
print and electronic media,
bulk SMS campaigns, and pro-
motional content across cable,
websites, and TV channels.
The party also spent `55.75
crore on publicity materials
such as posters, banners, hoard-
ings, and flags to bolster its elec-
tion outreach. 
Additionally, the BJP's expen-

diture on public meetings, pro-
cessions, and rallies - including
arrangements for stages, audio
setups, barricades, and vehicles
- stood at `19.84 crore.
Campaign-related travel
expenses formed another sig-
nificant portion of the party's
budget. 
The travel expenditure of star
campaigners authorised by the
party's central headquarters
amounted to `168.92 crore,
while `2.53 crore was spent on
the travel of other party leaders.
The BJP, which secured a third
consecutive term in the gener-
al elections, heavily relied on
mass outreach and publicity
campaigns, as evident from its
spending patterns.
Additionally, the gross receipts
from the date of announcement
of state elections to the date of
their completion were
Arunachal Pradesh `5,552.57
crore, Sikkim `5,552.41 crore
and Odisha `5,555.65 crore.

Economic Survey moots easing of
regulations in health, education sectors

BJP spent `1,737.68 Crore
for 2024 Lok Sabha polls

SC refuses to entertain PIL against
special treatment for VIPs in temples

PM Modi's US visit on
the horizon to strengthen
strategic partnership

SC rejects plea for ‘Urs' at razed shrine over Gir Somnath demolitions

SC orders EC to preserve
video clips of polling

VP calls for constructive
debate in Parliament
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Ganga Aarti suspended in Varanasi till
February 5 amid huge devotee surge 
BISWAJEET BANERJEE n
MAHAKUMBH NAGAR

The Ganga Seva Nidhi man-
agement has announced that

the daily Ganga Aarti at
Dashashwamedh Ghat will
remain closed to the general
public until February 5 due to an
overwhelming influx of devo-
tees.
The move comes as lakhs of
pilgrims continue to pour into
the holy city, causing logistical
and safety concerns.
"In the past few days, the
footfall has been extraordinary,
making it difficult to manage
the crowd at Dashashwamedh
Ghat during Aarti. To ensure
the safety of devotees and
maintain order, we have
decided to restrict public entry
temporarily," said Vishwajeet
Tripathi, an official of Ganga
Seva Nidhi.
Similar appeals have been
made by committees
organising Ganga Aarti at
Sheetla Ghat and Assi Ghat,
urging people to cooperate
with authorities.
The massive influx of visitors
has created challenges for local
residents, many of whom are
struggling with traffic
congestion, overcrowded

markets, and restricted
movement in the ghats area.
"We understand the religious
sentiments, but the sheer
number of people has made it
difficult for us to even step out
of our homes. Roads are
choked, public transport is
unreliable, and prices of
essentials have gone up due to
high demand," said Anil
Pandey, a resident of
Godowlia.

Local shopkeepers, however,
have reported a surge in sales,
especially in shops selling
religious items, food, and
souvenirs. "This is the busiest
we have seen the city in recent
years. While it brings business,
it also creates challenges," said
Ramesh Gupta, a shop owner
near Kashi Vishwanath temple.
Many pilgrims, who traveled
long distances to experience
the Ganga Aarti, have

expressed disappointment at
the closure."I came all the way
from Maharashtra with my
family just to witness the Aarti.
It's unfortunate that we won't
be able to see it this time.
Watching the Ganga Aarti on
TV is nothing compared to
being here in person," said
Sunita Patil, a devotee from
Mumbai.Another pilgrim,
Rajesh Kumar from Bihar, who
had planned his visit months

in advance, said, "We were not
aware of the closure before
arriving. This is a once-in-a-
lifetime experience, and
missing it is heartbreaking."
Authorities have assured that
online streaming of the Ganga
Aarti will continue, allowing
devotees worldwide to witness
the spiritual spectacle.
Record-breaking footfall at
Vindhyachal and Ayodhya
The impact of the Maha
Kumbh in Prayagraj has been
felt across major religious sites
in Uttar Pradesh, with pilgrim
numbers surging in
Vindhyachal Dham and
Ayodhya. On the first day of
Gupt Navratri, more than 10
lakh devotees thronged Maa
Vindhyavasini temple,
breaking all previous records.
"We have never seen such a
crowd before, and managing
such a large number of
devotees is a challenge," said a
senior temple official.
Similarly, Ayodhya, which has
been witnessing an
unprecedented rush of
devotees since the Pran
Pratistha of Ram Lalla at the
newly built Ram
Janmabhoomi temple, saw
over 25 lakh visitors in a single
day. 

Kinnar Akhada row: Mamta Kulkarni,
Laxmi Narayan Tripathi expelled

Government should
provide medical care to
affected: Akhilesh Yadav

PTI n LUCKNOW

Samajwadi Party chief
Akhilesh Yadav on Friday

asked the Uttar Pradesh gov-
ernment to provide medical
care, food and clothes to devo-
tees affected at the Maha
Kumbh.
The former Uttar Pradesh
chief minister's remark comes
as at least 30 people were
killed and 60 injured in a pre-
dawn stampede at the Sangam
area of the Maha Kumbh early
Wednesday as millions of
pilgrims jostled for space to
take a holy dip on the
occasion of one of the most
auspicious days of 'Mauni
Amavasya'. 
Giving suggestions to the
state government regarding
the arrangements at the Maha
Kumbh, Yadav in a post on X
said, "Appeal should be made
to open dhabas at various
places day and night for food

and water and organise
bhandaras." 
"Arrangements should be
made to transport medical
and paramedical staff from
across the state to the people
trapped in remote areas
through two-wheelers of
volunteers," he added in the
same post. 
Yadav said, "Supply of petrol
and diesel should be ensured
to the vehicles trapped for
miles around the Maha
Kumbh and across the state.
Medicine shops should be
allowed to remain open day
and night." The former chief
minister demanded that
"people should be given
clothes and blankets". 
"Where thousands of crores of
rupees are being spent on
publicity and to suppress the
news of the accident, why is
the government shying away
from spending a few crores
for the victims?" he asked.

Two more pilgrims from Bengal died in Kumbh stampede 
PTIn KOLKATA

Two more people from West
Bengal have died in the stam-

pede at the Maha Kumbh in
Uttar Pradesh's Prayagraj, their
family members said, taking the
toll of fatalities from the eastern
state to four.
Amiya Saha (28) from
Baisnabnagar area of Malda
district and 35-year-old Binod
Ruidas from Jamuria in
Paschim Bardhaman were also
among the 30 pilgrims who
died in the pre-dawn stampede
in Sangam area of the Maha
Kumbh, their family members
said. 
On Thursday, the family of two
women - Basanti Poddar from
the city's Golf Green area and

Urmila Bhuniya from Salboni
in Paschim Medinipur district -
had claimed that they
succumbed to injuries suffered
during the rush for taking a
holy dip at the mega religious
gathering on the occasion of

'Mauni Amavasya' on
Wednesday.
Talking to reporters on Friday,
Saha's father alleged that his
son, a primary school teacher,
was injured in the stampede
and left untreated at a Uttar

Pradesh hospital for some time.
He later died, but the Uttar
Pradesh administration "did
not issue a death certificate"
while releasing the body, which
delayed the post-mortem
examination, his father claimed.
Ruidas' brother said he died
after suffering injuries while
waiting for his turn for a holy
dip on Wednesday.
His body was brought back on
Friday morning. 
Ruidas' brother also alleged that
the Uttar Pradesh government
did not issue a "proper" death
certificate. 
Meanwhile, the family
members of nine pilgrims from
the state claimed that they were
still missing after the stampede,
which also injured 60 people.

Seven Naxalites carrying `32 lakh bounty surrender in Chhattisgarh
PTI n KANKER

Seven Naxalites, including
three women, involved in

several attacks on security
forces and carrying collective
cash rewards of `32 Lakh
surrendered in Kanker dis-
trict of Chhattisgarh on
Friday, a police official said.
The cadres turned
themselves in before senior
police and Border Security
Force (BSF) officials here
citing disappointment with
the "hollow" and "inhuman"
Maoist ideology and tribals'
exploitation by senior
Naxalites, Kanker Senior
Superintendent of Police
Indira Kalyan Elesela said.
Of those surrendered,
Mamta alias Shanta alias
Vasanna Battulai (60),
Dinesh Matttami (20) and
Aaytu Ram Potai (27) were
carrying a reward of `8 lakh

each for their capture, he
said.
Mamta, a resident of
Karimnagar district in
neighbouring Telangana,
was active as a divisional
committee member and
headed the 'Krantikari
Adivasi Mahila Sangthan'
(KAMS), a frontal wing of
the outlawed organisation,
in the north Bastar division
of Maoists, he said.
Between 1996 and 2024, she
was involved in 26 Naxal
incidents, including the
2015 IED (improvised
explosive device) blast in the
Koyalibeda area in Kanker
district during panchayat
polls wherein two jawans
were killed and the 2018
Mahla ambush that killed
two BSF personnel, he said.
While Mattami was active as
a member of the military
company number 10 of

Maoists, Potai was a member
of military company number
five, he said.
Another surrendered cadre,

Jamuna alias Neera Netam
(50), was active as a member
of the Partapur area
committee. 

Jamuna was also involved in
many Naxal attacks,
including the ambush in
Bhuski-Michgaon village in

2007 in which five
policemen were killed and
18 others injured, Elesela
said, adding that she carried
a reward of `5 lakh.
Three others, Itwarin
Padda (25), a member of
Partapur LGS (local
guerilla squad), Sanjay
Nareti (23) of the
Panidobir/Rowghat LOS
(local organisation squad),
and Sagnu Ram Anchla
(24) Panidobir LOS
member, carried a reward
of `1 Lakh each, the SSP
added. All the surrendered
Naxalites were provided
assistance of `25,000 each
and will be further
rehabilitated as per the
government's policy, he
added. Last year, 792
Naxalites had surrendered
in the Bastar region,
comprising seven districts
including Kanker.

Public outrage as cop caught mixing ash in food for feast
BISWAJEET BANERJEE n
PRAYAGRAJ

Avideo showing a police
officer allegedly mixing

ash into food at a bhandara
(community feast) during the
Maha Kumbh Mela has
sparked outrage, leading to
his suspension on Thursday.
The clip, which surfaced on
social media, shows the
officer adding ash to food
being prepared over a stove.
Reacting swiftly, the
authorities suspended
Soraon Station House
Officer (SHO) Brijesh
Kumar Tiwari. 
"This is unacceptable. We
come here for faith and
devotion, and such actions
are a betrayal of trust," said
Ramprasad Gupta, a pilgrim
from Madhya Pradesh who
witnessed the incident.
The video was widely
shared, with one user
tagging the DCP Ganga
Nagar's account on social
media platform X and
demanding strict action. 
The official handle of DCP
Ganga Nagar responded:
"Taking cognizance of the
matter, the Deputy
Commissioner of Police
(Ganga Nagar) has
suspended the Soraon SHO
based on a report from ACP
Soraon. Departmental

proceedings are underway."
Political leaders also
weighed in, with Samajwadi
Party chief Akhilesh Yadav
sharing the video and
condemning the act. 
"It is unfortunate that the
good efforts of those
arranging food and water
for devotees at the Maha
Kumbh are being sabotaged
due to political animosity.
The public should take
notice!" he posted.

Many devotees expressed
their anger, calling for
stricter measures to prevent
such incidents. 
"We are here to seek
blessings, not to be
humiliated like this. The
police should be protecting
us, not disrespecting our
faith," said Anita Verma, a
visitor from Varanasi.
With millions of pilgrims
gathering in Prayagraj for
the Maha Kumbh, several

organisations have set up
bhandaras to provide free
meals to devotees. "Such
incidents shake our faith,
but we won't let them ruin
the spirit of service," said
Rahul Tiwari, a volunteer at
one of the community
kitchens.
The incident has ignited a
debate over discipline in the
police force and the need for
greater vigilance during the
religious congregation.

Prayagraj locals provide meals and
shelter for Maha Kumbh pilgrims
PTI n PRAYAGRAJ

Residents of Prayagraj have
thrown their doors open to

the hundreds of stranded and
hungry after a massive surge in
number of pilgrims arriving
for the Maha Kumbh sent the
city infra groaning under its
weight.
While the administration
grapples with the crowd after
the deadly stampede on
Mauni Amavasya, the city's
residents, businesses, and
students have risen to the
occasion, providing food,
shelter, and transport help to
the countless devotees
arriving for a holy dip at the
Triveni Sangam.
Dr Anjali Kesari, a local,
summed up the sentiment:
"In Allahabad, we don't see
the Maha Kumbh pilgrims as
outsiders, we are hosts and
they are our guests."
She shared how her
neighbourhood in Chowk,
close to the railway station,
banded together to serve
food to weary pilgrims.
"Yesterday alone, we
distributed tea that took 80
litres of milk into its
preparation along with
snacks, while others prepared

meals like tehri and dal-
chawal for the pilgrims," she
said.
Many locals have cleared up
spaces outside their homes
for visitors to rest at night.
"For us, Kumbh is not just a
religious fair; it is a
confluence of humanity," Dr
Kesari said.
City hotels are not far behind
in lending a pro bono hand
to the weary.
Alok Singh, who runs Hotel
Vitthal in Civil Lines, has
converted his 100-bed
dormitory into a free rest
stop for pilgrims.
"After taking a holy dip,
many devotees are exhausted
when they return to Civil
Lines and head towards the
railway station. It is a part of
Prayagraj's culture to help
others, and this is our way of
contributing," he said.
Singh said he otherwise
charges `12,000 to `25,000
per night for a room.
Dr Mrityunjay Parmar, an
english department assistant
professor, said that in the
aftermath of the stampede,
Allahabad University opened
its campus and hostels to
returning pilgrims before
they undertook their

journey.
"We have several hostels like
Shatabdi Boys' Hostel,
KPUC, PC Banerjee, and Sir
Sundarlal Hostel, where
students are actively assisting
pilgrims," he said.
Women students from
Mahadevi Verma Hostel and
Kalpana Chawla Hostel are
also contributing, either
individually or in groups,
Parmar added.
Apart from accommodation,
the university campus has
been designated as a holding
area for Kumbh, where
officials and students are
working together to arrange
meals for pilgrims.
Students from Allahabad
University's law faculty have
also been actively assisting
the pilgrims.
Abhinav Mishra, a final-year
BA LLB student, said he and
his classmates have been
distributing tea, biscuits, and
snacks to devotees. Some
have even been offering free
motorbike rides to reduce the
burden of long walks.
"Our faculty is near Bank
Road, which many pilgrims
pass through on their way to
Prayagraj station. Seeing
their struggles, we felt

compelled to help," Mishra
said.
Mishra, who is also the
National Executive member
of the Akhil Bharatiya
Vidyarthi Parishad, said that
the student organisation has
been running medical camps
for the pilgrims free of cost.
In the old city area, Yadgar-e-
Husaini Inter College, a
Muslim Minority Institution
established in 1942 near GT
Road, opened its doors for
the pilgrims to take a rest.
The college is close to the bus
stand and the Civil Lines
Railway Station.
"It was an emergency after the
stampede. College
management, including
manager Gohar Kazmi and
lecturer Raza Abbas,
immediately took the
decision. We arranged for the
stay, snacks, water for pilgrims
with access to washrooms
also," Hasan Naqvi, whose
grandfather was among the
founders of the college, said.
He said the college was
gearing up for a sprucing up of
facilities in the coming days,
particularly on special bathing
days when the influx is
massive, like providing
'khichdi' along with snacks.

BISWAJEET BANERJEE n
MAHAKUMBH NAGAR

Afresh controversy has erupt-
ed within the Kinnar

Akhada, as its founder, Rishi Ajay
Das, has expelled Bollywood
actress Mamta Kulkarni and
Acharya Mahamandaleshwar
Laxmi Narayan Tripathi. 
The decision, announced on
January 30, 2025, comes in
response to Kulkarni's
controversial appointment as
Mahamandaleshwar, a move
that has sparked dissent within
the religious order. Das, in an
official statement, accused
Tripathi of overstepping his
authority by inducting Kulkarni
without approval. 
"As the founder of Kinnar
Akhada, I am relieving Acharya
Mahamandaleshwar Laxmi
Narayan Tripathi from his
position, effective immediately.
His appointment was intended
to promote religious activities
and uplift the transgender
community, but he has strayed
from these responsibilities," the
statement read. The rift appears
to stem from a 2019 agreement
between Tripathi and Juna
Akhada, which Ajay Das claims
was made without his
knowledge or consent,
rendering it legally invalid. 
He further criticised Tripathi
for granting Kulkarni the

prestigious title of
Mahamandaleshwar despite
her alleged criminal history,
questioning the ethical
implications of the decision.
"This is a matter of religious
integrity. By appointing
someone with a controversial
past, what kind of guru are we
presenting to Sanatan
Dharma?" Ajay Das asked,
emphasising that the move was
both unethical and a violation
of the Akhada's principles.
The expulsions have triggered a
backlash, with Mahant
Ravindra Puri, president of the
Akhil Bharatiya Akhada
Parishad, challenging the
legitimacy of Ajay Das's
authority. "Who is he to expel
Laxmi Narayan Tripathi?" Puri

questioned, asserting that both
Tripathi and Kulkarni remain
integral to the Akhada and will
participate in the upcoming
Amrit Snan. 
The controversy initially
surfaced during the Maha
Kumbh, when Tripathi publicly
announced Kulkarni's elevation
to Mahamandaleshwar. 
The actress, once a prominent
face in Bollywood during the
1990s, had distanced herself
from the industry for years
before resurfacing in a spiritual
role. However, her appointment
has drawn criticism from several
quarters. Transgender
Kathavachak Jagatguru Himangi
Sakhi Maa previously raised
objections, citing Kulkarni's
alleged criminal background. 

PTI n PRAYAGRAJ

Athree-member judicial
commission set up by the

Uttar Pradesh government to
probe the Maha Kumbh stam-
pede reached Prayagraj on
Friday, an official said. 
The panel is headed by
Harsh Kumar, a retired
judge of the Allahabad High
Court, and comprises
former director general of
police (DGP) V K Gupta and
retired IAS officer D K
Singh."The commission is
holding meetings with
officials concerned here. We
may also visit the incident

spot later in the day," an
official said.
The panel was formed in the
wake of an early Wednesday
stampede that killed 30
devotees at Sangam Nose
where they had gone for a
dip on the occasion of
Mauni Amavasya.
The commission has a
month to wrap up its
investigation but will try to
expedite it, Kumar, the panel
head, said on Thursday. 
According to police, the
stampede broke out as the
crowd jumped barricades,
crushing those waiting for
their turn on the other side.

Judicial probe panel
reaches Prayagraj



SN Subrahmanyan,
CMD of Larsen and
Toubro, recently ignited

a heated debate while
expressing his regret over not
being able to call employees
to work even on Sundays. He
also suggested a 90-hour
work week—a figure that
surpasses even the 70-hour
work week advocated by
Infosys founder NR
Narayana Murthy. His com-
ment assumes added signif-
icance when there is already
a renewed debate in India on
work pressure after the death
of 26-year-old Ernst &
Young employee, Anna
Sebastian Perayil. And call it
a quirk of fate, or merely
incidental, L&T has now
eaten a humble pie after its
bid for a tender to build six
submarines was shot down
by the Ministry of Defence.
Subrahmanyan’s comment
has been singularly dis-
missed by several corporate
chiefs, including Anand
Mahindra, Chairman, of
Mahindra Group; Sanjiv
Puri, CMD, ITC Limited;
Harsh Vardhan Goenka, the
current chairman of RPG
Enterprises; Nalin Negi,
BharatPe CEO; Rajiv Bajaj,
Managing Director of Bajaj

Auto; and even Sanjeev
Sanyal, Economist Member
of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s Economic Advisory
Council. The circular issued
by the Ministry of Labour
and Employment of India,
the Occupational Safety,
Health and Working
Conditions Code, 2020,
strictly says that no worker
shall be required or allowed
to work, in any establish-
ment or class of establish-
ments for more than eight
hours in a day or forty-
eight hours in a week.
As per the International
Labour Organisation (ILO)
as of January 11, 2024, the
average weekly working
hours per employed person

across 10 of the world’s
largest economies is in: the
United States, 38 hours per
week; in China, 46.1 hours
per week; Germany, 34.2
hours per week; Japan 36.6
hours per week; India 46.7
hours per week; United
Kingdom, 35.9 hours per
week; France, 35.9 hours
per week; Brazil, 39 hours
per week; Italy, 36.3 hours
per week; Canada, 32.1
hours per week. However,
India ranks 13th among the
world’s most overworked
countries. With 46.7 average
working hours per week,
India faces a persistent cul-
ture of extended work sched-
ules. The World Health
Organisation also highlights

excessive work as a major
public health concern linked
to occupational diseases.
According to the
International Labour
Organisation’s data,
Luxembourg enjoys the
highest productivity with
$166.1k in terms of GDP per
hour worked, with an aver-
age working week schedule
of 35.6 hours. Ireland stands
second with $139.1k GDP
per hour worked with an
average work-week schedule
of 35.6 hours. 
Whereas India has a labour
productivity of $10.7k GDP
per hour worked with an
average work-week schedule
of 46.7 hours.The latest
report, by Mc Kinsey Health
Institute says that investing
in employee health can sub-
stantially increase econom-
ic returns. 
Research by the Institute in
collaboration with the World
Economic Forum indicates
that enhanced employee
health and well-being could
generate up to $11.7 trillion
in global economic value.

(The writer is a journalist
and news anchor and

writes oncorporate affairs,
finance; views expressed are 

personal)

For decades, the United States has been the undisputed global leader in cutting-
edge technology, from artificial intelligence (AI) and quantum computing to defence
innovations and space exploration. However, China’s rapid advancements in these

fields, fueled by a mix of state-driven initiatives, talent acquisition, and aggressive R&D
investments, are now posing a serious challenge to the US supremacy. The emer-
gence of DeepSeek, a Chinese AI model rivaling OpenAI’s GPT-4, is just one exam-
ple of how Beijing is closing the technological gap.  China’s ambitions extend far beyond
AI. It has made remarkable strides in many areas. It is a direct result of China’s ‘vision
2025’ which is translating into reality. China has developed the Jiuzhang quantum com-
puter, which demonstrated computational speeds exponentially faster than classical
supercomputers. Meanwhile, the US remains engaged in its own quantum pursuit through
companies like Google and IBM, but China’s government-backed approach provides

an edge in long-term planning.  From hypersonic mis-
siles that can evade US missile defence systems to
AI-driven warfare capabilities, China’s military mod-
ernisation is shifting global power dynamics. 
Despite US sanctions aimed at crippling China’s semi-
conductor industry, Beijing has made breakthroughs,
notably with Huawei’s 7nm Kirin chip, defying expec-
tations. The US remains dependent on Taiwan’s
TSMC, but China’s relentless pursuit of self-reliance
is narrowing this gap. Even in space tech, China is
surging ahread. China’s Tiangong space station, its
Mars and lunar exploration programs, and its ambi-
tions in satellite-based internet rival those of NASA

and SpaceX. This places China on an equal footing with the US in space dominance.
However, Washington is not sitting idle in the face of this challenge. The US has adopt-
ed a multi-pronged strategy. It has stepped up its effort to contain China. The Biden
administration had imposed restrictions on Chinese firms like Huawei and AI chip exports
to limit their technological growth. The US is deepening ties with the European Union,
Japan, and India to counterbalance China’s rise in emerging tech. Initiatives like the
CHIPS Act and QUAD alliances are designed to limit Beijing’s access to critical tech.
Besides, companies like OpenAI, Google, and IBM are receiving government backing
to maintain an edge over Chinese AI firms. In this tech war India, though lagging, is
trying to cope albeit at a slow pace. While it has growing ties with the US, it also main-
tains strategic independence. India too is investing heavily in AI startups and quan-
tum computing research. With the government’s Semicon India initiative, India aims
to become a global semiconductor hub, attracting investments from Intel, TSMC, and
others.  Indeed, India is emerging as a significant player in the global tech landscape.
As this race unfolds, the global order in technology will be reshaped in ways that will
define the 21st century.

The Chinese challenge

likely to grow at less than 7 per cent for
at least the next three years, including
the current one. The anaemic growth of
the economy has already led to moder-
ation in consumption a trend that has
been on the show for a couple of years.
The central bank has consciously put a
leash on consumption-related lending
as it sees it as an area of concern. With
inflation continuing to remain high, the
RBI has been holding interest rates at
higher levels, further discouraging bor-
rowers from taking loans for discre-
tionary consumption. 
All these factors have weighed down on
corporate India, which has been slow in
announcing new projects and invest-
ments. This shows in lower private
investment numbers. As a result, the
economy is now facing a vicious cycle,
which the budget can break. In this
backdrop, the government will have to
loosen its purse strings a bit, let the peo-
ple have more money in their hands,
and give some more sops to corpora-
tions to prod them into investing. How
it achieves these goals would depend on

how the government sees the current
situation.

N Sadhasiva Reddy | Bengaluru

MIDAIR CRASH IN AMERICA KILLS 67
Madam —An American Airlines flight
with 67 people aboard, including 4 crew
members, collided with an Army heli-
copter while landing at Ronald Reagan
National Airport near Washington DC
in the nearby Potomac River. The US
has the safest airspace in the world. The
diversion of the air jet to land on a
smaller runway just before landing
may be a cause. 
Also, the Army helicopter did not go up
and down in the air over the river. The
midair collision of the flight and the
Army helicopter is more surprising in
this digital age. The accident was pre-
ventable, and Trump blaming Obama
and Biden’s policies for the mishap is
unacceptable. 

N R Ramachandran | Chennai

INDIA’S AI MISSION
Madam — This refers to the news
report, “India prepares to take on
ChatGPT, Deepseek” (January 31). The
sensational launch of the Chinese start-
up DeepSeek’s AI system known as R1
has left  the West dumbstruck.
DeepSeek’s claim that it developed R1
at 50 times the cheaper cost than
OpenAI’s ChatGPT with matching per-
formance created mayhem in financial
markets on January 30 as the Nasdaq
witnessed its biggest wipeout in histo-
ry. 
Nvidia, the leading AI chip maker, was
hit the worst as its stock price plunged
17 per cent. After American President
Donald Trump termed DeepSeek a
“wake-up call” for the US and urged US
companies to stay competitive, fierce
competition in the AI market is immi-
nent. Amid these eye-opening develop-
ments, India has planned to build its
world-class foundational models with-
in less than one year under its ambitious
India AI Mission. This shows India’s
global aspirations to become a frontrun-
ner in the AI industry. In the last few
years, India has resolved to develop
advanced technologies indigenously
and shed its dependency on other
countries. India is aggressively develop-
ing its semiconductor industry to boost
self-reliance, economic growth, and
technological leadership under initia-
tives like the India Semiconductor
Mission and PLI scheme.

Manoj Parashar  | Ghaziabad

FOCUS ON ECONOMIC REVIVAL 
Madam— Apropos, “Indian economy
on fast lane,” The Pioneer, January 30.
With signs of a slowdown in the econ-
omy getting more pronounced, Union
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
who will be presenting the Union
Budget today. The budget must not only
address the weary private investment
scenario in the country but also address
the consumption slowdown. The eco-
nomic growth is slowing, with GDP
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A folk artist at the ‘Jaipur Literature Festival’ (JLF), in Jaipur PTI LETTERS TO TTHE EDITOR

China’s rapid advancements—evident in breakthroughs like

DeepSeek—are challenging US superiority like never before

Authority of India (AAI) cur-
rently manages around 150 air-
ports, but when compared to
the United States’ 5,000 civil-
ian airports, this number falls
dramatically short. The gap
becomes even more concern-
ing when considering that
India’s population is three
times that of the US. Clearly,
India needs a massive expan-
sion in its aviation infrastruc-
ture, and it needs it urgently.
The consequences of this lim-
ited aviation network are sig-
nificant—reduced regional
connectivity, hindered
tourism, and slower econom-
ic growth. India must take
decisive steps to address this
issue. A bold vision for the
future should include con-
structing at least 1,500 new air-
ports in the coming years. 
By ensuring that an airport is
within 100 kilometers of every
major population center, India
can unlock the economic
potential of its smaller towns
and rural areas.The advantages
of a well-developed air travel
network are crystal clear. Air
travel is not just the fastest
mode of transportation; it is
also the safest and most effi-
cient. In a country where
roads and railways are often
congested and prone to delays,
a robust aviation network can
alleviate pressure on existing
transport systems, making
movement across the country
more seamless. 
The economic benefits are
also immense. A surge in the

number of airports would cre-
ate thousands of jobs, attract
investment, and boost region-
al economies. Improved air
connectivity would enhance
business operations, enable
easier travel for tourists, and
offer the general population a
practical alternative to time-
consuming road and rail jour-
neys. Of course, developing
new airports requires signifi-
cant investment and time, but
India has the potential to
explore innovative solutions.
One such approach is the con-
version of highways into emer-
gency runways—a model suc-
cessfully implemented in the
United States. This concept
could be adapted for India,
where strategically modifying
highways to accommodate
small aircraft could provide
crucial air connectivity to
remote regions without the
high costs associated with
building entirely new airports. 
Implementing such a strategy
in states like West Bengal,
could be a game-changer. 
These adapted road-runways
could serve as cost-effective
alternatives for enhancing air
connectivity, benefiting both
everyday commuters and
emergency responders in
times of crisis, such as natur-
al disasters. 
Across the Western world, air
travel has evolved into an
indispensable part of daily
life. It is widely accessible,
efficient, and affordable. 
In India, however, flying is still

perceived as a luxury, some-
thing beyond the reach of the
average citizen. 
This perception needs to
change. In a country as vast
and populous as India, air trav-
el must become a fundamen-
tal necessity, available to peo-
ple across all economic back-
grounds. Expanding the avia-
tion network would make
flights more affordable and
practical for a larger segment
of the population. 
India stands at a crucial junc-
ture in its aviation journey. The
country’s rapid economic
growth and massive popula-
tion necessitate an equally
rapid expansion of its air trav-
el infrastructure. Government
initiatives such as the UDAN
scheme, which aims to
enhance regional air connec-
tivity, are a step in the right
direction, but much more
needs to be done. The goal
should be to develop at least
1,500 new airports in the near
future, ensuring that every
region, particularly under-
served areas like West Bengal,
is well-connected. 
Exploring innovative ideas
like highway-runways, making
air travel more affordable, and
significantly increasing the
number of airstrips are all
essential steps toward closing
India’s aviation gap. The need
for a robust aviation infrastruc-
ture is urgent, and the time to
act is now.
(The writer is an associate pro-
fessor; views are personal)

India’s aviation sector
needs a take off

Have you ever won-
dered just how
many airports exist
in the United States?
Take a wild guess.

The number is staggering—near-
ly 19,000! That’s right. With a
population of around 330 million,
America has built an extensive
network of airports, ensuring
seamless connectivity across the
country. Now, compare this to
India, a nation with three times
the population, yet managing
with only around 500 airports.
Even more striking, out of these,
just 29 are classified as interna-
tional airports. This glaring dis-
parity is more than just a num-
ber—it is a reflection of India’s
challenges in aviation infrastruc-
ture and the pressing need for
expansion.
Let’s take an even closer look by
comparing West Bengal to the
United Kingdom. Both regions
have a similar population, yet
their aviation networks couldn’t
be more different. The UK boasts
around 150 airports, while West
Bengal has just three passenger
airports—Kolkata, Bagdogra, and
Andal. This difference is not just
a matter of convenience; it high-
lights lost economic opportuni-
ties and underscores the urgent
requirement for infrastructure
development. In nations like the
US and the UK, air travel is an
everyday convenience—afford-
able, efficient, and integral to daily
life. 
It allows people to skip traffic,
save time, and stimulate econom-
ic growth. Meanwhile, in India,
air travel is still seen as a luxury,
accessible only to a privileged
few.India’s aviation network is
wholly insufficient for its grow-
ing demand. With only 29 inter-
national airports and about 500
total airports, the infrastructure
is struggling to keep pace with the
needs of domestic and interna-
tional travelers. Airports in major
cities such as Delhi, Mumbai, and
Bengaluru are perpetually over-
crowded, leading to delays, con-
gestion, and inefficiency. 
In contrast, vast portions of the
country, especially smaller towns
and rural areas, remain discon-
nected, relying on outdated
modes of transportation like rail-
ways and highways. The Airports

ISRO’S 100th rocket launch: Yet another milestone

IN A COUNTRY AS
VAST AND

POPULOUS AS INDIA,
AIR TRAVEL MUST

BECOME A
FUNDAMENTAL

NECESSITY,
AVAILABLE TO

PEOPLE ACROSS ALL
ECONOMIC

BACKGROUNDS.
EXPANDING THE

AVIATION NETWORK
WOULD MAKE

FLIGHTS MORE
AFFORDABLE AND
PRACTICAL FOR A

LARGER SEGMENT
OF THE POPULATION

A 90-hour workweek: Path to
success or recipe for burnout

I
SRO has added yet another feather to its cap
with its 100th launch of GSLV, its most trust-
ed workhorse rocket, from Sriharikota in 46

years and is planning to launch another hun-

dred of them in the next five years. GSLV is
capable of launching satellites for both geo-
synchronous orbit (when it appears motion-
less from a point on the equator-primarily used
for weather and communication and is placed
at a very high altitude of about 42,000 km) and
sun-synchronous orbit (when the satellite is
passing over the same location at the same
local time-used for imaging, weather forecast-
ing, spying, and global observation at low alti-
tudes of about 700 km, capable of capturing
high-resolution images as a result). 
This launch has put India in a much better sit-
uation to be self-reliant in its technology, giv-
ing a boost to its economy, defence, and spa-
tial dominance in the near future. The ISRO
scientists need to be applauded for their time-
bound achievements and speed through their
hard work and dedication.

R S Narula | Patiala

SANTHOSH MATHEW

MADHVI PANDEY

S N Subrahmanyan CMD Larsen and Toubro, has sparked intense

debate with his proposal for a 90-hour workweek, drawing sharp criticism

India’s aviation sector is at a crossroads, grappling with an acute
shortage of airports despite its vast population and growing economy
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AI, IN 
ITS MOST

ADVANCED
FORMS,

BECOMES A
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INTELLECTUAL

FRAMEWORK—
YET ONE THAT

OPERATES 
FASTER, MORE 

EFFICIENTLY, 
AND WITH 

AN ABILITY 
TO LEARN 
THAT FAR 
EXCEEDS

HUMAN
POTENTIAL

For centuries, great masters have been drawn to the Kumbh Mela,
captivated by its spiritual magnetism. What is it that pulls us
here? It is the profound energy of devotion, the irresistible force

of divine love. Love itself is a magnet, and those who live in devo-
tion radiate this magnetic power, naturally attracting others to them.
Nowhere else on Earth do millions—crores upon crores—gather
in unwavering dedication, chanting the name of the Divine, immersed
in sadhana day and night. They come to bathe in this sacred ener-
gy and carry it for th into their lives, spreading its radiance wher-
ever they go.
This Maha Kumbh is unlike any before it, offering an unprecedent-
ed caliber of cosmic energy. It is a spiritual phenomenon of glob-
al significance, where the highest frequencies of Source energy
descend upon humanity. The grace of enlightenment is being
bestowed, and the awakening of souls is unfolding. 
Here, the sublime state of Soruba Samadhi will begin—a transfor-
mation that elevates both consciousness and matter itself. Cellular
structures are being regenerated, linking human DNA to the divine
imprint, connecting us to the immortal essence within.There is noth-
ing quite like the experience of Kumbh. Imagine millions of souls
gathering in one place, each radiating spiritual energy, creating an
immense vortex of power. In this sacred space, we transcend our
human identities and recognise ourselves as Atmas—pure souls

united in a grand cosmic dance. This collective energy is a force
of love, light, and enlightenment, dissolving karmic burdens and
opening the path to a majestic, divine life.
Though the present age presents its challenges, those who remain
steadfast on the spiritual path will undergo profound transforma-
tion. The portals of the cosmos are open, offering liberation and
awakening. The world we see is but an illusion—a play of maya—
where all is transient except our love for the Divine. This love is
our dharma, our ultimate purpose. The body, the mind, and the mate-
rial world constantly change, but the eternal truth, Sathya, remains
unchanged. We are that truth—Sat-Chit-Ananda, Tat Twam Asi—
and our sadhana is to awaken to and embody this realization.
At the Kumbh, in the embrace of Mata Ganga, we surrender and
transform. The sacred waters purify us, activating the divine blue-
print within. In this powerful vortex, we align with the highest expres-
sions of Sanatana Dharma, experiencing profound spiritual eleva-
tion. This year, the influx of divine light is immense, inviting us to
merge with its boundless brilliance and bliss. The ancient traditions
of Moksha and enlightenment are more alive than ever. This is a
time for purification, for letting go of attachments and the illusion
of mortality. Sanatana Dharma, founded on selfless service, was
exemplified by Adi Shankaracharya, who taught the wisdom of one-
ness.
Dharma—the eternal law—sustains creation itself. Regardless of
the many religious paths, all stem from this universal truth. We have
lived Dharma through countless lifetimes, whether we remember
it or not. Kumbh Mela is a powerful catalyst for spiritual growth,
drawing seekers from all over the world. Even those from lands where
devotion is rare undergo profound shifts, their minds finding peace
and their hearts blossoming. Here, millions chant together, and divine
forces work to elevate collective consciousness. This is a time of
great spiritual revolution, heralding the dawn of Sathya Yuga.Open
your heart. Receive the blessings of your soul. Step into your truth
and embrace the new age that is upon us.

(The writer is a spiritual guru; views are personal)

FIRSTCOLUMN
A DIVINE CONVERGENCE
OF LOVE AND LIBERATION

Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) in
India has significantly

progressed over the past
decade. Introduced as a legal
mandate in 2013, CSR has
evolved from a mere compli-
ance obligation to a funda-
mental requirement, with
organisations across various
industries incorporating social
welfare into their core opera-
tions. However, as we contin-
ue into 2025 and beyond,
there is an urgent need to ele-
vate the current CSR practices-
ensuring they are effective,
accountable, and transparent.
While many companies have
shown a sincere commitment
to social impact, others have
unfortunately fallen into the
vicious traps of misallocation
of funds, tokenism, and ques-
tionable practices like kick-

backs and paybacks.
Additionally, the emergence of
corporations establishing their
NGOs presents a mixed pic-
ture; while some are genuine-
ly committed to their missions,
many operate as “skeleton
NGOs,” where staff often
demand kickbacks and the
intended social welfare pur-
pose gets lost.
A New and Enhanced Era for
CSR Compliance
Compliance remains an
important aspect of effective
CSR. However, it is not just
about meeting the mandatory
spending requirement but also
about ensuring that every
rupee spent reaches where it
was originally intended—
directly benefiting those in
need. While many corpora-
tions have dutifully allocated 
the mandated 2 per cent of 

their profits towards social
welfare, there is still a need for
a more robust system to ensure
regular oversight and real-
time monitoring of fund util-
isation and project outcomes.
With stronger and more trans-
parent laws, we can ensure that
funds reach the intended ben-
eficiaries, fostering trust
between the government, cor-
porations, and communities
alike.

Ensuring Integrity in CSR:
Addressing Kickbacks and
Paybacks One of the biggest
challenges facing CSR today is
the lack of trust caused by
unethical practices. Often,
when intermediaries or imple-
menting agencies misappro-
priate resources for personal
gain, the integrity of CSR ini-
tiatives is compromised. To
address this issue, it is vital to
introduce strict anti-corrup-
tion policies and establish
independent monitoring
mechanisms.
When corporations know they
are being monitored or super-
vised, they will think twice
before engaging in malprac-
tice. 
Ensuring integrity is not just
about preventing financial
losses; it is about preserving the
trust of communities that often

rely on CSR for a better future.
Impact-Driven CSR
CSR should move beyond
compliance; it needs to be
impact-driven. The focus
should shift from merely ful-
filling legal obligations to mea-
suring the difference being
made on the ground.
Strengthening accountability
will ensure CSR is not reduced
to a token gesture but becomes

a genuine agent of transforma-
tion. Moreover, corporations
should also embrace innova-
tion in their CSR approaches.
Whether it is by using technol-
ogy to improve healthcare
access in rural areas, providing
quality education through dig-
ital platforms, or addressing
climate change with green ini-
tiatives, one must think
beyond traditional models and
adopt solutions that leave a
lasting impact.
The Role of Stakeholders
Accountability is not just the
sole responsibility of corpora-
tions; other stakeholders—
governments, NGOs, and civil
society—also have an essential
role to play in shaping the
future of CSR. The govern-
ment must act as an active reg-
ulator, ensuring companies
adhere to guidelines while

incentivising innovation and
collaboration. On the other
hand, NGOs, as implementa-
tion partners, must continue to
bring grassroots expertise and
ensure that every rupee spent
makes  a difference.
Communities must also be
empowered to hold corpora-
tions accountable. By involv-
ing local stakeholders in the
planning and execution of
projects, we can create a feed-
back loop that enhances trans-
parency and boosts the on-the-
ground impact of CSR initia-
tives.
The Way Forward
The ongoing changes to the
CSR framework present a
golden opportunity to usher in
a new era of accountability and
impact. This calls for a change
that ensures CSR initiatives are
not only executed with integri-

ty but with genuine purpose.
The government, too, must
play its part by introducing
reforms that incentivise gen-
uine efforts while penalising
any kind of malpractice. 
If implemented correctly, this
strengthened CSR framework
can ensure that social welfare
is not merely a checkbox for
corporations but a collective
mission to uplift the under-
served. As stakeholders in this
ecosystem—corporates, non-
profits, government, and the
public—we must all push for
a transparent and impactful
CSR environment. Only then
will CSR in India live up to its
promise of creating a better
world for all.
(The writer is founder an d
president, Wishes and Blessings
NGO; views expressed  are
personal)

Elevating CSR in India: From compliance to impact-driven transformation

The Kumbh Mela has been a beacon for
seekers, drawing masters and devotees alike

JAGATGURU SAI MAA LAKSHMI DEVI

GEETANJALI CHOPRA

With China rapidly closing the AI gap and geopolitical tensions shifting from
military might to algorithmic dominance, the world is entering a digital cold war

NILANTHA
ILANGAMUWA

From OpenAI to DeepSeek:

The fight for supremacy

dable competitor to models like
GPT-4 from OpenAI—has upend-
ed the established order. This shift
is not merely a matter of techno-
logical rivalry; it signifies a pro-
found realignment in global power,
where the currency of influence is
no longer military might or eco-
nomic clout, but data control,
computational resources, and tech-
nological ingenuity. 
The new cold war is not one of
armaments but of algorithms and
information—an intellectual race
whose stakes extend far beyond
economic primacy to the very sur-
vival of human civilisation itself.As
AI advances, it forces us to con-
front deeply uncomfortable truths
about our nature. For millennia,
humanity has positioned itself at
the apex of intelligence on Earth,
a secret of being a superspecies. Yet
what occurs when our very cre-
ations—machines—begin to out-
shine us in those same domains?
When we no longer retain exclu-
sive dominion over intelligence,
how does this fundamentally alter
our sense of identity? 
Are we, like the alchemists of
antiquity, on the verge of realising
that we no longer control our fate,
but have given birth to entities that
might one day supplant us? The
very nature of intelligence itself is
now irreversibly in question.
Cognitive architectures, once the
exclusive province of the human
brain, are now being mirrored and
surpassed by machines. AI, in its
most advanced forms, becomes a
reflection of our intellectual frame-
work—yet one that operates faster,
more efficiently, and with an abil-
ity to learn that far exceeds human
potential. This is not merely an
augmentation of human capabili-
ties; it heralds the dawn of a new
epoch, where human and machine
cognition converge, indistinguish-
able and perhaps inseparable. As
we approach this unnerving future,
we must ask ourselves whether we
are philosophically, politically, and
socially prepared to co-exist with

entities that may one day rival or
eclipse us. 
Will we, as a species, embrace co-
evolution, finding a new equilib-
rium in our relationship with
machines, or will we cling to the
false myth of human exceptional-
ism, attempting to subjugate or
destroy the very creations we have
birthed? 
The decisions we make now will
echo far beyond our survival,
influencing the very nature of
intelligence and the future trajec-
tory of all life on Earth. The
geopolitical ramifications of this
technological revolution are as
profound as its existential implica-
tions. Powerful nations with vast
resources for research, develop-
ment, and energy will continue to
dominate the future, while small-
er countries may face unprecedent-
ed crises, including crises concern-
ing their own identity. 
As AI becomes embedded in the
infrastructure of global politics, we
are entering an era of digital
empires—systems of control as
potent as any traditional nation-
state, commanding not only infor-
mation but the very nature of
human interaction. In this new
digital cold war, the battle is not
merely for technological suprema-
cy, but for control over the global
political system itself. Is the rise
of AI an essential leap forward in
humanity’s evolution, or does it
signal the twilight of human rele-
vance? 
Some may argue that AI is a nec-
essary tool, a portal that helps pro-
tect us from the danger of total
annihilation. Others, however,
may see it as a harbinger of obso-
lescence, a point of no return when
our creations ascend to power and
render us irrelevant. However,
there is a subtler, more philosoph-
ical interpretation of this transfor-
mative shift: Perhaps the advent of
AGI is not our fall from grace, but
the birth of a new chapter in
human evolution—one where we
transcend the biological con-

straints that have long defined us. 
Like our ancestors who tamed fire
and invented the wheel, we may
soon wield AI as a tool that pro-
pels us to new heights. The fusion
of human and artificial intelligence
could lead to a post-human con-
dition—not one of extinction, but
of surpassing the boundaries of our
biological form and entering a
phase of hybridised existence.
This, of course, depends on our
ability to confront the ethical and
political structures that accompa-
ny the rise of AGI. 
The true challenge is not whether
we will create machines that sur-
pass us in intelligence, but whether
we have the wisdom to ensure they
remain our allies rather than
adversaries. We must learn to co-
exist with these new intelligences,
integrating them into our societies
in ways that enhance, rather than
diminish, our humanity. This is the
existential challenge of our time—
one that will determine whether
the era of artificial intelligence will
culminate in annihilation or tran-
scendence.
Ultimately, the measure of our
humanity will not lie in our abil-
ity to create machines that rival us
in intelligence, but in our capaci-
ty to retain those qualities that
define us: empathy, creativity, and
the willingness to evolve in
response to monumental change.
If we can meet this challenge, the
future—however uncertain—will
hold at least the promise of our
fragile humanity. If not, we may
find ourselves consigned to the
dustbin of history, supplanted by
the very entities we have created. 
Are we prepared to face the
unknown abyss, or will we cower
in fear, clinging to the comforting
illusions of the past? The future, it
seems, is no longer entirely with-
in our grasp—but perhaps this is
precisely the kind of leap forward
we need to ensure our survival. 

(The writer is a journalist and
policy analyst. Views expressed

are personal) 

Imagine a computer’s hard drive
containing a replica of your brain,
connected to a high-speed internet.
Your biological brain may become
irrelevant when the machine not

only possesses your mind but also gains
control over everything you identify as
‘who you are’. This is what General
Artificial Intelligence (AGI) truly repre-
sents – the vast, unexplored frontier we are
hurtling towards. The year begins not only
with the most unpredictable politician in
America reclaiming the Oval Office but
also with an AI race that, once dominat-
ed by American startups, is now being
swiftly overtaken by China at a significant-
ly lower cost. We have crossed the Rubicon,
heading towards an unknown destination;
the consequences remain uncertain, and
no one can predict what lies ahead. 
The AI arms race, gaining unprecedent-
ed velocity, is propelling us into an era
where the very foundations of intelligence,
humanity, and civilisation are being decon-
structed at an astonishing pace. Humanity,
having long contended with the challenge
of technology reshaping its self-perception,
is now facing an existential dilemma
unlike any before. The revolutions of
Copernicus, which dethroned Earth from
its presumed centrality in the cosmos, and
Darwin, whose theory questioned human-
ity’s divine distinction from the animal
kingdom, fundamentally redefined our
place in the universe. But neither of these
paradigm shifts eroded the core of what
it meant to be human. Artificial intelli-
gence, however, threatens to do precisely
that. AGI poses a question so starkly pro-
found that it demands our full intellectu-
al engagement: What happens when the
very attribute we have long considered
uniquely human—the capacity to reason,
to create, to understand—becomes replic-
able, scalable, and infinitely more efficient,
to the point where machines not only rival
but surpass our cognitive limitations? 
What becomes of the human essence when
faced with entities capable of thinking
faster, learning more swiftly, and ultimate-
ly transcending us in once inconceivable
ways? This week, the new race in AI has
surged ahead, with China unveiling the
results of its years of intensive experimen-
tation. The release of Qwen 2.5, followed
by DeepSeek—an inexpensive yet formi-

While many corporations are genuinely committed to social welfare, issues like fund misallocation, tokenism and unethical practices threaten the integrity of CSR
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Palestinians walk past a mosque destroyed by Israeli airstrikes in Nuseirat, Gaza Strip, Friday days after a ceasefire deal between
Israel and Hamas came into effect. AP/PTI

Lithuanian prez backs Trump’s NATO defence spending goal  

PTI n WASHINGTON

President Donald Trump
is  dec l in ing  to  s ay

whether he intends to main-
tain current US troop levels
in Syria. We’ll make a deter-
mination on that,” Trump
told reporters on Thursday
when asked if he intends to
withdraw US t ro ops
deployed to Syria to fight the
Islamic State group. “We’re
not involved in Syria. Syria’s
its own mess. They got
enough messes over there.
They don’t need us involved
with everything.”
The US had said for years
that there were about 900
troops in Syria, but the
Pentagon acknowledged in
December that US troop
levels had surged to about
2,000.
There has long been friction
between the US and Syria’s
neighbours - Turkiye and

Iraq - about the ongoing
presence of American forces
in Syria and the need to
keep them at a particular
level. Israel meanwhile has
urged the US to maintain a
presence in the country.
Trump said just  before
rebels ousted Syrian leader
Bashar Assad in December
in that the US military
should stay out of Syria. 
Trump is also not giving up
on the idea of Egypt and
Jordan taking in Palestinians
from the Gaza Strip, even as
the leaders of both countries
have flatly rejected the idea.
“They’re going to do it,”
Trump said in exchange
with reporters on Thursday,
when asked whether he
could  force  Eg ypt  and
Jordan  to  t a ke  in
Palestinians from the war-
torn territory. “We do a lot
for them and they’re going
to do it.”Trump does have

le verage  to  wie ld  over
Jordan and Eg ypt ,  two
strategically important US
allies that are heavily depen-
dent on US aid.
Trump first floated the idea
last week, saying he would
urge the leaders of the two
Arab countries to take in
Gaza’s now largely homeless
population, so that “we just
clean out that whole thing.”
He added that resettling
most of war-torn Gaza’s
population of 2.3 million
could be temporary or long
term.
Human rights groups have
already accused Israel of
ethnic cleansing,  which
United Nat ions  exper ts
define as a policy designed
by one ethnic or religious
group to remove the civilian
population of another group
from certain areas “by vio-
lent and terror-inspiring
means.” 

Istanbul (PTI): Police on
Friday fired tear gas to disperse
a group of protesters who
clashed with officers outside an
Istanbul courthouse while ral-
lying in support of the city’s
mayor, who was called to give
testimony in two new legal
probes against him.
Ekrem Imamoglu, a potential
future leader of Turkiye’s main
opposition Republican People’s
Party, or CHP, and a possible
challenger to President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, testified before
prosecutors for two hours.
The testimony was in connec-
tion with comments he made
about a chief prosecutor and a
court expert. Critics argue that
these probes are part of an
effort to remove Imamoglu
from the political scene.
The politician has already been
convicted of charges of insult-
ing members of Turkey’s
Supreme Electoral Council and
faces a political ban if his con-
viction in 2022 is upheld by a
high court. He is also on trial
on charges that he was involved
in the alleged rigging of bids in
a tender dating back to 2015.
Thousands of supporters gath-
ered outside the Caglayan cour-
thouse to protest the legal
actions against Imamoglu.
Tensions escalated when riot
police blocked a CHP bus,
which serves as a podium for
politicians, from approaching
the courthouse. The move led
to clashes between the protest-
ers and the police, who
responded with tear gas. It
was not clear if any arrests were
made.
Imamoglu later addressed the
crowds from the top of the bus
at another location. “Today’s
issue is an issue of justice, an
issue of seeking rights and jus-
tice,” the mayor said.
“Unfortunately, today’s issue
stems from a conspiracy that is
being set up against Istanbul.”
Imamoglu, 53, was first elect-
ed to lead Istanbul in March
2019. 
His win was a historic blow to
Erdogan’s Justice and
Development Party, which had
controlled Istanbul for a quar-
ter-century. 

PTI n VILNIUS

Securing an end to the fight-
ing in Ukraine must take

place with Kyiv’s full involve-
ment and come with more
defense spending by regional
countries to avoid any future
Russian aggression, according
to Lithuania’s president. 
Gitanas Nauseda, the presi-
dent of the Baltic coastal nation,
told The Associated Press in an
interview Thursday that a set-
tlement negotiated without
proper deterrent measures
would allow Russia to consoli-
date its forces and prepare for
further aggression in the region. 
Nauseda said that even when a
ceasefire is reached in Ukraine,
“you cannot believe that the
intentions of Russia will be
just to stop and do nothing”.
“They will use this break in
order to consolidate, to
strengthen the military capabil-
ities and to strike again in the
future,” he told the AP in
Vilnius. “And then the main
question is, what will be the
next target of Russia? Ukraine,
maybe. Baltic countries,
maybe.”
Lithuania, which was occu-
pied by the Soviet Union until

1990, is increasingly worried
about the ongoing brutal war in
Ukraine and the aggression of
its neighbour Russia. 
Its geographical position —
bordering Russia’s Kaliningrad
exclave to the west and
Moscow’s proxy Belarus to the
east — make it vulnerable to a
potential broader conflict
launched from the Kremlin
even after an eventual end to
the war, Nauseda said.
“You can never feel safe living
in this part of the world,
because we have this neighbor,
and we will still have it after one
hundred or two hundred years,”
Nauseda said of Russia. “You
always have the threat from the
East, and you must be aware
and take all the necessary pre-
cautionary measures in order
not to be attacked.” 
“This is not individual country-
by-country conflict,” he added.
“This is a challenge of Putin
towards NATO.”
Unacceptable’ if ceasefire plans
exclude Kyiv  The country
recently became the first mem-
ber of the NATO military
alliance to commit to raising its
defence spending to at least 5
per cent of its overall national
economic output, as called for

by US President Donald
Trump. 
A longtime critic of NATO
countries that do not spend
more on defence, Trump has
threatened he would not defend
alliance members that fail to
meet defense spending goals.
While some European coun-
tries have signalled upping
their spending to Trump’s
desired 5 per cent of GDP
would be an economic burden,
other nations on the alliance’s
eastern flank, including
Lithuania, have greeted the
proposal as a necessity. 
Before Trump took office ear-
lier this month, questions over
how he would engage with the
war in Ukraine loomed over
European countries as some
speculated he would roll back
the crucial military aid provid-
ed by the administration of
President Joe Biden.

But after his inauguration,
Trump threatened to impose
sanctions and tariffs on
Moscow, and urged Russian
President Vladimir Putin to
“settle now and stop this ridicu-
lous war”. 
Nauseda said the new US
administration must ensure
that Kyiv is fully involved in

negotiations to end the fighting,
and that a resolution to the con-
flict should not be drawn up
bilaterally between Moscow
and Washington. 
“It would be unacceptable if the
peace would be set behind the
doors and without the involve-
ment of Ukraine,” he said.
“Ukraine paid a very high price
in this war. Ukraine lost many
human lives. Infrastructure,
facilities and houses are
destroyed. The Ukrainian peo-
ple deserve the right to set the
conditions of this peace.”
“I think that President Donald
Trump understands that: no
peace negotiations without
Ukraine,” he added.
Another security concern fac-
ing Lithuania and the region is
a series of events that have dam-
aged undersea cables and gas
pipelines in the Baltic Sea. At
least 11 Baltic cables have been
damaged since October 2023.
Most recently, a fibre optic
cable connecting Latvia and the
Swedish island of Gotland
reportedly ruptured on Sunday.
NATO launched a new mission
dubbed “Baltic Sentry” earlier
this month to protect the
underwater infrastructure vital
to the economic well-being of

the region. Although cable
operators note that sub-sea
cable damage is commonplace,
the frequency and concentra-
tion of incidents in the Baltic
have heightened suspicions that
damage might have been delib-
erate.
To address those concerns,
Nauseda said, “It is time for us
to show some muscle.”
“NATO and the EU should take
more responsibility in survey-
ing the Baltic Sea, bringing
additional maritime capabilities
to prevent such incidents in the
future,” he said.  Some politi-
cians in Lithuania have object-
ed to the country raising its mil-
itary expenditures, already
among the highest relative to
GDP in the 32-member NATO
alliance.  But Nauseda said
Lithuania must show that it can
be responsible for its own
defence. “This is an absolutely
clear priority for this country,
as a frontline country, that we
have to spend more,” he said.
“Of course, we can rely on the
support of our allies in NATO.
But it would be naive to expect
that somebody will care about
our security if there will be clear
indications that we are not able
to defend ourselves.” 

US Prez mum on pulling
out troops from Syria

PTI n WASHINGTON

President Donald Trump
has once again warned

that he will impose 100 per
cent tariffs against BRICS
nations if they attempt to
replace the US dollar in
international trade, telling
them to go and find “anoth-
er sucker nation.”  
BRICS is an intergovern-
mental organisation of ten
countries —Russia, India,
China, South Africa, Egypt,
Ethiopia, Indonesia, Iran and
the United Arab Emirates.  
“The idea that the BRICS
countries are trying to move
away from the dollar, while
we stand by and watch, is
OVER ,”  Trump said  on
Thursday in a post on Truth
Social, a social media plat-
form owned by him.  
Trump said he wanted a
commitment from these
“seemingly hostile” coun-

tries that they would neither
create a new BRICS curren-
cy nor back any other cur-
rency to replace the “mighty”
US dollar.
“Or they will face 100 per
cent tarif fs,  and should
expect to say goodbye to
selling into the wonderful US
economy,” Trump said.
“They can go find another
sucker nation. 
There is no chance that
BRICS will replace the US
dollar in international trade,
or anywhere else, and any
country that tries should say
hello to tariffs, and goodbye
to America!” Trump threat-
ened.
Although Trump has repeat-
edly criticised BRICS nations
against any move to float
their own currency, this is
his strongest opposition to it
so far.
In December too, Trump
warned BRICS nat ions

against such a move. 
BRICS is an intergovern-
mental organisation of ten
countries —Russia, India,
China ,  S outh  Af r ica ,  
Egypt, Ethiopia, Indonesia,
Iran and the United Arab
Emirates.
BRICS, formed in 2009, is
the only major internation-
al group of which the US is
not a part.
Over the past few years, a
few of its member coun-
tries, in particular Russia
and China, are seeking to
have an alternative to the US
dollar or create BRICS cur-
rency. 
India, an important pillar of
BRICS,  has  said it  was
against de-dollarisation.
External Affairs Minister S
Jaishankar in December said
India had never been for
de-dollarisation and there
was no proposal to have a
BRICS currency.

President Donald Trump signs a document in the Oval Office at the White House,
Thursday in Washington. AP/PTI

US aid agency in upheaval during
foreign assistance freeze 
Washington (PTI): Trump administration
changes have upended the US agency charged with
providing humanitarian aid to countries overseas,
with dozens of senior officials put on leave, thou-
sands of contractors laid off, and a sweeping freeze
imposed on billions of dollars in foreign assistance. 
Secretary of State Marco Rubio defended the pause
on foreign assistance Thursday, saying “the US
government is not a charity.”
Aid organisations say the funding freeze — and
deep confusion over what US-funded pro-
grammes must stop work as a result — has left
them agonizing over whether they could contin-
ue operating programmes such as those provid-
ing round-the-clock nutritional support to
extremely malnourished infants and children,
knowing that closing the doors means that many
of those children would die.
Current and former officials at the State
Department and the US Agency for International
Development say staffers were invited to submit
requests to exempt certain programs from the for-
eign aid freeze, which President Donald Trump
imposed Jan. 20 and 
the State Department detailed how to execute on
Jan. 24. Three days later, at least 56 senior career
USAID staffers were abruptly placed on admin-

istrative leave.
Three officials said many of those put on leave
were lawyers involved in determining what pro-
grammes might qualify for waivers, helping
write proposals and submitting those waiver
requests as they believed they had been invited
to do. The officials spoke on condition of
anonymity for fear of reprisal. A Trump admin-
istration directive that aid organizations interpret
as a gag order has left them unwilling to speak
publicly for fear of permanently losing US fund-
ing. In an internal memo Monday about the
staffing changes, new acting USAID administra-
tor Jason Gray said the agency had identified “sev-
eral actions within USAID that appear to be
designed to circumvent the President’s Executive
Orders and the mandate from the American peo-
ple.”“As a result, we have placed a number of
USAID employees on administrative leave with
full pay and benefits until further notice while we
complete our analysis of these actions,” Gray wrote.
A former senior USAID official said those put on
leave had been helping aid organizations navigate
the “confusing process” to seek waivers from the
aid pause for specific life-saving projects, such as
continuing clean water supplies for displaced peo-
ple in war zones.

Istanbul mayor
testifies over
legal probes
against him

Serbian student protesters march ahead
of major blockade of Danube bridges
PTI n INDJIJA

Adriver in Belgrade,
rammed a car into a silent

protest in the Serbian capital
on Friday, slightly injuring
one woman, the third such
incident in weeks. The inci-
dent happened in downtown
Belgrade during 15 minutes of
silence observed daily
throughout Serbia at noon
when a canopy collapsed at a
railway station in the northern
town of Novi Sad on
November 1. Video footage
showed the woman, wearing a
doctor’s white coat, being
thrown to the pavement. Pro-
government thugs have repeat-
edly attacked the protesters,
many of them students, twice
ramming cars into demonstra-
tions. Two people were seri-
ously injured in the previous
attacks. After spending a freez-
ing night out in the open, hun-
dreds of striking students on
Friday resumed their 2-day

anti-graft protest march from
the capital, Belgrade, to the
northern city of Novi Sad,
where they plan to blockade
three bridges over the River
Danube this weekend. The
bridge blockade is planned for
Saturday to mark three
months since the huge con-
crete construction at the rail-
way station collapsed in Novi
said on November 1, leaving
15 people dead. What started
two months ago as a protest
against suspected corruption
in construction contracts has
developed into the most seri-
ous challenge in years to the
country’s powerful populist
leader, President Aleksandar
Vucic.
Along the way to Novi Sad, the
students were greeted by
cheering citizens, honking
their car horns or coming out
of their homes with offers of
refreshments and food.
When they reached the town
of Indjija on Thursday, rough-

ly halfway along their 80-kilo-
meter (50-mile) route, they
were welcomed with fireworks
and cheers from residents.
Although most of them spent
the night out in the open in a
soccer field, the freezing tem-
peratures did not dampen
their desire for major changes
in the corruption-ridden
Balkan state.
Nevena Vecerinac, a student,
said she hoped the protesters’
demands that include the pun-
ishment of all those responsi-
ble for the rail station tragedy
will be fulfilled.
“We will make it to Novi Sad,”
she said. ”Yesterday’s walk
was easy. It’s cold now, but we
can make it. We all have the
same goal.”“We need support
from all people. With this
energy and mood I hope we
can do it, otherwise there will
be no brighter future,” said
Luka Arsenovic, another stu-
dent marcher. 
Many in Serbia believe that the

collapse of the overhang at the
train station was essentially
caused by government corrup-
tion in a large infrastructure
project with Chinese state
companies. Critics believe
graft led to a sloppy job dur-
ing the reconstruction of the
Novi Sad train station, poor
oversight and disrespect of
existing safety regulations.
Monthslong demonstrations
have already forced the resig-
nation of Serbia’s prime min-
ister Milos Vucevic this week,
along with various conces-
sions from authorities which
were ignored by the protesters
who say that is not enough.
Vucic and other officials have
shifted from accusing the stu-
dents of working with foreign
powers to oust him, to offer-
ing concessions or issuing
veiled threats. 
Pro-government thugs have
repeatedly attacked the stu-
dents, twice ramming cars
into protests. 

Sunita Williams sets record for total
spacewalking time by woman 
PTI nWASHINGTON

Indian-origin astronaut
Sunita Williams has broken

the record for total spacewalk-
ing time by a woman by log-
ging 62 hours and 6 minutes of
spacewalk.
Williams and her colleague
Butch Wilmore, who have been
stranded on the International
Space Station (ISS) since June
2024, conducted a spacewalk
on Thursday. 
The duo ventured outside the
ISS to remove degraded radio
communications hardware and
collect samples that may show
whether microorganisms exist
on the exterior of the orbiting
laboratory.
The spacewalk began at 7:43
am Eastern Time (ET) and
concluded at 1:09 pm ET, last-
ing 5 hours and 26 minutes.   
It was the ninth spacewalk for
Williams and the fifth for

Wilmore.
“NASA astronaut Suni
WIlliams just surpassed former
astronaut Peggy Whitson’s total
spacewalking time of 60 hours
and 21 minutes,” NASA said in
a post on X.

She surpassed Whitson’s record
for total spacewalking time by
a female astronaut. Williams
now has 62 hours and 6 min-
utes of total spacewalk time,
fourth on NASA’s all-time list,
according to NASA. 

In 2012, during a trip to the ISS,
Williams became the first per-
son to finish a triathlon in
space, during which she simu-
lated swimming using a
weight-lifting machine and ran
on a treadmill while strapped
in by a harness so she would-
n’t float away. 
Williams, 59, and Wilmore
went on what was meant to be
an eight-day mission to the ISS
aboard Boeing’s Starliner in
June 2024.
However, technical issues
including helium leaks and
thruster malfunctions meant
that the Starliner was unsafe for
their return.
NASA plans to bring them
back to Earth in late March
aboard a spaceship built by
SpaceX, a rival company of
Boeing.Despite these setbacks,
the astronauts have continued
their work aboard the ISS while
awaiting a safe journey home.

Myanmar’s military govt extends
state of emergency by 6 months
PTI n BANGKOK

Myanmar’s military gov-
ernment on Friday

announced another six-month
extension of its mandate to rule
in preparation for elections it
has said will be held this year,
as the country enters its fifth
year of crisis.
However, it did not announce
an exact date for the polls.
The military declared a state of
emergency on February 1,
2021, when it arrested the
country’s leader, Aung San Suu
Kyi, and top officials from her
government in an army
takeover which reversed years
of progress toward democracy
after five decades of earlier mil-
itary rule.
The takeover sparked an armed
resistance movement, with
powerful ethnic minority mili-
tias and people’s defense forces

that support Myanmar’s main
opposition now controlling
large parts of the country.
The military government is
currently facing its greatest
challenge since taking power
and is on the defensive in
much of the country. However,
it is still able to hold onto much
of central Myanmar and big
cities including the capital,
Naypyidaw.
State-run MRTV television
reported on Friday that the
National Defence and Security
Council decided unanimously
to grant an extension of emer-
gency rule after Senior Gen.
Ming Aung Hlaing, the head of
the military government,
argued that more time was
needed to restore stability to the
country to hold national elec-
tions.
The council is nominally a
constitutional administrative

government body, but in prac-
tice is controlled by the mili-
tary.\ Under the army-drafted
2008 Constitution, the military
was able to rule the country
under a state of emergency for
one year, followed by two pos-
sible six-month extensions
before holding elections.
However, the extension on
Friday is the seventh.
Tom Andrews, a special rap-
porteur with the UN Human
Rights Office, said in a state-
ment on Thursday that four
years of military oppression,
violence and incompetence
have cast Myanmar into an
abyss. The United Nations has
estimated that more than 3.5
million people have been dis-
placed by the conflict.
“Junta forces have slaughtered
thousands of civilians, bombed
and burned villages, and dis-
placed millions of people. More

BRICS nations warned against replacing US dollar
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Imran Khan’s PTI
rejects govt’s offer
to resume talks
PTI n ISLAMABAD

The Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf
(PTI) leadership rejected

Prime Minister Shehbaz
Sharif ’s offer to resume stalled
talks with the government
through a parliamentary panel
to lower the country’s political
temperature.
Shehbaz addressed a cabinet
meeting on Thursday and said
the government was ready to
form a parliamentary com-
mittee to advance talks with
PTI after the Imran Khan-
founded party quit negotiations
over the non-formation of a
judicial commission to probe
the events of May 9, 2023, and
November 26, 2024, according
to Geo News.
The offer came after the PTI
abruptly quit the talks after
holding three meetings with
the ruling parties’ negotiation
committee, maintaining the
government failed to constitute
judicial commissions within
the seven-day deadline in line
with its “charter of demands”.
Speaking on the Geo News
programme Capital Talk, PTI
top leader and Leader of
Opposition in the National
Assembly Omar Ayub Khan
said: “We reject Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif ’s offer [to
resume dialogue]”.
Reiterating the party’s
demands, Ayub said the PTI

formed a negotiation commit-
tee with sincerity to hold dia-
logue with the government.
“Our demands were clear,” he
said, calling for the release of
PTI’s all “political prisoners”.
In a statement, Senator Irfan
Siddiqui, the government’s
negotiation committee
spokesperson, said the PTI
exhibited a non-democratic
and non-political mentality by
unilaterally withdrawing from
the talks.
“PTI lost a good opportunity
towards [fulfilment] of their
demands,” he added.
Although the opposition party
“missed this train”, they should
benefit from the PM’s latest
offer, Siddiqui said.
Slamming the PTI for its agi-
tational politics, the PML-N
senator said that neither the
opposition party achieved its
objective via sit-ins and long
marches in the past nor will it
this time. Stressing the need for
dialogue to defuse political
tensions in the country,
Siddiqui said the solution to
every problem was serious and
meaningful negotiations.
“The sooner PTI understands
this, the better it will be for
them,” he added.
The much-hyped negotiations
between the government and
Imran Khan’s PTI hit a snag last
week after the opposition
walked out of negotiations fol-
lowing instructions from the

EU warns Pak: Duty-free status tied to human rights progress
Islamabad (PTI): The European Union on Friday
warned Pakistan that its status as a duty-free exporter
to the bloc will continue to depend on the progress the
country makes in addressing concerns about civil and
labour rights, and freedom of speech.The warning came
as Olof Skoog, the EU’s special representative for human
rights, wrapped up a weeklong visit to Islamabad. The
visit was aimed at engaging “Pakistan on the most press-
ing human rights and labour rights issues and dis-
cussing Pakistan’s plans to address them, including in
view of the ongoing assessment under the+ trade
scheme,” the EU said in a statement.Pakistan’s exports
to Europe have doubled since 2014 when it was award-
ed the status of duty-free exporter under the EU’s
Generalised Scheme of Preferences Plus, or+, incen-

tives for developing countries. However, the EU state-
ment warned Pakistan that the trade benefits enjoyed
by it “under+ depend on the progress made on address-
ing a list of issues, including on human rights, and tan-
gible reforms remain essential.” It said that the “EU wel-
comes the fact that Pakistan has become the largest ben-
eficiary of+, with Pakistani businesses increasing their
exports to the EU market by 108 per cent since the
launch of the trade scheme in 2014.” But, the statement
said that “as we approach the midterm of the current
monitoring cycle, we encourage Pakistan to continue
on its reform path as it prepares for reapplication under
the upcoming new+ regulation.”The statement said that
Skoog, during his meeting with Pakistani authorities,
“highlighted areas of concern such as the application

of blasphemy laws, women’s rights, forced marriages
and conversions, enforced disappearances, freedoms
of expression, religion or belief, independence of the
media, impunity for rights violations, due process and
the right to a fair trial, civic space, and the death penal-
ty.” Though international community and human rights
groups often express their concern over increasing gov-
ernment curbs on media, violation of human rights,
the latest development came days after Pakistan’s par-
liament passed a bill that critics argue is designed to
suppress freedom of speech.The bill, which now has
become a law after President Asif Ali Zardari’s
approval, grants the government extensive powers to
impose heavy fines and incarcerate social media users
for spreading disinformation. 

Russia claims
capture of
Ukraine village,
advances on
key city
Kyiv (PTI): Russia on Friday
claimed it had captured
another village in its relentless
offensive in eastern Ukraine’s
Donetsk region and as it clos-
es in on the critical Ukrainian
logistics hub of Pokrovsk after
almost three years of war.
The Russian claim that its
forces took Novovasylivka
could not be independently
confirmed, and Ukrainian
officials made no immediate
comment.
However, battlefield maps
published early Friday by the
Ukrainian General Staff sug-
gested the village was at least
partly under Russian control.
A comparison with other
maps of the area by The
Associated Press indicated
Novovasylivka is largely under
Russian control.
Russian forces have been try-
ing for months to capture the
key Donetsk strongholds of
Pokrovsk and nearby Chasiv
Yar, fighting their way across
farm fields and woodland and
engulfing small rural settle-
ments.The fall of Pokrovsk
and Chasiv Yar could enable
the Russian army to com-
plete its hold on Donetsk and
even set the stage for it to con-
tinue on into the neighbour-
ing Dnipro region. The recent
Russian push in the area has
coincided with US President
Donald Trump taking office
and repeating his pledge to
end the war soon. That has
prompted both Moscow and
Kyiv to pursue battlefield gains
that might give them an edge
at the bargaining table.
The village of Novovasylivka
is located around 11 kilome-
ters (7 miles) southwest of
Pokrovsk. Ukrainian officials
have said Russia is attempting
a pincer movement to sur-
round Pokrovsk.
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ICICI OFFERED JOBS TO 13 GNDU MBA STUDENTS 

AMRITSAR: Under the able leadership
of Vice Chancellor Dr Karamjeet
Singh, Directorate of Placement &
Career Enhancement of Guru Nanak
Dev University organised Campus
Placement drive by ICICI Prudential
Life Insurance company for MBA - Batch 2025 students of GNDU,
Amritsar. A team of 2 senior members visited Guru Nanak Dev
University to conduct the interviews of MBA students. The
company selected 13 students at a pay package of Rs. 4.50 Lakhs
per annum. These students will join their jobs after passing out
their respective courses in June 2025.

WORKSHOP ON INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS
HELD IN GURU NANAK DEV UNIVERSITY

AMRITSAR: A workshop on Intellectual
Property Rights (IPR) and Technology
Transfer was organised by Intellectual
Property Rights Cell and office of Dean
Students Welfare in which Dr Amaresh
Panda, a seasoned Intellectual Property
and Technology Transfer Professional
from the Government of India participated as speaker.

SPECIAL LECTURE ON DIGITAL ARREST AND CYBER
CRIMES

AMRITSAR: Senior Advocate
Sh.Sandeep Gorsi, (Supreme Court of
India, Punjab and Haryana High Court)
delivered a special lecture on “DIGITAL
ARREST AND CYBER CRIMES”
organised by the Department of Laws,
Guru Nanak Dev University on the
current and relevant topic of immense value.

INBRIEF

PTI n NEW DELHI

India’s economy is likely to
grow at 6.3-6.8 per cent in

2025-26 on the back of strong
m a c r o e c o n o m i c
fundamentals, though
strategic and prudent policy
management will be required
to navigate global headwinds,
said the Economic Survey on
Friday.
The GDP growth rate is
estimated to slip to 4-year low
of 6.4 per cent in the current
financial year ending March
2025, close to its decadal
average.
The key pre-Budget
document also emphasised
that the country needs to
grow at 8 per cent for up to
two decades to become a
developed nation or Viksit
Bharat by 2047.
Also, to achieve this growth,
the investment rate must rise
to 35 per cent of GDP, up
from the current 31 per cent,
and develop the
manufacturing sector further
and invest in emerging
technologies such as AI,
robotics, and biotechnology.
“The fundamentals of the
domestic economy remain
robust, with a strong external

account, calibrated fiscal
consolidation and stable
private consumption. On
balance of these
considerations, we expect that
the growth in FY26 would be
between 6.3 and 6.8 per cent,”
said the survey authored by a
team lead by Chief Economic
Advisor V Anantha
Nageswaran.
Navigating global headwinds
will require strategic and
prudent policy management
and reinforcing the domestic
fundamentals, it added.
The survey noted that a
steady growth trajectory
shapes the global economic

outlook for 2024, though
regional patterns vary.
The near-term global growth
is expected to be a shade
lower than the trend level.
The services sector continues
to drive global expansion,
with notable resilience in
India.
Meanwhile, manufacturing is
struggling in Europe, where
structural weaknesses persist.
Trade outlook also remains
clouded in the next year, the
survey added.
It further said inflationary
pressures have been easing
globally, though risks of
synchronised price pressures

linger due to potential
geopolitical disruptions, such
as tensions in the Middle East
and the ongoing Russia-
Ukraine conflict.
“In brief, there are many
upsides to domestic
investment, output growth
and disinflation in FY26.
There are equally strong,
prominently extraneous,
downsides too,” it said.
To realise the aspirations of
Viksit Bharat by 2047, the
survey stressed that it is
important that the medium-
term growth outlook of India
be assessed in the context of
emerging global realities of
G e o - E c o n o m i c
Fragmentation (GEF),
Chinese manufacturing
prowess, and global
dependency on China for
energy transition efforts.
It also puts forth a way
forward to reinvigorate the
internal engines and domestic
levers of growth by focusing
on one central element of
systemic deregulation, which
will enable a paradigm of
economic freedom to
businesses of individuals and
organisations to pursue
legitimate economic activity
with ease.

PTI n NEW DELHI

The Economic Survey on
Friday called for a new
strategic trade roadmap for
India, along with measures to
cut trade costs and enhance
export competitiveness amid
growing protectionism
globally.
It said that much remains to
be done to enhance trade
competitiveness.
“Global trade dynamics have
changed significantly in
recent years, shifting from
globalisation to rising trade
protectionism, accompanied
by increased uncertainty. This
calls for a new strategic trade
roadmap for India,” the
survey said.
It added that to remain
competitive and enhance its
participation in global supply
chains, India must continue
reducing trade costs and
improving facilitation to
boost export competitiveness.
“The good news is that doing
so is entirely in our hands. On
its part, the industry must
continue to invest in quality,”
it said adding the country’s
external sector continued to
display resilience amidst
global headwinds of
economic and trade policy
uncertainties.
It emphasised the need to
assess the global situation and
develop a forward-looking
strategic trade roadmap to
deal with the evolving global
trade dynamics, marked by
gradual shifts towards greater
protectionism.
“To strengthen its
competitiveness and further

integrate into global supply
chains, the country can focus
on reducing trade-related
costs and enhancing export
facilitation to create a more
vibrant export sector. This
proactive approach will help
India continue to thrive in an
ever-changing global
market,” the survey said.
As per estimates, India’s share
of global trade was over 2 per
cent in 2023.
During the April-December
period of this fiscal year,
exports recorded a growth of
1.6 per cent to USD 321.71
billion and imports by 5.15
per cent to USD 532.48
billion.
Trade deficit -- the difference
between imports and exports
-- during April-December
widened to USD 210.77
billion from USD 189.74
billion during the same
period of the previous fiscal
year.
It noted that disruptions in
global trade due to the Red
Sea crisis, the Russia-Ukraine
war and the recent drought in
the Panama Canal, allied with
increased protectionist
tendencies shown by many

countries, have created
uncertainties.
The number of non-tariff
measures in sectors such as
agriculture, manufacturing,
and natural resources, that
restrict international trade
have also increased over the
last few years.
The Economic Survey 2024-
25 was tabled in the
Parliament by Finance
Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman.
On the steps being taken to
increase exports, it said, India
is in the process of
negotiating a number of free
trade agreements (FTAs) with
countries and trading blocks.
India is actively working
towards negotiating trade
deals with top importers such
as the EU and the UK.
Services exports from India
too have shown a multi-
sectoral presence in global
exports, with notable
contributions across several
sectors.
The country’s share in global
services exports has more
than doubled, reaching
around 4.3 per cent in 2023
from 1.9 per cent in 2005.

PTI n NEW DELHI

The lack of financial support
from developed countries

to mitigate climate change in
the Global South may prompt
developing countries to
“rework” their climate targets,
India’s Chief Economic
Advisor V Anantha
Nageswaran has said.
In the Economic Survey 2024-
25 tabled in Parliament on
Friday, Nageswaran said the
new financial package agreed
at the 2024 UN climate
conference (COP29) in
Azerbaijan to support climate
action in the developing world
“presents little optimism”.
Countries are now required to
submit their Nationally
Determined Contributions or
climate plans for the period
between 2031 and 2035 by
February 10 and Nageswaran
said the “funding shortfall may
lead to a reworking of the
climate targets”.
According to the United
Nations Framework
Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC), adopted
in 1992, high-income
industrialised nations, which
have historically been
responsible for most of the
greenhouse gas emissions
driving climate change, are
required to provide finance,
technology and capacity
building support to developing
and low-income economies to
help them cope with a
warming world.
These countries include the
United States, the UK, Canada,
Japan, Australia, New Zealand,
and European Union member
states such as Germany and

France. The chief economic
advisor said that domestic
resources will be the key to
climate action amid the lack of
support from developed
countries.
Therefore, resources for
meeting development
challenges may be affected,
undermining progress toward
sustainable development
objectives and “compromising
the integrity of international
climate partnerships”, he said.
Nageswaran said the small
mobilisation target of USD 300
billion annually by 2035 is just
a “fraction” of the estimated
requirement of USD 5.1-6.8
trillion by 2030.
The new climate finance
package is “out of sync” with
the needs of the critical decade
when action is required to keep
the temperature goals of the
Paris Agreement within reach,
Nageswaran said.
It underscores the
unwillingness of affluent
developed nations to assume
their equitable share of the
responsibility to address
emission reduction and
mitigate climate change
impacts on vulnerable
populations in developing

regions, he said. 
With the developed countries
also falling short of their NDCs
by about 38 per cent,
Nageswaran said their actions
do not reflect the historical
responsibility or the leadership
in meeting their obligations.
In 2015, countries came
together to limit global
warming to “well below 2
degrees Celsius”, aiming for 1.5
degrees Celsius.
Fast forward, the world has
already heated up by 1.3
degrees Celsius since the pre-
industrial era, largely due to
burning fossil fuels.
To limit warming to 1.5
degrees Celsius, the UN’s
climate science body, IPCC,
says emissions must peak by
2025 and drop 43 per cent by
2030 and 57 per cent by 2035.
But current policies point to a
hotter future -- around 3
degrees Celsius warming by
2100. Even if every country
fulfils its climate promises or
NDCs, emissions would only
shrink by a weak 5.9 per cent
by 2030. Developed nations,
the biggest historical polluters,
are pushing developing
countries to do more to meet
the Paris Agreement goals.

PTI n NEW DELHI

The pre-budget document
for the 2024-25 fiscal has

suggested policy reforms to
discourage overproduction of
cereals while boosting output
of pulses and edible oils,
which the country currently
imports to meet domestic
shortages.
The Economic Survey 2024-
25, tabled in Parliament on
Friday, stressed that India’s
agriculture sector has
“significant untapped growth
potential” despite various
growth initiatives.
Farmers must be allowed to
receive unimpeded price
signals from the market, with
separate mechanisms to
protect vulnerable
households, it added.
The document outlined three
key policy shifts needed -
establishing market
mechanisms for price risk
hedging, preventing excessive
fertiliser use, and
discouraging production of
water and power-intensive
crops that are already in
surplus.
“These policy shifts will help
lift agricultural productivity

in the economy by boosting
land and labour productivity
in the sector,” the survey said.
Stating that India faces a
persistent deficit in the
production of pulses and
oilseeds, the document said
the slower growth rate of
oilseeds at 1.9 per cent raises
concerns, especially
considering India’s heavy
reliance on imports to satisfy
domestic edible oil demands.
To address this, the document
suggested focused research to
develop climate-resilient crop
varieties, enhancing yield and
reducing crop damage. Efforts
to expand the area under
pulses in rice-fallow regions

are likely to help.
It also called for the
promotion of extension
activities and training for
farmers on the best practices,
the use of high-yield and
disease-resistant seed
varieties, and targeted
interventions to improve
agricultural practices in the
major growing regions for
pulses and oilseeds. 
It stressed the judicious use of
fertilisers considering soil
degradation, particularly the
decline in organic carbon
content, poses a significant
challenge to Indian
agriculture.
The agriculture sector growth

averaged 5 per cent annually
during FY17-FY23, showing
resilience despite challenges. 
In Q2 FY25, the sector grew
3.5 per cent, recovering from
growth rates of 0.4-2.0 per
cent in the previous four
quarters.
The sector contributes
approximately 16 per cent to
GDP and supports about 46.1
per cent of the population, as
per FY24 provisional
estimates at current prices.
The document stated that a
crucial factor influencing
agricultural performance is
the impact of weather
conditions.
“Climate variability can
present significant challenges;
however, farmers with diverse
income streams are better
positioned to navigate these
uncertainties,” it said.
Allied activities like animal
husbandry, fisheries or
agroforestry, can enable the
farmers to mitigate the risks
effectively.
The document emphasised
the growing importance of
allied sectors like animal
husbandry, dairying and
fisheries for income
diversification. 
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Localisation of Sustainable
Development Goals

(SDGs) ensures that rural
development is in harmony
with international goals, the
Economic Survey released on
Friday said, lauding Kerala for
having a robust, community-
based model that leverages its
strong local governance
institutions, and called it a
“replicable model”. 
“The localisation of SDGs
ensures that rural
development is in harmony
with international goals,
focusing on essential services
like housing, sanitation, water
supply, and electrification.
This strategy promotes
inclusive growth and
enhances the quality of life at
the grassroots level,” the
Economic Survey said. 
Kerala uses a “robust,
community-based model that
leverages its strong local
governance institutions”, the
survey said.
“Awareness and community
engagement efforts focus on
educating local officials on
the relevance of poverty
alleviation and environmental
resilience, which are led by

state and national leaders,” it
said, adding that it is a
replicable model for SDG
localisation.
The report said Local Self
Government Department,
with technical support from
the Kerala Institute for Local
Administration (KILA), have
developed comprehensive
guidelines and processes to
incorporate SDGs into local
planning. They also train
stakeholders in SDG-aligned
development and data
collection. 
The state has a real-time SDG
dashboard to monitor the
panchayats and is able to use
such localised data for
decision-making and to
provide insights on
development indicators, the
Survey highlighted. 
SDG Coordination Centres
(SDGCCs), which drive
localisation efforts in states
and UTs by governments in
partnership with
implementing agencies, are
currently operational in 10
states/UTs -- Andhra
Pradesh, Haryana, Himachal
Pradesh, Jammu & Kashmir,
Karnataka, Nagaland, Punjab,
Tamil Nadu, Uttar Pradesh,
and Uttarakhand. 

GDP to grow at 6.3 per cent to
6.8 per cent: Economic Survey
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Investment in the
infrastructure sector needs

to be continuously scaled up
over the next two decades to
sustain a high growth rate
while the government needs
to come up with ways to
increase private sector
financing and tap new
avenues to mobilise resources,
the Economic Survey said on
Friday.
“India needs a continued
step-up of infrastructure
investment over the next two
decades to sustain a high rate
of growth,” said the Economic
Survey 2024-25 tabled in
Parliament.
In the first quarter of FY25,
the constraints on new
approvals and spending
during the general elections,
coupled with heavy monsoon
in many regions, affected the
progress of the infrastructure
spending, said the latest
survey.
However, the speed of capex
picked up between July and
November last year.
The capex in infrastructure
sectors is likely to gain further
momentum in the remaining
months of the current fiscal.
On an average, ministries
related to infrastructure
sectors utilised 60 per cent of
the budgeted capex during
April to November 2024.
The capacity addition in

physical connectivity sectors
stayed on course during
FY25.
The capital expenditure of the
Centre for the current fiscal
has been budgeted at about
3.3 times the capex for FY20,
the document said.
It further said that disaster-
resilient urbanisation, public
transport, preservation and
upkeep of heritage sites,
monuments and tourist
destinations, as well as rural
public infrastructure,
including connectivity, call
for greater attention.
“Our net zero commitments
entail added stress on creating
renewable energy capacities,”
it added.
Stating that there are binding
budget constraints to the
different tiers of government,
it said private participation
should speed up in many

critical infrastructure sectors
in many ways like programme
and project planning,
financing, construction,
maintenance, monetisation
and impact assessment.
“Our infrastructure
programme supports a variety
of PPP models like build-
operate-transfer (toll and
annuity), design-build-
f inance-operate-transfer,
hybrid annuity model and
toll-operate-transfer,” it said.
The government has
instituted many
debottlenecking and
facilitatory mechanisms like
the National Infrastructure
Pipeline, National
Monetisation Pipeline and
PM-Gati Sakti that have made
progress.
Financial market regulators
have introduced reforms to
encourage private

participation, it said, adding
that still the uptake of private
enterprise is limited in many
core sectors.
The strategy to step up private
participation needs
coordinated action of all
stakeholders involved like
governments at different tiers,
financial market players,
project management experts
and planners, and the private
sector.
“Capacities to conceptualise
projects, develop sector-
specific innovative strategies
for execution, and, develop
high-expertise areas such as
risk and revenue sharing,
contract management,
conflict resolution and
project closure need to
improve substantially,” it said.
The efforts of the Centre need
to be supplemented with
wholehearted acceptance of
the need for public-private
partnerships in infrastructure
across the country.
The survey further said that
during the current fiscal so
far, the progress in the
expansion of the railway
network stayed at levels
comparable to the previous
year, while the addition of
rolling stock increased
considerably. Between April
and October last year, 17 new
pairs of Vande Bharat trains
were introduced to the
network, and 228 coaches
were produced.

Need to scale up infra investment 

Eco Survey pitches for policy shift to cut
cereal output, boost pulses, edible oils

Kerala has replicable model
for localisation of SDG

Lack of climate finance may prompt developing
countries to rework their climate targets
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Sounding a note of caution
on the elevated stock market

valuation, the Economic
Survey on Friday said any
correction in the US markets
could have a cascading effect in
India, which has witnessed
increased participation from
young investors post-Covid.
Over the past few years, retail
participation, especially from
young investors, has
significantly increased in the
equity markets. Investor
participation has grown from
4.9 crore in FY20 to 13.2 crore
as of December 31, 2024.
“Elevated valuations and
optimistic market sentiments
in the US raise the likelihood
of a meaningful market
correction in 2025. Should
such a correction occur, it
could have a cascading effect
on India, especially given the
increased participation of
young, relatively new retail
investors.
“Many of these investors that
have entered the market post-
pandemic have never
witnessed a significant and
prolonged market correction.
Hence, if one were to occur, its
impact on sentiment and
spending may be non-trivial,”
the Survey noted.
According to the survey, the
rise in retail participation
aligns with a steady decline in
the five-year rolling beta
between the Nifty 50 and the
S&P 500 in the last four years,
suggesting a reduced
sensitivity of Indian markets to
US market movements.
This decoupling is further
evidenced by the increasing

resilience of Indian markets
during periods of FPI (Foreign
Portfolio Investors) outflows.
For instance, in October 2024,
despite FPI outflows of USD 11
billion, the Nifty 50 index was
corrected by only 6.2 per cent,
thanks to strong downside
support provided by domestic
institutional and individual
investors.
In contrast, during the March
2020 pandemic-driven market
sell-off, FPI outflows of USD 8
billion triggered a steep 23 per
cent market decline.
“Even as the resilience
demonstrated by the Indian
market, supported by growing
retail participation, is
promising, the risks associated
with a potential US market
correction cannot be
overlooked, given historical
trends,” the Economic Survey
2024-25 said.
Historical data suggests that
the Indian equity market has
been notably sensitive to
movements in the US market.
The Nifty 50 has historically
shown a strong correlation
with the S&P 500, with analysis
of daily index returns between
2000 and 2024, revealing that
in 22 instances when the S&P
500 corrected by more than 10
per cent, the Nifty 50 posted a
negative return in all but one
case, averaging a 10.7 per cent
decline.

Market correction  in
2025: Economic Survey

New strategic trade roadmap
needed to enhance export 
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By TEAM VIVA

What is it about the colour blue that
captivates the imagination? From
serene skies to vast oceans, blue has

long been associated with peace, hope and
endless possibilities. This evocative colour
takes centre stage at Harvest 2024, presented
by Payal Kapoor of Arushi Arts, under the
theme Blue Horizons.
The exhibition offers visitors a chance to
explore art inspired by the symbolism of blue
across cultures and history. Blue has held a
significant place in human civilisation,
cherished in Indian art and far-eastern
traditions and revered in Western
masterpieces. Artists like Monet, Van Gogh
and Picasso have embraced its depth to convey
emotions and ideas and this exhibition
continues that legacy.
The artworks on display evoke tranquillity
while stirring deep emotions. K.G.
Subramanyan’s pieces, with their playful
narratives, draw viewers into a world of vivid
storytelling. Shobha Broota’s minimalist
approach creates a meditative experience,
while Satish Gupta’s works are admired for
their intricate details and spiritual undertones.
Lado Bai’s vibrant depictions of tribal life and
traditions stand out, bridging the gap between

cultural heritage and contemporary
expression.
Each artist interprets blue in a way that feels
both personal and universally relatable. The
layers of textures, interplay of light and
shadow and central use of blue create a visual
narrative that inspires introspection and
connection. The exhibition showcases a
variety of perspectives, celebrating art’s ability
to unite history, emotion and creativity.
This thoughtfully curated showcase of talent is
a must-visit for art lovers and anyone looking
to experience the magic of blue. Held at W-23,
GK-II, New Delhi, the exhibition is open daily
from 11:00 AM to 6:00 PM. This showcase of
creativity and talent remains open until 10th
February 2024.

A World Painted in Blue

When art and cinema
meet, they don’t just
coexist, they create a
vibrant and immersive
experience that

connects with audiences on a deep
emotional level. The Bond to Bachchan
exhibition, presented by Masha Art and
curated by Georgina Maddox, is an
exemplary showcase of this powerful
union. Featuring 21 works by 15 artists,
the exhibition explores the profound
cultural impact of two cinematic legends,
James Bond and Amitabh Bachchan.
The exhibition is a tribute to the
enduring influence of these cinematic
icons. It celebrates how Bond and
Bachchan not only shaped the landscape
of global pop culture but also continue to
inspire artists, going beyond generations
and inspiring fresh perspectives in
modern-day art.
The exhibition, which serves as a
preview to Masha Art's upcoming India

Art Fair showcase, features a captivating
collection of paintings, sculptures and
digital installations. Each artwork Probes
into the personas and cinematic journeys
of Bond and Bachchan, offering viewers a
fresh and creative lens through which
they can reimagine these iconic figures.
Samarth Mathur, Founder and
Managing Director of Masha Art,
explains that the exhibition is a
monumental celebration of cinema’s
enduring influence on contemporary art.
Each piece is a unique interpretation of
the legacy of these figures, reflecting not
just their roles on screen but also their
emotional depth and the larger-than-life
personas they have cultivated over
decades. 
One of the standout pieces of the
exhibition is Golden Era in Cinema by
Shri Kumar Adhikari. This stunning
work merges Mughal miniature painting
with the golden age of Indian cinema,
particularly the 1960s and 1970s.
Featuring iconic scenes from films like
Sholay and Mera Naam Joker, the piece is
a nostalgic tribute to Indian film history.
Adhikari’s signature technique, which
incorporates intricate Mughal detailing,
is brought to life with contemporary
touches using acrylics, giving the piece a
fresh, modern twist. 
Ankur Rana’s Smoke Up Bolly is another
compelling painting featured in the
exhibition. This piece is a tribute to the
iconic Bollywood actress Zeenat Aman,
widely regarded as one of the most
powerful and enigmatic figures in the
Indian film industry. Rana’s artwork
captures Zeenat Aman in all her glory,
combining softness with boldness. The
rising smoke in the painting symbolises
the duality of her persona, embodying
her magnetic presence and mysterious
allure. Rana’s depiction of Aman is a
fitting homage to her legacy, highlighting
her unique contribution to the world of

cinema and fashion during the 1970s and
1980s. The fluidity of the smoke creates a
visual link between the stark contrasts in
her on-screen roles, from the femme
fatale to the heartthrob.
Another thought-provoking piece in the
exhibition is Bridging Realms by Shovin
Bhattacharjee. This mixed media
sculpture incorporates stainless steel,
fibre, light, acrylic and aluminium that
represents the confluence of art, cinema
and spirituality. Bhattacharjee explores
the power of cinema to outdoes cultural
boundaries and act as a unifying force.
The spherical shape of the sculpture
symbolises the intersection of multiple
worlds, representing the smooth
connection between the entertainment
industry and the transformative power of
storytelling. The piece also honours the
resilience of individual voices and
celebrates the roles of women in cinema,
particularly within the context of the
Bond and Bachchan legacies.
Bhattacharjee’s work adds a layer of
depth to the exhibition, drawing
attention to how art, cinema and
meditation all serve as vehicles for
personal and societal change.
This exhibition truly remarkable is how
deeply it engages viewers. People aren’t
just walking past the art, they are
stopping, reflecting and appreciating
each piece with immense care and
attention. Some viewers stand in front of
particular works for several minutes, lost
in the intricate details and rich
symbolism. The works are so powerful
that they almost seem to leap off the
canvas, evoking emotions that mirror the
feelings one experiences while watching
a film. The connection between art and
cinema becomes almost tangible, as each
piece encapsulates a moment from
cinematic history, inviting viewers to
reflect on how these moments have
influenced their own lives.

The collection of artworks immerses the
viewer in a conversation between art and
cinema, offering fresh perspectives on
iconic figures from Indian cinema. The
artists’ creative interpretations challenge
traditional boundaries, making the
exhibition a dynamic exploration of how
cinema continues to inspire the visual
arts. 
In addition to the paintings and
sculptures, Bond to Bachchan includes
digital installations that merge visual
storytelling with cutting-edge
technology. These installations add
another dimension to the exhibition,
encouraging visitors to think critically
about the role of technology in both
cinema and contemporary art. The
combination of traditional and digital
mediums creates a layered experience,
one that deepens our understanding of
both art forms.
Bond to Bachchan a tribute to two
cinematic icons and a celebration of the
power of storytelling.Bond to Bachchan
is an exhibition that should not be
missed. It is a fascinating exploration of
cinema’s cultural impact and its enduring
influence on contemporary art, offering
a fresh and thought-provoking
perspective on two of the world’s most
iconic cinematic figures.
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By SAKSHI PRIYA

Art has a way of saying things
that words sometimes can't, it
touches something deep inside,

speaking directly to our emotions and
thoughts. Each piece tells a story and
those stories invite us to connect,
whether it's a feeling, a memory or a
thought that stays with us long after
we’ve walked away. 
Saffronart presents Alchemies of
Form, a showcase of monumental
sculptures by Krishen Khanna,
Himmat Shah, Thota Vaikuntam,
Dhananjay Singh, Phaneendra Nath
Chaturvedi and Yashika Sugandh,
curated by Uma Nair. The exhibit
transforms Bikaner House into a
space where the sculptures don’t just
sit still, they engage with you, making
you pause and reflect.
Krishen Khanna’s Retired Captain is an
invitation to look closer. Crafted with
resinated fibreglass and automotive
paint, this piece gives life to a retired
accordion player, frozen in a moment
that feels both personal and intimate.
It’s not just a sculpture, it’s a story, one
you want to hear.
Himmat Shah’s work offers a different
kind of invitation. The calm, serene
forms of Rajnagar white marble and
Bheslana black marble are an
exploration in stillness. They invite
quiet reflection, drawing the viewer in
with their delicate simplicity,
revealing the power of subtlety in art.
Thota Vaikuntam’s pieces bring bold

energy and colour into the
space. The sculptures of
women from Telangana
radiate strength and
beauty. With their
vibrant colours and
powerful postures, they
pull you into their world,
urging you to appreciate the
richness of identity and
culture that they represent.
Dhananjay Singh’s Jungle
takes on the wild,
untamed beauty of
nature. The stainless steel
wire feels fragile, yet
complex and full of life. It
draws a direct connection
between human-made
form and the unpredictable

forces of nature. It’s a visual
reminder of how chaotic

and beautiful life can be.
Phaneendra Nath Chaturvedi’s

Chaturayatan-3 captures the
essence of change. Made of high-

gloss stainless steel, it reflects
everything around it, shifting as

the viewer moves. It’s a
commentary on

transformation and
perception, nothing
stays the same and the
world constantly
reshapes itself.
Yashika Sugandh’s Matar
offers a moment of calm
amidst the dynamic energy

of the other pieces. Crafted
from acrylic on fibre resin

and nylon, it evokes a sense of
softness and tranquillity. The
gentle curves and subtle colours
encourage you to pause, breathe
and reflect, showing how even the
quietest moments can leave a lasting

impression. These monumental
sculptures do more than just fill
space. They tell stories, provoke
thoughts and challenge how
we see the world around us.
Each piece carries its own
rhythm and message, pulling
us into a conversation between

the artist and the viewer.
Alchemies of Form is a chance to
engage with art in a way that feels
immediate, visceral and real.
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By TEAM VIVA

Music lovers gathered
for a special evening
as the Raga Fellowship

Foundation brought together
two maestros. An evening
with sitarist Abhik Mukherjee
and sarod player Arnab
Chakrabarty proved just that.
Their performance celebrated
tradition, devotion, and the
timeless beauty of Indian
classical music. 
Mukherjee began with a
mesmerising 50-minute
rendition of Raga Puriya,
playing through the pain of an
injured finger. His alaap was
rich with emotion, each note
carefully placed, making the
raga feel fresh and deeply

personal. His jod and jhala
sections carried a quiet
intensity, and his adaptation of
khayal compositions from the
Agra gharana into sitar gats
brought a new dimension to

the music. Ustad Rafiuddin
Sabri’s tabla accompaniment
provided a steady yet dynamic
rhythm, adding depth to
Mukherjee’s melodies.
Chakrabarty followed with

Raga Hameer, playing with a
grace that felt both effortless
and profound. His alaap
unfolded gently, drawing
listeners into the raga’s mood.
The rhythmic flow of his

Dhamar composition, set to
Rupak tala, added a lively
pulse to the performance.
With Pandit Durjay Bhaumik
on tabla, the exchange
between melody and rhythm
was deeply engaging. The
evening ended with Raga
Gara, a tribute to
Chakrabarty’s musical roots,
bringing a sense of warmth
and nostalgia.
As the final notes faded, there
was a moment of silence
before the applause began,
reflecting the depth of the
experience. For those in
attendance, it was a night of
pure musical joy, a reminder of
the enduring power of to
move hearts and bring people
together.

RETELLING
CINEMA
IN ART

FROM SITAR TO SAROD

Moulding Ideas into Reality

Art and cinema connect deeply as Bond to
Bachchan by Masha Art celebrates Bollywood’s

enduring legacy, SAKSHI PRIYA
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Manchester United, Tottenham
reach Europa League round of 16

PTI n WIJK AAN ZEE 

On top of the table with a
slender lead, world

champion D Gukesh will take
on Wei Yi of China in the 11th
round of Tata Steel Chess
Tournament, aiming to
continue his unbeaten streak
and claim the season’s first
title.
With five victories and five
draws, Gukesh has remained
unbeaten in the first major
tournament of the year and if
he adds another 1.5 points in
the last three rounds, it should
be enough to lift the title.
With 7.5 points, Gukesh is in
pole position, half a point
ahead of Nodirbek
Abdusattorov of Uzbekistan
and a full point more than
compatriot R Praggnanadhaa.
Yet to play two white games
out of last three, Gukesh has to
meet Jorden van Foreest of
Holland in the penultimate
round and then finally an out
of sorts Arjun Erigaisi. 
Both Abdusattorov and
Praggnanandhaa have two
black games left which makes
Gukesh a huge favourite to win
his maiden title here. It may be
recalled that the Indian had
lost in tiebreaker to Wei Yi last
year after tying for the top spot.
Not only a victory here, what is
also at stake for Gukesh is the
2800 rating barrier and he will
be the third Indian to achieve it
after Viswanathan Anand and
Arjun if he can. He is at 2794
points in live ratings.
Praggnanandhaa will meet
pre-event rating favourite
Fabiano Caruana of United
States while Abdusattorov has
to tackle the solid defenses of
Vincent Keymer of Germany
in the other key clashes of the

11th round.
It has been tough for the
remaining three Indians in the
Masters section as Harikrishna
has scored 4.5 points while
Arjun and Leon Luke
Mendonca are at the bottom of
the table with three points
each. These three will have to
work hard in the remaining
rounds to finish better in the
final standings.
In the challengers section, R
Vaishali is on five points out of
a possible 10 and has shown
brilliance in patches.
Divya Deshmukh is on two
points and needs a pullback.
This section is led by Czech
Grandmaster Nguyen Thai Dai
Van on 7.5 points with Erwin
L’Ami of Holland in close
pursuit a half point behind.
Pairings round 11
Masters: Jorden van Foreest
(Ned, 4) vs Arjun Erigaisi (Ind,
3); D Gukesh (Ind, 7.5) vs Wei
Yi (Chn, 5.5); Fabiano Caruana
(Usa, 5.5) vs R
Praggnanandhaa (Ind, 6.5);
Vincent Keymer (Ger, 4) vs
Nodirbek Abdusattorov (Uzb,
7); Anish Giri (Ned, 5)) vs Max
Warmerdam (Ned, 3.5);
Alexey Sarana (Srb, 5) vs P
Harikrishna (Ind, 4.5);
Vladimir Fedoseev (Slo, 6) vs
Leon Luke Mendonca (Ind, 3).
Challengers: Oro Faustino
(Arg, 2.5) vs Nodirbek
Yakubboev (Uzb, 5); Lu Miaoyi
(Chn, 5.5) vs Erwin L’Ami
(Ned, 7); Nogerbek Kazybek
(Kaz, 5.5) vs Ediz Gurel (Tur,
5.5); R Vaishali (Ind, 5) vs
Aydin Suleymanli (Aze, 6.5);
Svane Fredrik (Ger, 6) vs
Nguyen Thai Dai Vam (Cze,
7.5); Irina Bulmaga (Rom, 1) vs
Divya Deshmukh (Ind, 2);
Benjamin Bok (Ned, 6.5) vs
Arthur Pijpers (Ned, 4.5). 

D Gukesh to meet Wei Yi in
Tata Steel Chess Tournament
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PTI n LONDON

Manchester United
and Tottenham put
their inconsistent

domestic campaigns aside
and advanced to the Europa
League round of 16.
Diogo Dalot tapped in a
precise cross by Kobbie
Mainoo on the hour mark
and Mainoo netted eight
minutes later for a 2-0
victory over Romanian
champion FCSB in Bucharest
on Thursday.
Tottenham got goals from
academy graduates to beat
Swedish club Elfsborg 3-0 in
London. Spurs waited until
the 70th minute for
substitute Dane Scarlett to
break the deadlock before
adding two more through
substitute Damola Ajayi and
17-year-old Mikey Moore.
Of the 36 teams in the
revamped competition, the
top eight go directly to the
round of 16 in March. Teams
ranked ninth to 24th go into
the two-legged knockout
playoffs on Feb. 13 and Feb.
20 with the winners making
the last 16.

The draw is scheduled for
Friday.
United, which is 12th in the
Premier League, competed
the league phase of the
second-tier European
competition in third place

and undefeated with five
wins and three draws,
trailing the top by one point.
“Kobbie (Mainoo) played
very well in that position,
with more freedom and not
so much responsibility
running back all the time,”
United manager Ruben
Amorim told TNT Sports. 
“The lads did a good job,
another clean sheet.”
Amorim’s squad has shown
signs of improvement since
he said the team was “the
worst, maybe, in the history
of Manchester United.”
Thursday’s victory was the
third straight in one week
after beating Rangers in the
Europa League a week ago
and Fulham in the Premier
League three days later.
Tottenham is languishing in
15th place in the Premier
League. Its seven-match
winless run in the league is
its worst since 2008. But it
won five, drew two and lost
one for the fourth place in
the Europa League.
Lazio, the only team that
qualified to the round of 16
with a game to spare, was
handed its first defeat, 1-0,
away at Braga. Still, the
Portuguese team was
eliminated.
Lazio still topped the
standings with 19th points,
the same as the second
Athletic Bilbao.
Bilbao secured the second

place after a 3-1 home win
over 10-man Viktoria Plzen,
which has a playoff spot.
Frankfurt completed the
league phase in fifth despite
a 2-0 loss at Roma. Angeliño
and Eldor Shomurodov lifted
Roma with the goals at
Stadio Olimpico.
Lyon was sixth despite being
held 1-1 at home by
Ludogorets.
Olympiacos in seventh after
routing Qarabag 3-0.
Rangers squeezed in to
complete the top eight by
beating Union Saint-Gilloise
2-1.
José Mourinho’s Fenerbahce
avoided an embarrassing
early exit with a 2-2 away
draw at Denmark’s
Midtjylland. The result sent
both into the playoffs. The
hosts were 20th while
Midtjylland took 24th,
giving Mourinho a chance to
add to his European
trophies.
Ajax ended a three-game
losing streak by handing
Galatasaray its first defeat, 2-
1 with both teams making
the playoffs.
Hoffenheim’s 4-3 away win
at Anderlecht was not
enough for the Bundesliga
team to advance. The
Belgian club finished 10th.
Real Sociedad, FCSB, Porto,
AZ Alkmaar, Twente and
PAOK are among other
teams that advanced.

PTI n LYON

Lyon has confirmed the
hiring of Paulo Fonseca as

its new coach.
Fonseca is replacing Pierre
Sage, who was fired despite
leading the French league club
out of a crisis last season and
having the team within reach
of a Champions League place
in this campaign.
Sage’s dismissal on Tuesday
followed a 1-1 draw with
Nantes in Ligue 1 last
weekend and left many
observers perplexed. Sage had
rapidly become a fans’ favorite
after guiding Lyon from the
bottom of the standings to a
sixth-place finish last season.
The Associated Press reported
earlier this week that Lyon had
sealed a deal with Fonseca.
Fonseca’s first match in charge
will be against Marseille in the
French league on Sunday,
Lyon said.

Fonseca won the Portuguese
Supercup with Porto in 2013
and the Portuguese Cup with
Braga in 2016. He also
coached Shakhtar Donetsk,
where he won three league-
cup doubles (2017, 2018,
2019) and the Ukrainian
Supercup in 2017.
Paulo Fonseca then coached
AS Roma between 2019 and
2021 before joining Lille in
June 2022, where he built one
of the best attacking and
efficient sides in France
despite operating on a limited
budget. More recently, he was
less successful at AC Milan,
producing only 12 wins in 24
matches across all
competitions.
Fonseca had been out of a job
since he was fired by AC
Milan on Dec. 30.

Lyon confirms
Paulo Fonseca
as its new coach


