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officer death’

PTI/AGENCIES n WASHINGTON

US President Donald
Trump has once again
raised USAID’s

purported $21-million grant
for ‘voter turnout’ in India,
which his administration has
purportedly cancelled, and
linked it to Prime Minister
Narendra Modi.
Trump, as usual, also
questioned why such a
significant amount was spent
abroad when a similar sum
could have been used to boost
voter turnout in the US.
“And $21 million going to my
friend, Prime Minister Modi
in India, for voter turnout. We
are giving 21 million for voter
turnout in India. What about
us? I want voter turnout too,”
Trump said at the Governors

Working Session.
“$29 million to strengthen the
political landscape in
Bangladesh went to a firm that
nobody ever heard of. Got 29
million. They got a check. Can
you imagine? You have a little
firm, you get 10,000 here,
10,000 there, and then you get
29 million from the United
States government. There are
two people working in that
firm. Two people. I think
they’re very happy, they’re
very rich. They’ll be on the
cover of a very good business
magazine pretty soon for
being great,” he added.
Meanwhile, a federal judge
has cleared the way for the
Trump administration to
pull thousands of US Agency
for International
Development staffers off the

job.
US District Judge Carl
Nichols on Friday removed
his temporary block on the
effort to remove all but a
small fraction of USAID
staffers from their posts and
give those abroad a 30-day
deadline to move back to the
US at government expense. 
His ruling comes in a lawsuit
filed by unions on behalf of
workers. They say the rush
to dismantle the agency had
cut off some staffers overseas
from emergency
communications systems,
including some in danger of
political violence in Congo. 
Nichols found that the
unions’ challenge must be
dealt with under federal
employment laws rather
than in district court.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
NEW DELHI

Trump Administration
raising the issue of USAID

funding has created massive
political ramifications,
allegations and counter
allegations amongst the
Centre, ruling party BJP and
Opposition Congress.
Trump’s remark has evoked a
sharp response from the
Congress which urged Prime
Minister Narendra Modi to
“talk to his friend” and
strongly refute the allegation.
The Opposition party has
demanded a white paper on
the funds received in India
from developmental agencies,
aid mechanisms and
multilateral forums. 
Minister of External Affairs S
Jaishankar called the
accusations “worrisome” and
said that “if there’s something
to it, then the country should
know who the people are
involved in it.”
BJP IT Cell Chief Amit
Malviya shared Trump’s
remarks in a social media post
on X and took a swipe at the
Opposition which later
posted the complete
statement of Trump where he
called Modi his friend.
“For the third day in a row, US
President Donald Trump
reiterates his claim about
USAID funding efforts to
promote voter turnout in
India. He says, We’re giving
$21 million for voter turnout
in India. What about us? I
want voter turnout too. But
what does he know about his
own country’s spending,”
Malviya said.
Malviya faced wrath of
Congress Media and Publicity
Head Pawan Khera who said
perhaps Malviya erred in
sharing the video of Trump

who has clearly named PM
Modi yet he tries to defend
and implicate Congress
aimlessly.
Congress also sought legal
action against the RSS-BJP
and “their ecosystem” for
making wild allegations
against credible civil society
members, NGOs and political
parties. Jaishankar on
Saturday for the first time
spoke about the allegations
levied by former US President
Donald Trump against
USAID’s $21 million funding
for ‘voter turnout in India’.
While speaking at the Delhi
University Literature Festival,
EAM Jaishankar said, “Some
information has been put out
there by the Trump
administration people, and
obviously, that is
concerning… I think, as a
government, we’re looking
into it. My sense is that the
facts will come out…USAID
was allowed here in good
faith, to do good faith
activities; now, suggestions
are being laid out from
America that there are
activities which are in bad
faith. It’s worrisome, and if

there’s something to it, then
the country should know who
the people are involved in it.”
Khera said the Modi
government, its ministers, its
economic advisor, BJP’s IT
department head, its
ecosystem and “one-fourth
media,” which acts as
cheerleaders for the BJP are
desperately tying themselves
in knots to somehow prove
their allegation of ‘deep state’
and ‘foreign intervention’
with regards to ‘USD 21
million USAID funds
narrative.’
“The white paper should not
only focus on USAID
funding, but all such agencies
which fund both
governments, individuals and
all other entities under Indian
law,” Congress’ media and
publicity department head
Pawan Khera told a press
conference.
Khera pointed at “three
significant developments,”
including Trump’s remark
about “my friend Prime
Minister Modi.”
“More Indian news media
outlets have fact-checked the
claim by BJP and Modi

government’s minister as
untrue. Funds went to
Bangladesh, not India;
although India received
USAID funds, but not for
increasing voter turnout,” he
said.
Now, an American
newspaper, Washington Post,
has come up with a fact check
and “found no evidence that
USD 21 million was due to be
spent for voter turnout in
India or for any other
purpose”, even as the MEA
spokesperson called this “very
deeply troubling” and
announced that “relevant
departments and agencies are
looking into this matter,” he
said.
Khera alleged that the RSS-
BJP and its ilk are “habitual
offenders” in two aspects -
crafting fake narratives and
propagating lies and seeking
external assistance to
destabilise the Indian state,
democracy and the
Constitution.
Khera alleged that there is no
record of a Consortium for
Elections and Political
Process Strengthening
(CEPPS) programme
matching US government’s
description in India.
CEPPS did have a USD 21
million USAID contract -
not for India, but for
neighboring Bangladesh, he
said.
“During 2012, the Anna
Hazare movement was at its
peak, Arvind Kejriwal was
forming his own party, Chief
Minister Narendra Modi was
gearing to be BJP’s PM
candidate. So, who
benefitted from these funds?
Who got 282 seats in Lok
Sabha? The remaining
amount started pouring in
between US FY2020 and US
FY2024,” Khera said.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
KOCHI/RANCHI

The Kerala Police on
Saturday said it is probing

various angles regarding the
mysterious deaths of an IRS
officer and his kin here and
has intensified the
investigation, days after the
Customs official and his sister
were found hanging inside
their house here while their
mother’s body was also found
there.
One of the victims, Shalini
Vijay who was summoned by
a court in a CBI case earlier,
was a state government
officer in Jharkhand. A
personnel department official
in Ranchi said there was no
information about her since
2020 after she went to Kerala
on vacation.
The deceased have been
identified as Maneesh Vijay
(43), an IRS officer and
additional commissioner
with Central Excise and
Customs in Kochi, his sister
Shalini Vijay, and their
mother, Shakuntala Agarwal.

RAJESH KUMAR n NEW DELHI

The Delhi BJP on Sunday convened a
meeting of newly elected MLAs on

Sunday, ahead of the first session of the
eighth Legislative Assembly of Delhi,
beginning from Monday with newly
elected members taking oath at 11 am.
Delhi Lieutenant Governor Vinai Kumar
Saxena has appointed senior BJP leader
and MLA from Gandhi Nagar Arvinder
Singh Lovely as the pro-tem Speaker of
the Delhi Assembly to chair the
proceedings during the first sitting of the
legislature on Monday. The appointment
came ahead of the first sitting of the new
70-member Assembly that will take place
on February 24.
According to a list by the Delhi Assembly,
the three-day session will see the election
of the House, Speaker and Deputy
Speaker as well as the tabling of the 14
pending CAG reports on the
performance of the previous AAP
government.
“The oath/affirmation of the newly
elected members will take place at 11 am
on February 24. The election of the
Speaker will be held at 2 pm. Four-time
MLA Arvinder Singh will perform the
duties of the Office of the Speaker till the
new Speaker is elected. The new
members of the House will take oath
before the pro-tem speaker,” according to
the bulletin.
Senior BJP MLA and former Delhi BJP
president Vijender Gupta will be the

Delhi Assembly Speaker and Mohan
Singh Bisht will be his deputy.
According to the business list, LG Saxena
will address the assembly on February 25,
after which the Comptroller and Auditor
General (CAG) reports will be tabled.
Later in the day, the assembly will be
open for motion of thanks on LG’s
address.
On February 26, the discussion on the
motion of thanks on LG’s address will
commence at 11:00 am, after which the
Deputy Speaker of the Delhi assembly
will be elected.
“Being the first sitting of the Eighth

Legislative Assembly of NCT of Delhi
constituted after the General Election
held in February in 2025, the Members
shall observe two minutes silence to
mark the solemnity of the occasion.
First, Chief Minister & other Ministers
shall make or subscribe to oath or
affirmation and thereafter other Hon’ble
Members, constituency wise, shall make
or subscribe to oath or affirmation.
“Notice of motion for the election of the
speaker can be given up to Saturday,
February 22, before noon to the
secretary, legislative assembly,” the
bulletin read. 

First session of new Delhi Assembly to begin Monday

RAJESH KUMAR n NEW DELHI

The Directorate General of
Civil Aviation (DGCA)

has sought a response from
Air India, its pilot, and crew
regarding the incident
involving Union Agriculture
Minister Shivraj Singh
Chouhan, who slammed the
airline after he was allotted a
broken seat during his flight
AI436 during his journey
from Bhopal to Delhi.
He expressed disappointment
that the airline had not
improved its management
and how his expectations
turned out to be
misconception. “Isn’t this
cheating the passengers?”
Chouhan asked.
The DGCA has asked for a
reply within a day. Union
Civil Aviation Minister Ram
Mohan Naidu has spoken to
Chouhan regarding his
“uncomfortable” flight
experience with Air India

and assured him of prompt
action He expressed
disappointment that the
airline had not improved its
management and how his
expectations turned out to be
misconception. “Isn’t this
cheating the passengers?”
Chouhan asked.
The airline has apologised
for the “inconvenience”
caused to the Minister and
said it was looking into the
matter.

PNS n NEW DELHI

The Information and
Broadcasting Ministry is

examining the existing
statutory provisions and the
need for a new legal
framework to regulate
“harmful” content amid
complaints of “obscenity and
violence” being shown on
digital platforms.
In its reply to a parliamentary
panel, the ministry said there
is a growing concern in the
society that the constitutional
right of “freedom of
expression is being misused to
showcase obscene and violent
content on digital platforms”.
It told the Standing
Committee on
Communications and
Information Technology
headed by BJP MP Nishikant
Dubey that while certain
provisions exist under the
current laws, there is a
growing demand for a stricter
and effective legal framework
to regulate such harmful
content. “This ministry has
taken note of these
developments and is in process
of examining current statutory
provisions and need for a new
legal framework,” it said. The
ministry said that many high
courts and the Supreme Court,
MPs and statutory bodies like
the National Commission of
Women have spoken on the
issue. 

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n CHANDIGARH/
NEW DELHI

In a bizarre political development within
days after the Aam Aadmi Party’s (AAP)

poll defeat in the Delhi Assembly Elections
2025, senior party leader and Punjab Cabinet
Minister Kuldeep Singh Dhaliwal has been
found running a department that never
existed for 21 months.  
This came into light after a gazette
notification was issued by the chief secretary
of the state saying that the department
allotted to Dhaliwal was “not in existence”.
The opposition BJP missed no opportunity to
take a jibe at the AAP government in Punjab
and sarcastically termed the move a “Kejriwal
Model”.
“In partial modification of the previous
Punjab Government notification No
2/1/2022-2Cabinet/2230 dated 23.09.2024,
regarding the allocation of portfolios,
among ministers, the Department of
Administrative Reforms earlier allotted to
Kuldeep Singh Dhaliwal is not in existence
as on date. Therefore, on the advice of the
Chief Minister, the Governor of Punjab is
pleased to make the amendment wef 07-02-
2025,” the notification read.

With this amendment, Dhaliwal is now left
with only the NRI Affairs department. The
amendment was done on February 7 on the
order of Punjab Chief Minister Bhagwat
Mann. Dhaliwal had earlier been stripped
of the Agriculture and Rural Development
departments in May 2023 and was instead
given Administrative Reforms
Department.

PTI n RAJKOT

For more than 50
prospective brides and

grooms, a mass wedding
ceremony in Rajkot was going
to be etched in lifelong
memories, instead, their
emotions swung from hope to
despair and finally into anger
after the unscrupulous
organisers gave the event a

miss.
Moved by the plight of the
marriage hopefuls, police
took the initiative to make
arrangements for marrying
off at least six couples on the
spot on Saturday, officials
said.
When the families of 28
pairs of brides and
bridegrooms arrived at the
venue, they were shocked to

find that no arrangement
was made for the function
and organisers were missing
with their mobile phones
switched off, said Assistant
Commissioner of Police
Radhika Bharai.
The families, who came
from different parts of
Rajkot and other districts,
created a ruckus, prompting
the police to intervene.

WEATHER
AQI 158
MAX 26.6°C(+1.1)
MIN 12.3°C(+0.5)

The Congress has demanded a white paper on the USAID funding in India

Union Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan
addresses during the inauguration of
Pusa Krishi Vigyan Mela PTI

Prime Minister Narendra Modi with Delhi Chief Minister Rekha Gupta during a meeting PTI

Punjab CM Bhagwant Mann with minister Kuldeep Singh
Dhaliwal

Punjab minister ran ghost
department for 21 months

Photo: PTI

BJP, Congress slugfest over USAID
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Forest Act hampering development
in mountains: Dileep Rawat

Lansdowne MLA Dileep
Rawat raised the issue

of problems caused to the
people of the State due to
the Forest Conservation 

Act- 1980 while partici-
pating in a discussion
under rule 54 in Vidhan
Sabha on Saturday. He said
that considering the prob-
lems being faced by the
people residing in the
vicinity of forests, neces-
sary amendments should
be incorporated in the

FCA. Rawat said that he
had put up a demand for
holding a one -day special
session of the Vidhan
Sabha on the subject as it
involves a large proportion
of the State's population.

He averred that the gen-
erations of the people of
Uttarakhand have pre-
served the forests due to
which 71 per cent of the
area of the State is covered
by forests. He said that the
FCA has created so many

hurdles in the movement
of people and development
works that the local people
are now considering
forests as a liability. The
MLA said that such a situ-
ation is very dangerous for
the forests and society.
Terming the FCA a black
law, Rawat said that the
State government should
take up the issue with the
Union government for in-
corporating amendments
in this act.

PNS    DEHRADUN
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Scientists and farmers vital for nutritious
food grain production: Bhatt
PNS      PANTNAGAR

Scientists and farmers are
an important part of nutri-

tious food grain production.
The amalgamation of ad-
vanced techniques and inno-
vations in the Agriculture
Science Congress will create a
new thinking and it will find
solutions to the challenges
faced by the farmers. Naini-
tal-Udham Singh Nagar MP
Ajay Bhatt said this while
speaking at the conclusion of
the three-day 17th Agricul-
ture Science Congress at the
GB Pant University of Agri-
culture and Technology
(GBPUAT) on Saturday.

He appreciated the univer-
sity vice-chancellor Manmo-
han Singh Chauhan for
successful conduct of the
congress at the birthplace of
the Green Revolution with
scientists from not only the
country but also from abroad
participating in large num-
bers. He said that the partici-
pants have gained knowledge
of new techniques and inno-
vations through various ses-
sions, workshops and
seminars organised in the
congress. Bhatt expressed
happiness over the selec-
tion of 65 students by var-

ious institutions during the
event and hoped that such an
event should be organised in
the future as well. He said
that due to the coordination
between scientists and farm-
ers, today India is not only
self-sufficient in the field of
food grains but is in a posi-
tion to export to other
countries.

Addressing the gathering,
Chauhan thanked the par-
ticipating scientists from 16
countries and the National
Agricultural Science Acad-
emy and university staff for
their cooperation in organ-

ising the event.

Padma Shri recipient BS
Dhillon highlighted the
need for convergence be-
tween agricultural research
and field applications. He
said that to truly transform
the agriculture sector, it is
essential to bridge the gap
between research institutes
and farmers. He also em-
phasised the importance of
climate-resilient agriculture

and called for collective ef-
forts to tackle challenges such
as soil degradation, water
scarcity and impact of climate
change on crop productivity.

The academy’s vice presi-
dent PK Joshi said that

GBPUAT has set new
records in this conference
with 3,000 participants,
maximum technical ses-
sions, symposia, panel dis-
cussions and participation of
a large number of students.

UPCL ranked first in special
category States in DUR
PNS      DEHRADUN

Uttarakhand Power Corporation Limited (UPCL) has
achieved first position in the special category States cat-

egory in the Distribution Utilities Ranking (DUR) released
by the Ministry of Power. Stating this, UPCL managing di-
rector Anil Kumar Yadav said that this ranking is based on
a variety of parameters set by the Ministry of Power, includ-
ing financial management and transparency, quality of
power supply, reduction in line loss and the implementation
of smart technologies and improved consumer services.
Additionally, UPCL has garnered recognition for securing
the eighth position in the Overall Ranking of 66 power dis-
tribution companies across the nation. Yadav emphasised
that UPCL's success stems from various technical advance-
ments, digital billing initiatives, reduced line losses and en-
hancements in customer service, all achieved under the
guidance of the State government. Following this achieve-
ment, UPCL plans to introduce further innovations and im-
provements in the power distribution sector moving
forward. The primary mission of UPCL is to ensure unin-
terrupted and quality electricity for all consumers, thereby
facilitating better services and propelling the state of Ut-
tarakhand towards excellence in the energy field. He also
congratulated all officers, employees and consumers for this
milestone, highlighting that this accomplishment is not only
a victory for the company but also a moment of pride for
the entire State of Uttarakhand.

Cong torches Govt’s effigy against
Aggarwal’s ‘divisive’ remark
DEHRADUN: With the State Parliamentary Affairs and Fi-
nance minister Prem Chand Aggarwal having stirred a contro-
versy by his remark in the Vidhan Sabha during the budget
session  which concluded on Saturday stating that Uttarakhand
was not exclusively meant for those living in the mountainous
regions of the State, the Opposition Congress has been demand-
ing his resignation, citing his blatant attempt to drive a wedge
between the people of the mountains and plains. As part of the
Congress-helmed movement targeting the minister, the Harid-
war unit of the party staged a demonstration and torched the
State government in its effigy at Devpura Chowk of the town.
Many district Congress leaders along with followers partici-
pated. Addressing the gathering, the district Congress president
Aman Garg said that unless Aggrawal quits they would go for a
full-blown agitation to force him to quit.

BKTC starts preparations for Kedarnath
portal opening ceremonies
RUDRAPRAYAG: The portal opening dates of the revered
Kedarnath shrine are all set to be announced on the auspicious
occasion of Mahashivratri slated on February 26 from the winter
abode of the Lord at Omkareshwar temple in Ukhimath  in line
with the long-continuing tradition. Badrinath Kedarnath Tem-
ple Committee (BKTC) functionaries said they have already
started preparations for taking the panch-
mukhi doli of the Lord from the winter
abode to the Kedarnath shrine, adding that
the dates would be calculated according to
Panchang.

Voter awareness message 
imparted through cycle rally
DEHRADUN: Acting on the instructions
of the chief electoral officer BVRC Pu-
rushottam, a voter rally was organised to
make voters aware of their voting rights.
Purushottam himself covered a distance of
20 km and over 250 cycle lovers partici-
pated in the rally. The rally started with the
voter oath after which it passed through Po-

lice Lines, Araghar
Chowk, EC Road
and Rajpur Road
and then crossing
Canal Road, it
reached Kath-
bangla bridge.
From there the
rally returned to

Police Lines ground via the same route. Ad-
dressing the gathering, Purushottam said
that the purpose of this event was to make
voters aware about their health and voting
rights. The additional chief electoral officer,
Vijay Kumar Jogdande said that the Elec-
tion Commission has now fixed four dates
in a year and the voters who have com-
pleted 18 years of age on January 1, April 1,
July 1 and October 1 can register their
names in the voter list by filling the Form 6.

Doiwala police hold 2 boot-
leggers, including woman
DEHRADUN: Doiwala police arrested two
liquor smugglers identified as Madhu
Sharma (32) and Tarachand (42) from dif-
ferent places during checking drives and
seized five litres of raw liquor from each of
the duo.  Sharing details, a police officer
said that Sharma was a resident of Ke-
shavpuri Basti while Tarachand had his
home near Gurudwara Laltappad-both
under the Doiwala Kotwali limits.
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156 faculty positions to be
filled soon in medical colleges
PNS      DEHRADUN

Health minister Dhan
Singh Rawat has directed

the Uttarakhand Medical
Services Selection Board
(UMSSB) to expedite the
process of recruitment of 156
faculty positions in the gov-
ernment medical colleges of
the State. The minister said
this while chairing a review
meeting with the officers of
the Health department re-
garding the vacant posts in the
department.

He asked the chairman of
the UMSSB about the status of
the recruitment to 156 posts
of professors and associate
professors in the medical col-
leges of the State. The chair-
man of the UMSSB assured
the minister that the board
will complete the process of
recruitment soon and will
provide the list of selected

candidates within a month to
the State government.

The minister said that the
Medical Education depart-
ment will soon appoint 53
professors and 103 associate
professors in the government
medical colleges of the State.
He said that the appointment

to these faculty positions will
benefit the students of the
medical colleges and the pa-
tients in the medical college
hospitals of the State. The
meeting was attended by the
Health additional secretary
Anuradha Pal, Finance addi-
tional secretary Amita Joshi
and other officers.



The budget session of the
Vidhan Sabha was

adjourned sine die by the
speaker Ritu Khanduri
Bhushan after the passage of
the State budget- 2025-26 on
Saturday. The house passed
the budget of Rs 1,01,175.33
crore by a voice vote. The
department wise budget was
also passed by the members on
the request of the Finance
minister Prem Chand Agarwal.
In the budgetary expenditure
Rs 59,954.65 crore is under rev-
enue account while Rs
41,220.68 crore is under capi-
tal accounts. In other business
of the day, the Congress MLAs
raised the issue of shortage of
teachers and lack of necessary
infrastructure and facilities in
the government schools of the
State in the house. Initiating the
discussion under rule 58, the
leader of opposition in Vidhan
Sabha Yashpal Arya said that
the entire education system in
the State has collapsed. He
said that many primary schools
of the State have been closed,
adding that 1,108 out of 1,385
posts of junior school head-
masters are vacant. Similarly,
801 out of 910 posts of high

school principals are vacant. He
said that thousands of posts of
primary teachers, LT and lec-
tures are vacant in the schools
of the State. The LoP also
alleged irregularities in the
process of recruitment in the
Education department. He said
that many schools lack basic
facilities such as furniture, toi-
lets and drinking water.
Chakrata MLA, Pritam Singh
said that due to lack of educa-
tion and health facilities the
people in the mountainous
areas of the state are migrating.
In his response, the Education
minister Dhan Singh Rawat
said that the State has 11,233
primary schools, 2,482 upper
primary schools, 910 high
schools and 1,385 inter colleges.
He said that the State govern-
ment has appointed guest
teachers to vacant posts of
teachers and the process of
recruitment in the department
is underway. He assured the
house that no school in the
State will be closed. The min-
ister said that the State gov-
ernment is providing free text-
books, mid-day meals, uni-
forms and notebooks to the
students. He said that in the last

three years 6,250 teachers were
appointed in the government
schools of the State. Congress
MLA Manoj Tiwari raised the
issue of man- animal conflict
and stray animals under rule
58. The deputy leader of
Congress legislature party
Bhuwan Kapdi said that the
Forest department has not paid
compensation to many vic-
tims of man-animal conflict.
He said that many people lose
their lives due to accidents
involving stray cattle. Badrinath
MLA Lakhpat Butola said that
wild boars and monkeys are
destroying crops of farmers in
the mountainous areas of the
State.

The Forest minister Subodh
Uniyal said that the State gov-
ernment has increased the
compensation in the cases of
attack by the wild animals and
measures such as fencing and
solar lights are being taken to
reduce the incidences of man-
animal conflict. The Animal
Husbandry minister Saurabh
Bahuguna said that cow shel-
ters are being opened in all
parts of the State to reduce the
problem of stray cattle.

BSP MLA Shahzad rues
neglect of State's plain areas
PNS    DEHRADUN

Vidhan Sabha budget 
session adjourned sine die

PNS    DEHRADUN

The Congress has demand-
ed that the chief minister

Pushkar Singh Dhami should
seek the immediate resigna-
tion from the cabinet minis-
ter Prem Chand Agarwal for
abusing the peo-
ple of mountain-
ous areas of the
State during the
budget session of
the Vidhan Sabha.
On Saturday, the
workers of the
party led by the
M a h a n a g a r
Congress chief
Jaswinder Singh
Gogi assembled
at Astley Hall
near Congress
Bhawan in
Dehradun where
they burned the
effigy of the min-
ister.

Gogi said that
Agarwal became
so distraught dur-
ing discussion in
the house in Vidhan Sabha on
Friday that he used expletives
against the people of moun-
tainous parts of the State
which shows the deep hatred

he harbours towards the peo-
ple of the mountains. He
said that such a behaviour of
the minister is highly
deplorable. Gogi said that
the BJP always plays divisive

politics for political benefits.
He claimed that minister
Agarwal has stooped down to
such a low level in order to
divert the attention of the

people of the State from the
issues of legitimisation of
live-in relationships under
the uniform civil code, smart
meters and unemployment.
The Congress leader said that

CM Dhami should ask
Agarwal to resign from his
cabinet failing which the
Congress workers will hit the
streets in protest.

PNS    DEHRADUN

Claiming that the achieve-
ments of the budget session

of the Vidhan Sabha were his-
toric, the Bharatiya Janata Party
has expressed happiness at the
session’s conclusion. The BJP
State president and Rajya Sabha
member Mahendra Bhatt said
that this session will be remem-
bered for the bills passed for a
developed Uttarakhand and
for maintaining the land assets
and original form of the State.
Speaking after the session was
adjourned sine die, Bhatt said
that this session was notewor-
thy for the budget which was
inclusive and focused on sus-
tainable development along
with a stringent land law bill.
He thanked chief minister

Pushkar Singh Dhami and the
entire house for passing the
budget based on progressive
principles. “This budget was
based on innovation, self-
reliance, our great heritage
and progressive ideas, which
will be beneficial to the poor,
youth, farmers and women.
This budget has strengthened
the foundation for agriculture,
industry, energy, infrastruc-
ture, tourism and AYUSH.
The passing of this budget has
taken Uttarakhand a step for-
ward towards becoming a
developed State.
Implementation of the policies
in the budget by the govern-
ment will result in improve-
ment in basic facilities, indus-

trial scenario and ensure that
the people benefit from public
welfare schemes,” the BJP State
chief said. Referring to the
strict land law brought in dur-
ing the Assembly session,
Bhatt said that this was a his-
toric moment. The bill,
brought in accordance with
public aspirations, will play an
important role in protecting
the land and original form of
Uttarakhand. Implementation
of this law will ensure that each
inch of the State’s land will be
protected. The BJP govern-
ment has taken an important
step towards fulfilling its com-
mitments to the public during
this session, he claimed.

Congress demands
Agarwal's resignation

Budget session’s ‘achievements’ historic, says BJP
PNS    DEHRADUN
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BSP MLA Mohommad
Shahzad added fuel to

the fire to the debate of
mountains versus plains
by stating that the plain
areas of the State are being
neglected by the govern-
ment and in the budget.
Interacting with the medi-
apersons in Vidhan Sabha
on Saturday, the MLA said
that Pauri district receives
more budget in district
plan than Haridwar even
as  the  p opulat ion of
Haridwar is more than
that of Pauri. BJP MLA

Khajan Dass expressed
his  anguish  on the
attempt to divide the
people of the State on
regional lines. 

He said that the people
of the State are angry at
the use of unparliamen-
tary language inside the
house. The member said
that anyone, whether he
is a MLA or minister,
should respect the senti-
ments of the people and
maintain the sanctity of
the house.

Minister's language
creates furore 
in house

The issue of alleged use
of expletives for the

people of mountainous
areas of Uttarakhand by
Parliamentary Affairs min-
ister Prem Chand Agarwal
rocked the house on fifth
day of the budget session

of  Vidhan Sabha  on
Saturday. Raising the issue
at the start of the pro-
ceedings of the day the
leader  of  opp os it ion
Yashpal Arya said that by
his utterances the minister
Agarwal has offended the
sentiments of the people of
the State. He said that the
minister used unparlia-
mentary language and is

trying to create a divide
among the people of the
State on regional lines.
Other members of the
Congress party supported
the LoP in demanding an
uncondit ional  apology
f rom the  minis ter.

B adr inath  ML A
L ak hpat  Butola
became so agitated
that he tore the papers
on his  table  when
speaker Ritu Khanduri
Bhushan reprimanded
him and asked him to
take his seat. 

The agitated MLA
tried to leave the house
stating that he didn't
want to remain part of
the Assembly where

foul  language is  used
against people of moun-
tainous areas. The LoP
Arya however prevented
him from leaving the
house. In her ruling, the
speaker said that the min-
ister has already expressed
his regret on the incident.
She said the members
should not undermine
the prestige of the house.

PNS    DEHRADUN

The house passes the State budget
2025-26 of Rs 1,01,175.33 crore



nation 04DEHRADUN | SUNDAY | FEBRUARY 23, 2025

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n NEW
DELHI

India envisages health as cen-
tral to development, and

development as key to interna-
tional cooperation, External
Affairs Minister S Jaishankar
said on Saturday as he cited the
'Vaccine Maitri' initiative of the
Centre during the Covid period,
and the medical aid extended to
people in Ukraine, Afghanistan
and other countries in recent
years.
Addressing the 12th
International Patient Safety
Conference being hosted here
by the Apollo healthcare group,
Jaishankar said the private
health industry in India has
also contributed to facilities
and capacities in different
geographies, and "we value this
industry as a partner".
"We in India envisage health as
central to development, and
development as key to
international cooperation. In
recent years, many of our
global initiatives have revolved
around health security. This is
a domain where India has been
the first responder, a
development partner, a supply
chain link, a health solution
provider, and in many ways, an

exemplar over the last decade,"
Jaishankar said.
He underlined that India today
has delivered more than 600
significant development
projects to 78 nations across
the world and many of those
are in the health sector. 
"Recently, we dispatched 66.5
tonnes of medical supplies to
deal with the humanitarian
crisis in Gaza. A little before
that, a consignment of 1,400 kg
of anti-cancer medicine were
sent to strengthen the medical
capabilities of hospitals in
Syria.
"Even in Afghanistan, India
has stepped forward with 300
tonnes of medicines in the last
few years, as well as the
despatch of specialists to a
hospital that we built in Kabul." 
Jaishankar also cited the
instance of aid provided to Sri
Lankan hospitals during the
2022 economic crisis in the
island nation, to Ukraine as the
casualties in the conflict with
Russia spiked, or to Myanmar
when it was struck by Typhoon
Yagi.
"In this pursuit, Indian
diplomacy has worked with
Indian partners, big and small,
islands and landlocked, close
and distant, but united in their

desire to ensure better lives for
their citizens," he said.
Jaishankar also recalled India's
role during the Covid-19
pandemic, and its 'Vaccine
Maitri' initiative.
"When the Covid pandemic
started engulfing the world, the
initial deliberations, and I
myself was present at some of
them, envisaged India as
potentially the biggest concern.
Ironically, India ended up not
only looking after its own
needs, but actually stepped

forward to contribute to the
world," Jaishankar said.
At that time, India provided
medicines to 150 nations,
vaccines to 99 countries and
two international
organisations as well masks,
PPE kits, gloves and
ventilators, among others,
Jaishankar said.
"Equally important is the fact
that India chose to do this
when its own vaccination
programme was still
unfolding. A large number of

developing nations received
Made-in-India vaccine either
through our Vaccine Maitri
initiative or through other
global programmes," the
minister said.
This was in contrast to many
developed countries which
stockpiled vaccines to the
multiples of their population,
he said.
"Indian medical teams also
went out in the Indian Ocean
Region to deal with the
pressing situations in some
smaller countries. And this was
not just an exception made
during the Covid era. It is part
of our approach to the world,
both before and after (the
pandemic)," Jaishankar said.
He also mentioned that
through the 'Heal in India'
initiative, the Centre is
committed to promoting
medical value travel and
making it easier for foreign
patients to avail treatment in
India.
And, "as we seek to balance
tradition and technology as the
twin forces of national
progress, it is also natural that
we will explore the relevance of
our own heritage and culture,
to the health of our people", he
underlined.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n NEW DELHI

With drones and other disruptive
technologies impacting the dynamics
of warfare as demonstrated in recent
conflicts, the Army Air Defence has
drawn a roadmap to boost its
capabilities through replacement of
two of its old platforms, induction of
new fragmentation ammunition for
existing air defence guns, and
deployment of more potent radars.
Besides, the army is also hoping to
place a contract for the indigenously
developed Quick Reaction Surface to
Air Missile (QRSAM) system within
4-5 months, a top official said on
Friday. The Corps of Army Air
Defence holds a large variety of
missile systems and guns in its
inventory such as the L70, Zu-23mm,
Schilka, Tanguska and Osa-AK missile
system.
"The fashion of guns is back. The army
sustained them for good reason and
these guns can be effectively used with
fragmentation ammunition," Director
General of Army Air Defence (AAD),
Lt Gen Sumer Ivan D'Cunha, said. 
Asserting the need for modernisation
with an emphasis on 'Aatmanirbhar
Bharat', Lt Gen D'Cunha also
cautioned that the Indian industry
must offer "reduced timelines" when it
comes to delivery.
The AAD, initially part of the
Territorial Army, was later separated

from the Artillery in 1994 as a
separate coprs that looks after
destruction of air threat "before it
manifests", officials said.
The army is planning to replace the
L70 and ZU-23mm with "successor"
platforms. However, as of now, it is not
looking to import, as far as guns are
concerned, they said.
The first trials of the indigenous
successor platform to replace the old
L70 guns is likely to be carried out in
July, the officials said, adding that an
RFP (request for proposal) is already
out for the procurement of 220 such
guns.
The L70 guns were originally
manufactured by Swedish defence
firm Bofors AB in 1950s, and India
stared inducting over 1,000 of them in
the 1960s.
On QRSAM, the AAD DG said, "We
are hoping to place a contract within
4-5 months. And once it is done, the
First of Prototype Model (FoPM) will
be there over a period of several
months."
In September 2022, the defence
ministry in a statement said that the
Defence Research and Development
Organisation (DRDO) and the Indian
Army had successfully completed six
flight-tests of the QRSAM system
from the Integrated Test Range (ITR)
in Chandipur off the Odisha coast.
The flight tests were conducted as part
of evaluation trials by the Indian

Army.
The While Schilka and Tanguska are
planned to be replaced by indigenous
successor platforms, while Osa-AK
missile system is planned to be
replaced by QRSAM, thus boosting
the air defence capabilities of the
Corps, the officials said.
On February 1, the ministry said the
DRDO has successfully conducted
three successive flight-trials of Very
Short-Range Air Defence System
(VSHORADS) from Chandipur. 
These tests were carried out against
high-speed targets flying at very low
altitude.
VSHORADS is a man-portable air
defence system designed and
developed indigenously by the
Research Center Imarat in
collaboration with other DRDO
laboratories and development-cum-
production partners. 
The missile system has the capability
to meet the needs of all the three
services of the armed forces -- the
army, navy and air force -- it said.
"As you look at higher variety of
drones, we have VSHORADS, we
need to carry out a cost-benefit
analysis and it would be cost
prohibitive to use missiles against all
drones. So, fragmentation
ammunition is the way forward," Lt
Gen D'Cunha said.
The AAD is also in the process of
acquiring radars such as the Low-

Level Light Weight (LLLR) radar.
"We had bought LLLR radars as part
of an emergency procurement which
is capable of picking up Mavic drone
without grenade, and can definitely
pick up with grenade. Nano drones
beyond this size may be able to carry
out surveillance but can't carry
weapons. So, we are looking at
increasing the density of these radars,"
he said.Greater density is required for
mountains and valley, the senior
officer said.
Lt Gen D'Cunha also cited the Russia-
Ukraine conflict and other recent
conflicts to emphasise the importance
and growing threat of drones,
counter-drones and other disruptive
technologies.
The employment of drones as a
concept manifested in a different way
in the Russia-Ukraine conflict. Both
drones and counter-drone systems
came up in a "big way", he said.
The development of this capability
was so "escalatory in matrix" that
every day there is new technology
coming in, which becomes a challenge
for air power, the AAD DG said.
"Integrated with proper surveillance
grid of radars, it ensured that Russian
started flying higher and their
vulnerability increased. This has
allowed Ukraine to maintain control
over its airspace and support its
ground forces more effectively," Lt
Gen D'Cunha said. 

PTI n NEW DELHI

Amid opposition to its var-
ious provisions from bar

bodies, the government on
Saturday said it will revise the
draft Advocates (Amendment)
Bill as it ended the public con-
sultations on it that started ear-
lier this month.
The Department of Legal
Affairs in the Union law
ministry floated the draft bill
on February 13 for public
consultations.
The government plans to
amend the Advocates Act,
1961.
The draft bill, which faced
criticism, proposed sweeping
changes in the definitions of a
"legal practitioner and a "law
graduate".
According to the draft
Advocates (Amendment) Bill,
2025, a law graduate is a
person who has obtained a
bachelor's degree after
completing a course of three
or five years or such other
duration as prescribed by any
centre of legal education or
university established by law
or a college affiliated to any

university and recognised by
the Bar Council of India.
In a statement, the law
ministry said the bill was put
in the public domain,
demonstrating the
government's commitment to
transparency and broader
engagement with

stakeholders and the public.
"However, considering the
number of suggestions and
concerns received, it has been
decided to conclude the
consultation process now," it
said.
Based on the feedback
received, the draft bill, "as

revised", will be processed
afresh for consultations with
stakeholders, the ministry
said. Several bar bodies had
opposed certain provisions of
the draft bill.
The opposition Congress had
also backed the protesting
lawyers, saying the bill was

not only "poorly drafted", but
it also failed to address
pertinent issues facing the
legal fraternity.
The draft bill defines a legal
practitioner as an advocate or
a law graduate engaged in the
practice of law before courts,
tribunals or quasi-judicial
forums or doing legal work in
any private or public
organisation, including but
not limited to statutory and
autonomous bodies, domestic
and foreign law firms and
corporate entities.
As of now, a legal practitioner
means an advocate or a "vakil"
of any high court, a pleader, a
"mukhtar" or revenue agent.
While putting the draft bill in
the public domain, the
ministry had said these
amendments aimed at
aligning the legal profession
and legal education with
global best practices.
The reforms will focus on
improving legal education,
equipping lawyers to meet the
demands of a rapidly-
changing world and raising
professional standards, it had
said. 

PTI n NEW DELHI

Union Agriculture Minister
Shivraj Singh Chouhan

on Saturday said the govern-
ment is working out measures
to ensure that farmers do not
have to sell their produces,
especially fruits and vegetables,
at throwaway prices.
Speaking after inaugurating
the 'Pusa Krishi Vigyan Mela'
2025 -- being held in the
national capital from
February 22-24 -- he
emphasised the need to take
new seeds varieties and farm
technologies from labs to
agriculture filed at the

earliest.
Chouhan said the
government is holding
discussions with farmers
directly as well as through
their organisations to
understand the problems and
then making schemes to
address the issues.
"Jahan-Jahan takleefein dekh
rahe hain, hum yojana bana
rahe hain (wherever we are
seeing problems, we are
making schemes to address
those)", the minister said,
listing out steps taken by the
government in the last few
years to protect the interest of
farmers.

Chouhan said the
government has removed
exports restrictions on rice
and onions while raising
import duties on edible oils.
He said the Centre has taken
steps to help tomato farmers
in view of price crash and will
take measures for red chilli
farmers of Andhra Pradesh as
well.
"I want to assure our farming
community, we will take all
important decisions that are
required for the welfare of
farmers. Do not worry," he
said, while asserting that the
government is committed to
this.

"There are some issues which
are under consideration.
Prices are low at farm gate
level and consumers are
paying high rates. Who takes
the profit in middle? Profit
margins should reduce. The
difference between the farm
gate price and consumer
price for fruits and vegetables
should come down," he said.
The minister added, "We are
working out (a way) to ensure
that farmers do not have to
sell their produce at
throwaway prices."
Lauding efforts of scientists at
Indian Council of
Agricultural Research

(ICAR) for its efforts in
making India self-sufficient
in foodgrains production,
Chouhan said there is a need
to take new seed varieties and
technology to the field
quickly so that farmers can
benefit.
"Availability of good varieties
of seeds is important.
Farmers require it. ICAR is
developing them... We need
to ensure these seeds reach
farmers quickly," he said.
The minister also asked the
ICAR to handle 'Modern
Agriculture Chaupal'
programme where scientists
will tell farmers about recent

technological breakthrough,
besides solving their
problems. The programme
will be telecast across India.
Chouhan said he does not sit
in Krishi Bhawan in Delhi
and rather go to fields to
understand farmers'
problems. He asked officers
in his ministry and ICAR
scientists to do the same.
The minister reiterated that
the government is focusing
on increasing farm
production through yield
improvements, reducing cost
of production and ensuring
that farmers get the right
price for their produce.

PTI n NEW DELHI

In the backdrop of the US-
Russia talks held in Riyadh,

India said on Friday that its
position on the Ukraine-Russia
conflict is "consistent" and New
Delhi maintains that dialogue
and diplomacy are the way
forward.
Top officials from Washington
and Moscow met in the Saudi
capital recently to discuss
ways to bring an end to the
prolonged conflict that began
in February 2022.
Ministry of External Affairs
(MEA) spokesperson Randhir
Jaiswal was asked at his weekly
briefing about India's position
on the conflict amid the
changing global political
dynamics.
"Our position on this
particular issue is very clear.
We have maintained
consistently that we want both
parties involved to resort to
dialogue and diplomacy and
take this process forward,"
Jaiswal said.
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, when he was
addressing a press conference
in Washington recently, yet
again made it clear that this is
not an era of war, and that
there is no solution for any
conflict on the battlefield, the
MEA spokesperson said.
"So, our position has been
consistent that dialogue and
diplomacy are the way
forward," Jaiswal said, when
asked if India has re-calibrated
its position.

After his wide-ranging talks
with US President Donald
Trump in Washington, Modi
had said India has not been
neutral on the war and that it
is on the side of peace.
Modi also welcomed Trump's
efforts to end the war in
Ukraine.
During the briefing, Jaiswal
was also asked for the MEA's
response on recent reports
alleging sexual assault of a
minor by a Kenyan student
here.
"We have requested the
Kenyan government to waive
diplomatic immunity of the
person concerned, so that the
investigation in the matter can
go forward. We are pursuing
this matter with the Kenyan
government," he said.
Jaiswal was also asked
whether the GE F404 engine
delivery issue was taken up
during PM Modi's US visit.
"The delayed delivery of GE
engines was taken up during
Prime Minister's visit. We
remain engaged with the US
side on all aspects relating to
contracted defence articles,
including their timely
delivery. 
"The two sides have also
agreed to conclude a new 10-
year framework for the US-
India major defence
partnership in the 21st
century. This was also
reflected in the joint
statement. So yes, to answer
your question, this particular
issue was discussed during the
prime minister's visit." 

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
GURUGRAM

Two people, including a busi-
ness development manager

of a private bank in Delhi , were
arrested for cyber fraud worth
Rs 4.97 crore under the pretext
of investment in stock market,
police said.
The accused IndusInd bank
employee facilitated bank
accounts for cyber criminals,
officials said.
Police said a complaint was
received on November 30,
2024, regarding fraud of
approximately Rs 4.87 crore. A
case was registered at the
Cyber Crime East police
station under relevant
sections.
During investigation a team
arrested Avinash Sharma and
Aditya Chaturvedi -- from
Delhi on Thursday, police said.

PTI n NEW DELHI

Former Reserve Bank of
India governor Shaktikanta

Das was on Saturday appoint-
ed the second Principal
Secretary to Prime Minister
Narendra Modi.
P K Mishra, a retired IAS
officer of the Gujarat cadre, is
currently serving as the
Principal Secretary to the
prime minister.
According to an official order,
the tenure of Das, a retired
IAS officer of the Tamil Nadu
cadre, will be "co-terminus"
with the term of the prime
minister or until further
orders, whichever is earlier.
This is the first time that two
persons will simultaneously
serve as principal secretaries
to the prime minister. Both
Mishra and Das are from
Odisha.
"The Appointments
Committee of the Cabinet has
approved the appointment of
Shri Shaktikanta Das, IAS
(Retired), as Principal
Secretary-2 to Prime Minister
with effect from the date he
assumes the office. His
appointment will be co-
terminus with the term of the
Prime Minister or until
further orders, whichever is
earlier," the order said.
Sixty-eight-year old Das has
been a career civil servant
with over 44 years of

distinguished service,
primarily in the areas of
finance, taxation, investment
and infrastructure.
He was the central
government's revenue
secretary. During his tenure
as economic affairs secretary
in 2016, the Modi
government had announced
the demonetisation.
Das played a key role when
multiple indirect taxes were
merged into one GST, which
came into effect on July 1,
2017. Post-retirement, he was
appointed as a member of the
15th Finance Commission
and G20 Sherpa of India. 
Das became the 25th
governor of the RBI in 2018
after Urjit Patel resigned.
Initially appointed for three
years, his tenure was extended
for a further period of three
years in 2021. He demitted
office in December 2024
when Sanjay Malhotra was
appointed as RBI governor.
Das was the second longest
serving governor of the RBI in
its 90-year history after
Benegal Rama Rau, who had a
seven-and-a-half-year tenure
in the 1950s.
Das, a 1980-batch IAS officer,
holds a Master's degree in
history from Delhi's St
Stephen's College and a
postgraduate degree in public
administration from the
University of Birmingham.

As the RBI governor, he
focused on maintaining
financial stability, curbing
inflation and promoting
economic growth. He took
several measures to address
the liquidity crunch in the
non-banking financial sector
and took steps to strengthen
the regulatory framework for
banks and non-banking
financial companies.
Das is credited with
navigating the RBI's
economic policies through
the Covid pandemic. As a key
economic policymaker, he
faced challenging times in
managing the disruptions
caused by the lockdown. He
chose to cut the policy repo
rate to a historic low of 4 per
cent, continuing with the low-
interest rate regime for almost
two years to help the economy
hit badly by the lockdown.
During his tenure, the RBI
handed over the highest-ever
dividend of Rs 2.11 lakh crore
to the Centre for 2023-24.
He was also conferred with
the 'Central Bank Governor
of the Year' award by Central
Banking, UK.
Das had also served as India's
Alternate Governor in the
World Bank, Asian
Development Bank (ADB),
New Development Bank
(NDB) and Asian
Infrastructure Investment
Bank (AIIB).

Shantikanta Das appointed 
Principal Secretary to PM

Former governor of Reserve Bank of India (RBI) Shaktikanta Das during a press conference. Das was on Saturday appointed
the second Principal Secretary to Prime Minister Narendra Modi PTI

Health central to to global cooperation: EAM 

Union External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar addresses the 12th International
Health Dialogue, in New Delhi PTI

Army to boost air defence with guns, radars

Bank
employee
held in ` 4.97
crore cyber
fraud case 

Lawyers stage a protest over the proposed Advocates (Amendment) Bill, 2025 in Jammu PTI

Randhir Jaiswal File photo

Government to revise draft Advocates ( Amendment) Bill

Working on measures to restrict distress crop sale: Agriculture minister

Dialogue and diplomacy way
forward: India on Russia-Ukraine 
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Six cadres of a banned outfit
were arrested from

Manipur's Imphal West district,
and two members of a group
were apprehended for alleged-
ly being involved in extortion
in Imphal East, police said on
Saturday.
Six members of the proscribed
Kangleipak Communist Party
(Ibungo Ngangom) were
apprehended from Koutruk
Makha Leikai Church in
Imphal West on Friday, a senior
officer said.
The police also arrested two
members of G5 Organisation
from Achanbigei Maning
Leikai in Imphal East district
for allegedly being involved in
extortion from sand-laden

trucks in Sekmai, Irilbung,
Koirengei and Patsoi areas.
They were also allegedly
involved in incidents of snatch-
ing keys from truck drivers in
Sekmai area.
They have been identified as
Ningthoujam Yamba Singh
(43) and Usham Netaji Singh
(35), the officer added.
Arms and ammunition were
also surrendered in
Churachandpur district on
Saturday after joint efforts in
public awareness by the local
police, Assam Rifles and CRPF,
another officer said.
"This is the first step towards
de-weaponising the society and
creating a safe and secure
atmosphere where regular
activities can be boosted,"
Churachandpur SP Prakhar

Pandey said in a statement.
The Manipur Police also said at
least two firearms and ammu-
nition were handed over to the
administrations in Kakching
and Kangpokpi districts.
The surrender of arms and
ammunition comes after
Governor Ajay Kumar Bhalla
appealed to the people to sur-
render illegal arms and ammu-
nition.
Security forces also recovered
at least 12 firearms from
Kakching Wairi area and hand-
ed them over to the Kakching
Police Station, another officer
said.
During an operation in
Maojang village under the
Moreh Police Station limits in
Tengnoupal district, Security
forces recovered two impro-

vised explosive devices weigh-
ing 22 kg with detonators, one
7 kg IED, one bomb of 6 kg
with detonators and one bomb
of 4 kg.
"The IEDs, suspected to be
unstable, had to be destroyed at
the spot by a bomb disposal
team," police said, adding that
an FIR has been registered in
this connection.
The Manipur Police along with
central forces have been con-
ducting search operations after
ethnic violence broke out in the
state in May 2023.
More than 250 people have
been killed and thousands ren-
dered homeless in ethnic vio-
lence between Imphal Valley-
based Meiteis and adjoining
hills-based Kuki-Zo groups
since May two years ago.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
VIJAYAWADA

Union Petroleum and
Natural Gas Minister

Hardeep S Puri has said with
more oil coming up in the
global market including from
the USA, energy prices are like-
ly to come down which would
help tame inflation.
Addressing a Press conference,
exuding confidence that India
has established contacts with the
new US administration led by
President Donald Trump, Puri
said the Indo-American rela-
tionship on the energy front will
deepen.
According to him India imports
oil from as many as 40 coun-
tries, including Argentina and
since there is enough oil in the
world, even oil producing
nations which are implement-
ing cutbacks will be compelled
to reconsider their decisions.
He also said de-dollarisation of
oil purchases was never the
objective, emphasising that
"most transactions are in dollars
and always have been".
"Inside the United States, he
(Trump) said, 'Drill, baby, drill,'
which is a signal to drill more

and extract more oil. He has
been on record stating that he
wants to bring international oil
prices down," said the Oil
Minister.
"So, I think the global energy sit-
uation will improve. More ener-
gy will enter the market, and
hopefully, that will help bring
prices down. When energy is
available in sufficient quantities
at lower prices, it also helps in
managing inflation," he fur-
ther said.
He clarified that India's prima-
ry objective is to procure suffi-
cient oil "at lower prices" to help
control inflation.
"De-dollarisation is not an
objective at all. Most of these
(oil) transactions are in dollars
and always have been. We had
one transaction in rupees, but I
think it was a very small one.
Transactions in rupees are a
good thing, but it takes two to
tango," Puri told reporters.
According to the Union
Minister, India is already pur-
chasing energy worth up to $ 20
Billion from the US, emphasis-
ing that Prime Minister
Narendra Modi recently had a
very successful round of discus-
sions with US President Donald

Trump.
Observing that there has never
been a shortage of energy in the
global market, the former diplo-
mat highlighted that more oil is
entering global markets than
ever before, especially from the
Western Hemisphere.
"Brazil used to produce 3
Million barrels of crude per day.
They (Brazil) have now started
producing an additional 140,000
to 150,000 barrels per day. More
oil is coming, much of it from
Guyana, Suriname, and Canada.
The United States is the world's
largest producer of crude, at 13
Million barrels per day. I think
they are going to produce 1.6
Million barrels more," he said.
Likewise, he said Venezuelan oil
will also flow into global mar-
kets as 'the situation' between
the US and the Latin American
country is easing.
President Trump, not only dur-
ing his first tenure in office but
also in the run-up to his second
election, has been very clear that
he wants to bring more energy
into the global market, said Puri.
Responding to questions about
fuel costs, he said India is the
only country where petrol prices
have decreased in the past three

years, citing excise tax cuts by
the Centre in November 2021
and May 2022.
"And BJP-ruled states reduced
their VAT. Now, when it comes
to benefits, governments don't
benefit. First of all, govern-
ments don't import oil. It is pri-
vate sector players or oil market-
ing companies (OMCs) that
import oil. And what does the
government do with the rev-
enue it collects? It provides 80
crore people with three meals of
dry rations a day," he said.
According to Puri, petrol prices
rose across several countries
between February 2022 and
February 2025-by approximate-
ly 48 per cent in Pakistan, 14.7
per cent in Bangladesh, 37 per
cent in Sri Lanka, 16.2 per cent
in Nepal, 14.2 per cent in the
USA, 4.8 per cent in Italy, 4.2 per
cent in Spain, 2 per cent in
Germany, 4.2 per cent in France,
while in India, they declined by
0.7 per cent.
Highlighting that petrol prices
have decreased both relatively
and absolutely, Puri added that
diesel prices in India rose at the
lowest rate-1.15 per cent-during
that period, while they increased
across various other countries.

PNS n DEHRADUN

The Comptroller and
Auditor General of India

(CAG) has cited many loop-
holes in the management of
compensatory afforestation
funds in the forest divisions of
Uttarakhand, including their
diversion to inadmissible
activities and delayed sub-
mission of annual plan of
operations to the Centre lead-
ing to cost escalations in var-
ious cases.
The CAG's latest audit report
on Compensator y
Afforestation Fund
Management and Planning
Authority (CAMPA) laid
recently in Uttarakhand
Assembly during its ongoing
budget session said ` 13.86
Crore was diverted at the

divisional level to inadmissi-
ble activities like state scheme
Harela, tiger safari work, ren-
ovation of existing buildings,
expenses on personage visits,
court cases, purchases of I-
phones, laptops, fridges, cool-
ers and stationery.
The state authority did not
control the diversion or inad-
missible expenditure from the
State Compensator y
Afforestation Fund, it said.
The audit report on the func-
tioning of CAMPA covers a
period of 2019-2022.
According to CAMPA rules,
commensurate compensatory
afforestation is mandatory in
case of allocation of forest
land for non-forest activities
like infrastructural or indus-
trial development. It points
out that in 52 cases 188.62

hectares of forest land was
diverted to user agencies for
non-forest purposes where
in-principle approvals were
granted but permission to
start work was not granted by
the competent authority.
However, the user agencies
started the road construction
in the forest areas without per-
mission, it said, adding that
the forest divisions did not
take any cognisance of the
unauthorised use of forest
land and booked these as
cases of forest offence.
According to CAMPA guide-
lines of 2009, after receipt of
money, the state CAMPA shall
accomplish the afforestation
for which money is deposited
in the Compensator y
Afforestation Fund within a
year or two growing seasons.

However, scrutiny of records
in divisions revealed that in 37
cases, compensatory afforesta-
tion work was executed after
more than eight years of get-
ting final clearance. This
resulted in a cost escalation of
` 11.54 Crore in raising com-
pensatory afforestation, the
report said.
The implementation of com-
pensatory afforestation activ-
ities suffered due to delayed
submission of the annual plan
of operations to the govern-
ment of India for approval and
defective planning, the audit
report said.
There were instances of dys-
functional bottom-up plan-
ning and adoption of ad hoc
or arbitrary approaches for the
inclusion of irregular items in
the Annual Plan of Operation

(APO). The release of funds
was unrealistic and not com-
mensurate with the approved
APO. The state authority
failed to ensure equitable and
need-based funding of activ-
ities in all the implementing
agencies.
There was inefficiency in
funds release, not adopting of
accounting procedure as per
Compensatory Afforestation
Fund rules, and not discharg-
ing of interest liability, the
CAG report said. The CAG
has recommended that the
state authority must exercise
internal control and institute
proper budgetary control
checks for robust financial
management so that misutil-
isation or diversion of
CAMPA funds can be pre-
vented.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
CHANDIGARH

Afresh round of talks between
protesting farmers and the

Centre will be held here on
Saturday evening centred
around the legal guarantee of
minimum support price on
crops, among other demands.
The meeting between the cen-
tral team and farmer leaders will
take place at the Mahatma
Gandhi Institute of Public
Administration in Chandigarh at
6 pm.
In the last meeting held on
February 14, Union minister
Pralhad Joshi had said that
Agriculture Minister Shivraj
Singh Chouhan would lead the
central team for the February 22
meeting with the protesting
farmers.
Farmer leader Sarwan Singh
Pandher on Saturday said a del-
egation of the Samyukta Kisan
Morcha (Non-Political) and
Kisan Mazdoor Morcha will
take part in the meeting with a

positive mind. Farmers expect
from the government to resolve
their issues at the earliest, he said.
Farmers had earlier asked for the
next meeting be held in Delhi
but the government scheduled it
in Chandigarh. "Today the sixth
round of talks with the Centre
will take place. We have informa-

tion that the Union Agriculture
Minister and other ministers will
be part of the meeting. The
KMM and SKM (Non-Political)
delegation will take part in the
meeting," said Pandher.  
Farmers leaders said that the 28-
member delegation of the farm-
ers would put forth their side

strongly in the meeting. They
said that the protests for various
demands, including a legal guar-
antee on MSP, has been going on
for the past one year.
In a February 19 letter to Jagjit
Singh Dallewal and Sarwan
Singh Pandher, Agriculture
Ministry Joint Secretary Purna
Chandra Kishan said, "This is in
continuation of the previous
meeting with the leaders of
SKM (Non-Political) and Kisan
Mazdoor Morcha (KMM)
which was held on February 14
in Chandigarh."
"In this sequence, a meeting with
the ministers of the Government
of India and the Government of
Punjab regarding the demands
of farmers' unions has been
organised on February 22 at
Mahatma Gandhi Institute of
Public Administration in
Chandigarh. You are cordially
invited to the meeting...," the let-
ter in Hindi stated.
Both sides said the February 14
meeting went cordially. Dallewal,
who is on an indefinite fast over

the farmers' demands, also took
part in last week's meeting. The
discussion came after a year-long
protest by farmers, centred
mainly around the demand for
a legal guarantee of MSP on farm
produce.
After the meeting, Joshi had said
the next meeting will be held
with Union Agriculture Minister
Shivraj Singh Chouhan leading
the central team. Joshi had said
he would also be part of that
meeting.
Prior to the February 14 meet-
ing, four rounds of meetings
took place between central min-
isters and the protesting farmers
in February 2024 but the talks
remained inconclusive. Farmers,
under the banner of the SKM
(Non-Political) and the KMM,
have been camping at the
Shambhu and the Khanauri
border points between Punjab
and Haryana since February 13
last year after security forces did
not allow them to march to
Delhi to press for their various
demands.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
BILASPUR

Sitting BJP MLA from
Jhanduta assembly in

Himachal Pradesh J R Katwal
on Saturday alleged that the
ongoing works in the con-
stituencies of opposition legis-
lators in the Bilaspur district
were being stalled and obstruct-
ed, leading to resentment
among the people. There are 40
Congress and 28 BJP MLAs in
the 68-member Himachal
Pradesh Assembly.
Addressing various meetings in
his Jhanduta constituency on
Friday evening and Saturday, he
alleged that the Congress gov-
ernment in the state is giving
step-motherly treatment to the
constituencies of the BJP MLAs.
"Forget about making provi-

sions in the budget for new
development works in their
areas, even the ongoing works
are being obstructed," Katwal,
a former IAS officer who has
served the state in various
capacities, said.
He said roads play an important
role in the development of any
area. In a hilly state like
Himachal, the importance of
roads increases even more, he
added.
Katwal said Prime Minister
Narendra Modi on the other
hand has pledged to make
India a developed nation. This
pledge can be fulfilled only
when all the villages are con-
nected by roads. In view of this,
the PM has turned the focus of
the budget and the direction of
development towards villages,
he said.

With this, along with strength-
ening the network of roads in
rural areas, people are also get-
ting all the necessary basic
facilities, he added. Kaltwal
said in the BJP, any worker can
reach any post with ability and
hard work, and Rekha Gupta,
the newly appointed chief min-
ister of Delhi, is a recent exam-
ple.
On the contrary, he said, nepo-
tism is dominant in many other
opposition parties, including
the Congress. This is why the
people of the country are reject-
ing them and joining the BJP,
the MLA said. He assured the
people of the Jhanduta assem-
bly constituency that besides
solving all their problems, no
stone will be left unturned in
providing all the necessary
facilities in the area.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
KOLKATA

Trinamool Congress on
Saturday accused a section of

Election Commission (EC) offi-
cials of conspiring with the BJP
to add names of outsiders to the
voter list in various Assembly seg-
ments of West Bengal.
TMC state general secretary
Kunal Ghosh told reporters that
a section of EC officials are
incorporating names without
proper physical verification, par-
ticularly in the border areas of the
state. He said stopping infiltration
is the responsibility of the Border
Security Force (BSF), and any
reports of unauthorised out-
siders being added to the voter list
should be handled by the Centre,
as it controls the BSF and "remote
controls" the EC, which has

apparently relaxed the verifica-
tion process. Ghosh, who was
referring to reports about alleged
rise in the number of electors in
the voter list in Champahati
area under Baruipur assembly of
South 24 Parganas district, said,

"If that is the situation, the cred-
it goes to the local administration
and police for tracking the unau-
thorised voters and not the EC,
which had allowed inclusion of
the names without proper phys-
ical verification."

"Instead of pointing fingers at the
state and ruling party, the BJP and
those raising hue and cry over the
issue should take up the issue of
checking infiltration with the
Centre," he added.
He reminded that West Bengal
chief minister and TMC supre-
mo Mamata Banerjee had recent-
ly cautioned against the attempts
by BJP in collusion with EC to
induct bogus names in the elec-
toral list to change the vote ratio
in favour of the saffron party, as
they had repeatedly failed to
secure power in assembly polls.
BJP Rajya Sabha MP and
spokesperson Samik
Bhattacharya said, "TMC's game-
plan to include ghost voters has
been exposed as the ruling party
leaders have been involved in
providing fake Aadhaar and
voter ID cards to win elections."

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE n
BHUBANESWAR

Chief Minister Mohan
Charan Majhi on Saturday

asserted that Nepalese students
studying in Odisha are children
of the state and they will con-
tinue to pursue their education
with full respect and dignity, an
official release said.
Majhi made the assertion dur-
ing a telephonic conversation
with Nepal's Foreign Minister
Dr Arzu Rana Deuba, the state-
ment issued by the chief min-
ister's office said.
He assured Deuba that the
state government will ensure
strict action against those
involved in the alleged suicide
of a 20-year-old engineering
student and subsequent attack
on Nepalese pupils at Kalinga
Institute of Industrial
Technology (KIIT).
"The state government is keep-
ing a close watch on the devel-
opments (at KIIT) and all steps
will be taken to restore hope
and confidence of the students.
The Nepal foreign minister
thanked Majhi and expressed
satisfaction over the steps taken
by the state government," the
release said.

Majhi met Nepal Embassy offi-
cials Sanjeev Das Sharma and
Naveen Raj Adhikari at his
chamber at Lok Seva Bhawan
and informed them that 10 peo-
ple have been arrested in con-
nection with the incident of
attack on the Nepalese students.
"Strict action will be taken
against all those involved in the
incident. All arrangements have
been made by the government
to restore the academic atmos-
phere on KIIT campus," Majhi
told the embassy officials.
According to the CMO, the

Nepalese officials said that the
state government has taken
prompt steps in this incident.
Due to this, the students com-
ing from Nepal and their
guardians have felt reassured.
For this, they thanked the
Odisha government, especially
the chief minister, on behalf of
the Nepalese government, the
release said.
The two embassy officials have
been camping in the Odisha
capital for the last five days fol-
lowing instructions of Nepal
Prime Minister K P Sharma Oli.

Six arrested in Manipur for extortion 

Security personnel during search operations and area domination in the fringe and vulnerable areas of hill and valley districts of Manipur. More than 250 people have
been killed and thousands rendered homeless in ethnic violence since May two years ago. PTI

West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee during a press conference after the
presentation of the state Budget 2025-26 PTI

Odisha CM Mohan Charan during a meeting with Nepal Embassy officials in
Bhubaneswar. Nepal Embassy officials have been camping in the Odisha capital for
the last five days PTI

Odisha CM assures safety,
respect of Nepali students

PTI n MAHAKUMBH NAGAR

The Uttar Pradesh govern-
ment on Saturday said an

unprecedented 60 Crore devo-
tees at the Maha Kumbh Mela
have taken a holy dip in the
Triveni Sangam.
The Kumbh Mela which start-
ed on January 13 will contin-
ue till February 26 on the
occasion of Maha Shivratri.
Over half of India's 110 Crore
Sanatan followers have bathed
in the holy confluence, and this
number is expected to surpass
65 Crore by the final ‘amrit
snan' on February 26, an offi-
cial statement said.
This Maha Kumbh has seen the
largest participation in any
religious, cultural, or social
event, it said.
According to the World
Population Review, Pew
Research, India's population is
approximately 143 Crore (1.43
Billion), with 110 Crore (1.10
Billion) followers of Sanatan
Dharma, the statement said.

60 crore took
holy dip at
Maha Kumbh,
claims UP
government

Puri hints at reduced fuel prices, inflation

CAG flags mismanagement of afforestation funds in UttarakhandSix trapped in Telangana roof collapse 

Fresh talks between farmers Centre held

Farmer leader Sarwan Singh Pandher, center, with protesting farmers ahead of a
meeting with the Centre PTI

HP BJP MLA alleges step-
motherly treatment from state

TMC alleges BJP, EC colluding to inflate voter lists
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At least six workers were
feared trapped when a

section of a roof collapsed in
the under construction
stretch of the Srisailam Left
Bank Canal  (SLBC) in
Nagarkurnool district of
Telangana on Saturday.
A 19-member team from state
owned coal mining firm,
Singareni Collieries Company
Ltd., has left for Srisailam Left
Bank Canal in Nagarkurnool
district on Saturday to join
rescue operations to extract
workers who are feared
trapped when a portion of a
roof collapsed in the under
construction stretch of the
SLBC.
According to a top official of
the company, SCCL has the
expertise in rescuing people
in such incidents and also has
necessary equipment. The

rescue team from the compa-
ny is headed by a general
manager level officer.
"SCCL has the necessary
expertise to handle critical sit-
uations such as roof collaps-
es. And also we have neces-
sary equipment imported
from Australia, USA and
Poland. The machinery and
rock cutters are so advanced
that they can cut huge rocks
and boulders within min-
utes," said.
The construction company's
team has gone inside for
assessment and it is verifying,
they said. Six to eight work-
ers are feared trapped as per
information given by the
company engaged in the
work, a senior police official
said. "The roof collapsed
when some workers had gone
inside as part of the work at
12-13 kms inside the tunnel,"
the official said.
Irrigation Minister N Uttam

Kumar Reddy and senior offi-
cials are overseeing relief
operations. The incident hap-
pened in the ongoing con-
struction of SLBC tunnel
work on the inlet side from
Srisailam, official sources
said. As per information there
was an influx of water when
the work was being carried
out, they said.
Chief Minister A Revanth
Reddy directed the district
Collector, Superintendent of
Police and other officials to
reach the place of accident to
carry out relief measures, it
said.
Expressing concern over the
accident, Union Coal Minister
G Kishan Reddy enquired
about the reasons for the col-
lapse and asked officials to
bring out those feared trapped
to safety. He also told the offi-
cials to provide treatment to
the injured (if any), a release
from his office said. 
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Difficult negotiations likely 
over ceasefire’s next phase
PTI n TEL AVIV

The ceasefire deal has paused the war but is
nearing the end of its first phase.

Negotiations over a second phase, in which
Hamas would release dozens more hostages in
exchange for a lasting ceasefire and an Israeli
withdrawal, are likely to be even more difficult.

The six hostages being freed Saturday are the
last living ones to be released under the first
phase.  Cohen, Shem Tov and Wenkert, all in
their 20s, were abducted by Hamas fighters at
the Nova music festival. During their release,
they were brought out wearing fake army uni-
forms, though they were not soldiers when they
were kidnapped.

Earlier Saturday, two other hostages — Tal
Shoham, 40, and Avera Mengistu, 38 — were
freed in the southern Gaza city of Rafah.
Arriving back in Israel, both were taken to med-
ical centres for examination.

“This is an unforgettable moment, where all
emotions are rapidly mixing together. Our Tal
is with us,” Shoham’s family said in a statement,
calling for a deal to free all those still captive.
“There is a window of opportunity; we must not
miss it.” 

Shoham, who also holds Austrian citizen-
ship, was visiting his family in Kibbutz Be’eri
when Hamas militants stormed into the com-
munity during the October 7, 2023 attacks.
Shoham’s wife, two young children, and three
other relatives who were abducted with him were
freed in a November 2023 exchange. 

Mengistu, an Ethiopian-Israeli, had been
held in Gaza since entering on his own in 2014.

Watching the handover on Israeli media,
Mengistu’s family and friends broke out into a
Hebrew song, “Here is the Light,” as they saw
him for the first time in more than a decade. “Do
you remember me?” one of his brothers asks as
they embraced at the hospital. 

Hundreds of Palestinian prisoners set for
release: Later Saturday, Israel is to release 620
imprisoned Palestinians. 

They include 151 who were serving life or
other sentences, around 100 of whom will be
deported to other countries, according to the
Palestinian prisoners media office.

They also include 445 men as well as 18 chil-
dren between the ages of 15 and 17, five aged
between 18-19, and a woman, all of whom were
seized by Israeli troops in Gaza during the cur-
rent war, according to the media office. 

Hamas has said it will also release four more
bodies next week, completing the first phase of
the ceasefire. If that plan is carried out, Hamas
would retain about 60 hostages, about half of
whom are believed to be alive.

Hamas has said it won’t release the remain-
ing captives without a lasting ceasefire and a full
Israeli withdrawal. Netanyahu, with the full back-
ing of the Trump administration, says he’s com-
mitted to destroying Hamas’ military and gov-
erning capacities and returning all the hostages,
goals widely seen as mutually exclusive.

Israel’s military offensive killed more than
48,000 Palestinians, mostly women and children,
according to Gaza’s Health Ministry, which does-
n’t distinguish between civilians and combatants.
Israel says it has killed more than 17,000 fight-
ers, without providing evidence.

Hamas frees 6 more hostages
PTI n TEL AVIV

Hamas freed all six
hostages in the latest
exchange on Saturday,

even as heightened tension
between the adversaries cloud-
ed the future of the fragile
ceasefire deal.
The six included three Israeli
men seized from the Nova
music festival and another
abducted while visiting his
family in southern Israel when
militants stormed across the
border in the October 7, 2023,
attacks that triggered Israel’s
nearly 16-month campaign in
the Gaza Strip.
Two of the hostages had been
held by Hamas for around a
decade since they each entered
Gaza on their own.
Five of the captives were hand-
ed over in staged ceremonies
that the Red Cross and Israel
have condemned in the past —
brought out by masked, armed
Hamas fighters in front of
hundreds of Palestinians before
being transferred to Red Cross
vehicles. 
In the central town of Nuseirat,
Omer Wenkert, Omer Shem
Tov, and Eliya Cohen were
posed alongside Hamas fight-
ers on the stage. A beaming
Shem Tov even kissed two

militants next to him on the
head and blew kisses to the
crowd. Hamas has come under
heavy criticism for such pub-
lic displays, with Israel, the UN
and the Red Cross saying they
are cruel and do not respect the
dignity of the hostages.
Watching the release, Cohen’s

family and friends in Israel
chanted “Eliya! Eliya! Eliya!”
and cheered when they saw
him for the first time. Shem
Tov’s grandmother ululated in
joy, shrieking, “Omer, my joy!
My life!” as she saw him.
The Israeli military says the
final hostage was released by

Hamas later Saturday. He was
not immediately identified but
is expected to be Hisham Al-
Sayed, 36, a Bedouin Israeli,
who crossed on his own into
Gaza in 2015 and had been
held since. His family has told
Israeli media Al-Sayed was
previously diagnosed with

schizophrenia. 
The latest releases, to be fol-
lowed by the freeing of hun-
dreds of Palestinians impris-
oned by Israel, went ahead
after tensions mounted over a
grisly and heart-wrenching dis-
pute triggered this week when
Hamas initially handed over
the wrong body for Shiri Bibas,
an Israeli mother of two young
boys abducted by the militants.
The remains that Hamas trans-
ferred with her sons’ bodies on
Thursday were later deter-
mined to be those of an
unidentified Palestinian
woman. In response, Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu vowed revenge for
“a cruel and malicious viola-
tion,” while Hamas suggested it
had been a mistake.
On Friday night, the small
militant group believed to have
been holding Bibas and her
sons — the Palestinian
Mujahedeen Brigades — hand-
ed over a second body. Bibas’
family said Israeli forensic
authorities had confirmed the
remains were hers.
“For 16 months we sought
certainty, and now that it’s
here, it brings no comfort,
though we hope it marks the
beginning of closure,” the fam-
ily said.

Friends of Omer Wenkert, 23, gather to watch the TV broadcast of his release by Palestinian militants in Gaza, in Herzliya,
Israel, on Saturday. PTI

Preparations underway 
for Trump-Putin summit

Kash Patel takes oath as FBI chief on Bhagwat Gita

PTI n LONDON

Embattled businessman Vijay
Mallya believes Indian banks

pursuing bankruptcy proceed-
ings against him in the English
courts have assumed an “unre-
al quality” in the wake of Union
Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman’s recent statement in
Parliament and has instructed
his lawyers to pursue an annul-
ment application.
It emerged as Justice Anthony
Mann reserved judgment, to be
handed down at a later date after
hearings of three interlinked
appeals related to Mallya’s bank-
ruptcy order concluded at the
High Court in London this
week.
The judge heard a set of compli-
cated arguments involving a

consortium of banks led by the
State Bank of India (SBI) seek-
ing repayment of an estimated
judgment debt of around GBP
1.05 billion owed by the 69-year-
old businessman’s now-defunct
Kingfisher Airlines.
“From Dr Mallya’s perspective,
these English bankruptcy pro-
ceedings have an unreal quali-
ty,” Leigh Crestohl, Managing
Partner of Zaiwalla and
Co–Mallya’s recently appointed
lawyers, told PTI.
“Evidence has now come to light
that shows that the banks’ debt
has not only been paid but,
moreover, the banks have recov-
ered in excess of what was due
from Dr Mallya. This was con-
firmed by the Honourable
Finance Minister of India,
Shrimati Nirmala Sitharaman, in
a statement she made in the

Indian Parliament on 17
December 2024, in which she
confirmed that a sum of INR
14,131.6 crore has been collect-
ed and restored to the banks,” he
said.
Crestohl stressed that “it must be
presumed” that the public sec-

tor banks will accept the accu-
racy of the minister’s statement
made in Parliament.
“This is why immediately after
instructing Zaiwalla and Co. in
place of his previous lawyer
Reynolds Porter Chamberlain
last week, Mallya has now
applied to annul the Bankruptcy
Order on that basis. He intends
to pursue that application
regardless of what the court may
decide on the appeals that were
heard this week,” added
Crestohl.
Separately wanted in India on
fraud and money laundering
charges,  Mallya took to social
media a day after Sitharaman’s
Lok Sabha statement to claim he
was “entitled to relief” in the
matter.
In a post on X dated December
18 last year, he said: “Unless the

ED (Enforcement Directorate)
and banks can legally justify how
they have taken more than two
times the debt, I am entitled to
the relief which I will pursue.”
Meanwhile this week, Justice
Mann heard appeals related to
a decision of Chief Insolvencies
and Companies Court (ICC)
Judge Michael Briggs made in
the context of bankruptcy pro-
ceedings initiated by the banks
against Mallya around six years
ago.
The first appeal, referred to as
the security appeal, challenges
Judge Briggs’ conclusion that
the banks – represented by TLT
LLP and barrister Tony
Beswetherick – were “estopped
because of an Indian court
judgment” from denying that
they hold security over certain
of Mallya’s assets.

Mallya pursues annulment of UK bankruptcy order

Chinese virologists
warn of new 
Covid-19 type virus

PTI n KYIV

Preparations are underway for
a face-to-face meeting

between US President Donald
Trump and Russia’s Vladimir
Putin, Russia’s deputy foreign
minister said Saturday, marking
a dramatic shift away from
Western isolation of Moscow
over its war in Ukraine.
Speaking to Russian state media,
Sergei Ryabkov said a possible

Putin-Trump summit could
involve broad talks on global
issues, not just the war in
Ukraine.
“The question is about starting to
move towards normalising rela-
tions between our countries,
finding ways to resolve the most
acute and potentially very, very
dangerous situations, of which
there are many, Ukraine among
them,” he said.
But he said efforts to organise
such a meeting are at an early
stage, and that making it happen
will require “the most intensive
preparatory work.”
Ryabkov added that US and
Russian envoys could meet

“within the next two weeks,” to
pave the way for further talks
between senior officials.
Russian and US representatives
on Tuesday agreed to start work-
ing toward ending the war in
Ukraine and improving their
diplomatic and economic ties,
according to the two countries’
top diplomats, at a high-level
meeting in Saudi Arabia that
marked an extraordinary about-
face in US foreign policy under
President Trump.
After the meeting, US Secretary
of State Marco Rubio told the AP
that the the two sides agreed
broadly to pursue three goals: to
restore staffing at their respective
embassies in Washington and
Moscow; to create a high-level
team to support Ukraine peace
talks; and to explore closer rela-
tions and economic cooperation.
He stressed, however, that the
talks — which were attended by
his Russian counterpart, Sergey
Lavrov, and other senior Russian
and US officials — marked the
beginning of a conversation, and
more work needs to be done.

PTI n WASHINGTON

Kash Patel took oath as the
ninth director of the FBI

on the Bhagavad Gita and
spoke about how a first-gener-
ation Indian kid is living the
American dream, reflecting on
his heritage.
The US Senate voted 51 to 49
to confirm Patel on Thursday.  

Patel’s family members and
girlfriend were present dur-
ing the oath ceremony on
Friday.
The oath ceremony was admin-
istered by US Attorney General
Pam Bondi in the Indian Treaty
Room in the Eisenhower
Executive Office Building
(EEOB) on the White House
campus. 

She asked Patel to place his
hand on the Gita and raise his
right hand to take the oath.  
“I am living the American
dream. Anyone who thinks
the American dream is dead,
just look right here. You’re
talking to a first-generation
Indian kid who’s about to lead
the law enforcement commu-
nity, the greatest nation on
God’s green earth. That can’t
happen anywhere else,” Patel,
44, said.

PTI n BEIJING

AChinese team of virologists
have found a new bat coro-

navirus that carries the risk of
animal-to-human transmis-
sion because it uses the same
human receptor as the virus
that causes Covid-19, a media
report said.
The study was led by Shi
Zhengli, Chinese virologist
from the controversial Wuhan
Institute of Virology (WIV),
where the COVID-19 was
alleged to have emanated from.
Shi, who is known as the Bat
Woman for her research on
viruses from the Bats, as well as
the Chinese government deny
that the virus was leaked from
the Wuhan lab.
The latest discovery is a new
lineage of the HKU5 coron-
avirus first identified in the
Japanese pipistrelle bat in Hong
Kong.
The new virus comes from the
merbecovirus subgenus, which
also includes the virus that
causes Middle East respiratory
syndrome (Mers), the Hong
Kong based South China
Morning Post reported.
The virus is able to bind to
the human angiotensin con-

verting enzyme (ACE2), the
same receptor used by the
Sars-CoV-2 virus, which
causes Covid-19, to infect
cells.
“We report the discovery and
isolation of a distinct lineage
(lineage 2) of HKU5-CoV,
which can utilise not only bat
ACE2 but also human ACE2
and various mammalian ACE2
orthologs [– genes found in dif-
ferent species with a common
origin],” the team of virologists
headed by Shi wrote in a paper
published in the peer-reviewed
journal Cell on Tuesday,
according to the Post report.
The researchers found that
when the virus was isolated
from bat samples it could infect
human cells as well as artificial-
ly grown masses of cell or tis-
sue that resembled minia-
turised respiratory or intestinal
organs.
Earlier this month, China said
its bio-lab in Wuhan which
faced allegations leaking the
COVD-19 causing the global
pandemic has never engaged in
“gain-of-function studies” on
coronavirus amid allegations
that USAID has funded the
study of the infectious dis-
ease.

Trump fires chairman of
Joint Chiefs of Staff
PTI n WASHINGTON

President Donald Trump abruptly fired Air Force Gen CQ
Brown Jr as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff on Friday,

sidelining a history-making fighter pilot and respected offi-
cer as part of a campaign led by his defence secretary to rid
the military of leaders who support diversity and equity in
the ranks.
The ouster of Brown, only the second Black general to serve as
chairman, is sure to send shock waves through the Pentagon. His
16 months in the job had been consumed with the war in Ukraine
and the expanded conflict in the Middle East. 
“I want to thank General Charles CQ’ Brown for his over 40 years
of service to our country, including as our current Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He is a fine gentleman and an outstand-
ing leader, and I wish a great future for him and his family,” Trump
posted on social media.
Brown’s public support of Black Lives Matter after the police killing
of George Floyd had made him fodder for the administration’s
wars against “wokeism” in the military. 
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India aim for semifinal, Pakistan eye survival in Champions Trophy
PTIn DUBAI

Hyped as a marquee
showdown but mostly

lopsided on the field, India and
Pakistan lock horns in the ICC
Champions Trophy here on
Sunday with Rohit Sharma's
men aiming to seal a semifinal
spot and Mohammad Rizwan's
team desperate to avoid early
elimination from the
tournament.
While India are on a high after
claiming a measured six-wicket
win over a sprightly Bangladesh,
Pakistan are evidently tense after
the 60-run loss in the
tournament-opener against New
Zealand. The sub-continental
rivals' last Champion Trophy
clash was the 2017 final in which
Pakistan walked away with the
win and the trophy. Rizwan and
Co would look to draw
inspiration from that triumph in
London but would also need to
scale up their performance in
every department.
Though the buzz surrounding
the match is nowhere close to
being what it used to be at the
peak of diplomatic tensions

between the two countries, there
is an air of quiet anticipation for
the Group A clash at the Dubai
International Cricket Stadium.
India will have a distinct
advantage in every aspect. The
side has settled in nicely while
Pakistan have flown in a couple
of days ago after the drubbing
handed by the Black Caps in
Karachi. More often than not, an
India-Pakistan clash is as much
a battle of nerves as cricketing
abilities and India would be in a
much better space on both counts
come Sunday afternoon.
For starters, skipper Rohit, whose
form was a major concern in the
run-up to the tournament, seems
to be getting back to his best if the
lucid stroke-making against
Bangladesh was anything to go
by.
His 41-run cameo was a crucial
contribution in the tricky chase
of 229 which was masterfully
anchored by Shubman Gill with
his eighth ODI hundred.
In contrast, Pakistan would be
fretting over the form and
approach of their biggest star
Babar Azam. The 90-ball 64
against New Zealand in a chase

of 320 has been roundly criticised
for being too slow. 
Azam's inability to accelerate
even when the asking rate kept
climbing has come under
scrutiny and he would be under

tremendous pressure against
India. Adding to their woes is the
injury-forced ouster of game-
changing opener Fakhar Zaman
from the squad. Imam ul Haq has
replaced him in the side and has

joined the squad here.
However, middle-order batter
Khushdil Shah's counter-
attacking 69 in the tournament-
opener is a positive. Shah has
amusingly stated that he has no

idea how he made the squad
given his lean run in the recent
past but Pakistan would be happy
that the punt has paid off.
Pakistan would also be hoping to
prove a point by getting the better

of India, who refused to travel
across the border for the
tournament which is otherwise
wholly scheduled in Karachi,
Lahore and Rawalpindi. 
The man who is feeling the heat
in the Indian team right now is
Virat Kohli after yet again failing
to convert a fairly decent start. His
focus hasn't looked the same for
a while but Kohli does have the
knack of coming up with special
efforts against Pakistan. 
However, in the larger scheme of
things, it could well boil down to
key defining moments from the
bowlers and here too Pakistan
have lots to ponder after the
hammering that the Shaheen
Afridi-led attack took from the
Kiwis. On the other hand, India
have a fit-again and in-form
Mohammed Shami, who is being
brilliantly backed up by Harshit
Rana. Shami's fifer against
Bangladesh ensured that India
did not miss injured talisman
Jasprit Bumrah just yet. 
All-rounder Hardik Pandya has
always turned up with his best
against Pakistan in major ICC
tournaments. He will be hoping
to make up for the 2017

Champions Trophy final
disappointment where he fought
as a lone warrior for India but
failed to take his team over the
line. India is likely to continue
with their winning combination
and remain unchanged.
The spin trio of Kuldeep Yadav,
Ravindra Jadeja, and Axar Patel
will be included once again on
the tweaker-friendly surface to
exploit the conditions.
Squads:
India: Rohit Sharma (captain),
Shubman Gill (vice captain),
Virat Kohli, Shreyas Iyer, KL
Rahul (wicketkeeper), Hardik
Pandya, Axar Patel, Washington
Sundar, Kuldeep Yadav, Jasprit
Bumrah, Mohammed Shami,
Arshdeep Singh, Harshit Rana,
Rishabh Pant (wicketkeeper),
Ravindra Jadeja, Varun
Chakravarthy.
Pakistan: Mohammad Rizwan
(captain), Salman Ali Agha (vice
captain), Babar Azam, Fakhar
Zaman, Kamran Ghulam, Saud
Shakeel, Tayyab Tahir, Faheem
Ashraf, Khushdil Shah, Usman
Khan, Abrar Ahmed, Haris Rauf,
Mohammad Hasnain, Naseem
Shah, Shaheen Shah Afridi.

Indian cricketers during a practice session ahead of the ICC Champions Trophy match between India and Pakistan in Dubai PTI

Kohli focuses on spin play before Pakistan clash

PTI n DUBAI

Indian superstar Virat Kohli
meant business a day before

the marquee clash against
Pakistan in the Champions
Trophy as he arrived at the
International Cricket Council

(ICC) Academy two hours
before scheduled practice time to
iron out his issues against spin.
Kohli, who was troubled by the
ball outside off-stump from the
pacers on the Test tour of
Australia, has been found
vulnerable against spin in the

recent ODIs he has played.
The 36-year-old fell to leg-
spinner Rishad Hossain in
India's opening Champions
Trophy game against Bangladesh
on Thursday, his sixth dismissal
in a row against spinners in
ODIs. 
He was caught at backward
point while trying to cut Hossain. 
In the preceding series against
England at home, leg spinner
Adil Rashid had got the better of
Kohli. 
The former India captain will
have to deal with the likes of
Abrar Ahmed when India takes
on Pakistan at the Dubai
International Stadium on
Sunday. Irrespective of his form,
Kohli's commitment to the game
remains unquestionable, and his
exemplary work ethic was on full
display as he arrived for training
well before his teammates, who
also showed up an hour earlier
than the scheduled time, and was
the last to leave.  
It was not a surprise that the
majority of the net bowlers he
faced were spinners, including a
couple of leg-break bowlers, as

many off-spinners and a left-arm
spinner. 
Pakistan have a part time left-
arm spinner in Khushdil Shah,
while Salman Agha bowls off-
spin. 
With due respect to the
opposition, Indian batters would
be fancying themselves against
the Pakistan spin attack. 
The main challenge for them will
come from the pace trio of
Shaheen Afridi, Haris Rauf and
Naseem Shah who all are under
pressure after an underwhelming
opening game against New
Zealand.  While India are sitting
comfortably after the win over
Bangladesh, Pakistan find
themselves in a must-win
situation.
The wicket is expected to be on
the slower side, bringing a
battery of Indian spinners into
the game.
India have five spinners in the
squad, including two specialists
in Kuldeep Yadav and Varun
Chakravarthy, while the all-
rounders who bowl spin are
Ravindra Jadeja, Axar Patel and
Washington Sundar. 

Virat Kohli during a practice session ahead of India-Pakistan CT match  PTI

PCB asks ICC
on Pakistan's
omission from
broadcast
PTI n KARACHI

The Pakistan Cricket Board
(PCB) has expressed its

displeasure to the sport's
governing body International
Cricket Council (ICC) over
the absence of country's name
from the tournament logo
shown during the l ive
broadcast of India versus
Bangladesh clash in the
Champions Trophy. 
The match was played in
Dubai on Thursday.
According to PCB sources, the
ICC has admitted the error
and assured that it will use the
three-line logo with Pakistan
name in all matches in Dubai
-the same broadcast graphic
which has been shown in
matches in the host country.
India are playing all their
games in Dubai as part of the
hybrid model agreed by the
concerned stakeholders. 
"Yes, it's confirmed that PCB
has written to ICC, and the
ICC has assured the PCB that
they will use the three-line
horizontal logo with Pakistan
name in all Dubai matches -
the same broadcast logo
graphic which was used in
Karachi matches on February
19 and 21," a PCB source
said.It has been learnt that the
ICC has informally told PCB
that it was a technical error. 
During the India-Bangladesh
match, the logo in the top left
corner of the broadcast
carried just the event name -
Champions Trophy 2025 -
but not Pakistan, the host
country. 
India defeated Bangladesh by
six wickets in that match,
which was their opening
match in the eight-team
competition. 
The graphics are prepared
and produced by UK-based
Sunset and Vine under ICC's
supervision, well in advance
and are provided for live feed.
The issue came to light before
the marque Champions
Trophy clash between arch-
rivals India and Pakistan in
Dubai on Sunday.

Babar prioritised personal preferences over bench strength: Umar Akmal
PTI n KARACHI

Discarded Test batsman
Umar Akmal has placed the

blame for the current state of the
Pakistan cricket team squarely
on Babar Azam's shoulders,
saying the former captain failed
to build bench strength during
his nearly five-year tenure at the
helm.
Defending champions Pakistan,
hosting a major global
tournament for the first time in
nearly three decades, made a
disappointing start to their
Champions Trophy campaign,
losing to New Zealand in the
opening match and jeopardizing
their chances of qualifying for
the semifinals.
The 34-year-old Umar, who has
been out of the national side
since 2019, did not hold back in
criticising Babar's leadership,
accusing him of lacking vision.
"Babar was captain for nearly
five years most of the time in all
formats and he never tried to
build up the bench strength due
to his likes and dislikes," Umar
told a TV channel.

Babar served as Pakistan's
captain from late 2019 until late
2023 before stepping down
following the 2023 World Cup. 
He was reinstated as captain in
2024 for white-ball formats but
relinquished the role after a
disappointing World T20 Cup
campaign last year.
Umar said that during a period
when he was in good form and
scoring runs in domestic cricket,
he had approached Babar, asking
for a chance to make a
comeback.
"I told Babar that look give me
a fair chance. You are doing well
in the top order and I can be
your finisher and we can win
matches regularly and it will be
good for Pakistan cricket," he
said. 
However, Umar said his request
was ignored. 
“He didn't listen to me and for
five years when he was captain
he never bothered to try to build
a strong bench because only
teams with good back up players
do consistently well in all
formats,” he added.
Umar, who is Babar's cousin,

represented Pakistan in 16 Tests,
121 ODIs, and 84 T20Is before
being dropped from the national
team in 2019. 
He stated that the Pakistan team
has stagnated because talented
players, who have performed
consistently in domestic cricket,
have not been given a fair

chance under Babar's leadership.
Babar has been facing a lot of
heat since Pakistan's loss in the
final of the three-nation event
on February 14 and his poor
performance in the opening
match of the Champions
Trophy has only intensified the
pressure.

Babar Azam and Imam-ul-Haq during a practice session ahead of India and Pakistan
CT match in Dubai PTI

Aldrich Potgieter powers to four-shot lead in Mexico Open 
PTIn VALLARTA

Aldrich Potgieter showed his
ability to shoot low in the

Mexico Open, powering and
putting his way to a 10-under 61
that gave the big-hitting South
African a four-shot lead going
into the weekend at Vidanta
Vallarta.
Potgieter chipped in for par after
a tee shot into the water on the
10th hole. He failed to birdie two
of the shorter par fives on the
back nine. He still had an outside
chance at another sub-60 round,
having shot 59 on the Korn Ferry
Tour a year ago.
Those hopes ended with a tee
shot into the bunker on the par-
5 18th hole, and an approach that
came up short into a bunker. The
ball stayed near the lip, making
it difficult for him to get the 20-
yard bunker shot close. He two-
putted from 25 feet for par.
"But it was OK," he said of the par.
"I knew I made a lot of extra
birdies throughout the day where
that wasn't going to hurt me."
Potgieter tied the course record
and was at 16-under 126, four
shots ahead of Stephan Jaeger
(64) and Brian Campbell, who
birdied his last hole for a second
straight 65.
It was superb display for Potgieter,

who won the 2022 British
Amateur at age 17 and last year
became the youngest player (19)
to win on the Korn Ferry Tour.
"I love the golf course. It definitely
suits my game, I think, in a lot of
aspects," Potgieter said. "If I can
keep putting well, I think it
should be pretty good."
His power and ball-striking stand
out. His putter is what led to the
61, with Potgieter holing seven
putts from the 10-foot range or

longer. That doesn't include the
10th, where his tee shot found the
water, he came up just short of the
green and chipped in from 20 feet
for par. He reached the 661-yard
12th hole in two by hitting driver
off the fairway to just over 20 feet.
"I've been practicing, doing a drill
on the driving range with teeing
it really low and hitting it really
good with the driver that way,"
Potgieter said. "I was telling my
caddie, Let's just do the same

thing.' It was a perfect number,
so yeah, hit the perfect shot."
Seven of his drives went 325
yards or longer.
Jaeger had another bogey on one
of the five par 5s, this time by
hitting wedge over the green at
number 12, and still managed a
64 to stay in the mix. He had six
birdies on his last 10 holes.
"It's one of those golf courses I feel
like if you hit it nicely and you
give yourself a lot of chances, the
greens are so good it's nice to
make some putts," he said.
Aaron Rai of England, the
highest-ranked player in the field
at No. 29, had a 64 and was five
shots behind. Antoine Rozner
came to his final hole needing
birdie to move the cut line and
knock out 12 players. Rozner had
to make a 10-foot par to avoid
missing the cut himself.
Two Masters-bound amateurs
were among the 77 players who
made the cut at three-under
138. Latin America Amateur
champion Justin Hastings of the
Cayman Islands birdied three of
his last four holes for a 67 and was
at 136. US Amateur champion
Jose Luis Ballester shot another
69 and was at 138.
Also making the cut was Blades
Brown, the 17-year-old who
turned pro this year.
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I only eat one meal a day: Shami

PTI n DUBAI

Giving an insight into how
he keeps match-fit even at

the age of 34, Indian bowling
stalwart Mohammed Shami
says he prefers to eat only one
meal a day and avoids sweets.
Shami has been the standout
bowler for India in the ongoing
Champions Trophy with the
pace spearhead grabbing five
wickets against Bangladesh in
the marquee event in Dubai,
thus becoming the fastest
Indian bowler to take 200 ODI

wickets.
"After 2015, I only have one
meal a day. I only have dinner;
no breakfast, no lunch. It is
very difficult to do such a thing
but once you get used to it then
it becomes very easy," said
Shami during an interaction
with cricketer-turned-
commentator Navjot Singh
Sidhu on Star Sports.
He had been sidelined from
international cricket for 14
months due to an ankle injury
sustained during the 2023 ODI
World Cup final against

Australia, which interrupted a
remarkable run where he
topped the tournament's
wicket-taker's chart with 24
scalps.
The injury required surgery,
and his recovery was further
delayed by swelling on his left
knee, keeping him out of
international action for more
than a year.
Shami said he gained quite a bit
of weight during the recovery
phase and had to shed nearly
nine kgs to get back into shape.
"I have lost nine kgs (during
rehabilitation). 
The most difficult thing is
you have to challenge yourself.
When you are in this
condition. When I was at the
NCA, it was a very difficult
phase," he said.
"My weight was touching
90kgs. The best thing about me
is that I do not crave for
delicacies. I stay away from
sweets. I stay away from a lot
of things, things that generally
one shouldn't eat. 
So, I stay away from them,"
said Shami, who will have to
shoulder a lot of responsibility
in India's clash against arch-
rivals Pakistan in the
Champions Trophy here on
Sunday.

Mohammed Shami during a practice session ahead of India-Pakistan CT match in
Dubai PTI

Manu Bhaker to lead 35-member team for SA World Cups
PTIn NEW DELHI

Ace pistol shooter Manu
Bhaker will lead a 35-

member Indian team in the
season-opening  International
Shooting Sport Federation (ISSF)
World Cups in April in South
America with almost all the
shooters who featured in the Paris
Olympics making the cut.
A notable member of the team is
air pistol ace Saurabh Chaudhary,
who returns to the national side
after more than three years.
Saurabh, who battled a shoulder
injury and poor form following
the Tokyo Olympics in 2021,
recently shot a national record
score in 10m air pistol
qualification besides impressing
in the trials.
He had paired with Manu in the
10m air pistol mixed team event
in Tokyo.
The international shooting
season will begin with a double-
leg South American sojourn,

with the first World Cup (rifle or
pistol or shotgun) scheduled in
Buenos Aires, Argentina from
April 1-11, which will be followed
by a second combined World
Cup in Lima, Peru from April 13-
22. Manu, who was recently
warded the Dhyan Chand Khel
Ratna award for her two bronze
medals at the Paris Olympics in
10m women's air pistol and 10m
air pistol mixed team event with
Sarabjot Singh, will compete in
the South American
competitions in two individual
events - women's air pistol and
25m pistol. She will be
accompanied by other Paris
Olympians like Anish Bhanwala
and Vijayveer Sidhu (men's 25m
rapid-fire pistol), Esha Singh
(women's 25m pistol), Aishwary
Pratap Singh Tomar (men's 50m
rifle three positions), Sift Kaur
Samra and Shriyanka Sadangi
(women's 50m rifle 3 positions),
Arjun Babuta (men's 10m air
rifle), Prithviraj Tondaiman

(men's trap), Anant Jeet Singh
Naruka (men's skeet) and Raiza
Dhillon (women's skeet).
Ahead of the team's departure,
the National Rifle Association of
India (NRAI) will organise a
training camp at the Karni Singh
Range here from March 14.
The biggest draw on the ISSF
calendar this year will be the
World Championships scheduled
in October (shotgun) and
November (rifle or pistol). 
"There will be a total of three
World Cup stages for each
discipline while two junior World
Cups, the second among them in
New Delhi in September, are also
scheduled. Also on the
international roster this year is the
16th Asian Championships in
Kazakhstan in August," said
NRAI in a statement.
NRAI secretary-general Sultan
Singh said it was time for the
Indian shooters to raise the bar
further following their success at
the Paris Olympics, where the 21-

member contingent bagged three
bronze medals.
"A new responsibility rests on the
entire shooting fraternity to raise
the bar even higher. We are
confident that those selected for
the international season openers
will come out with flying
colours," said Singh.
NRAI recently announced a long
list of coaches and experts to
guide the Indian shooters on their
journey to the 2028 LA Games
with Manu's coach Jaspal Rana
heading the chart.
Rana was brought back into the
Indian shooting's mainstream
with the NRAI making him the
high-performance coach for 25m
pistol, while picking the
decorated Jitu Rai for the 10m air
pistol coaching job.
Also appointed as head coach
(rifle) was the latest Dronacharya
award recipient Deepali
Deshpande, who guided rifle
shooter Swapnil Kusale to bronze
in Paris.

Ahlawat makes cut with birdie-birdie finish in Kenya
PTI n NAIROBI

Veer Ahlawat's rounds of
70-72 gave him an even par

total, allowing him to make a
last minute cut at the Magical
Kenya Open here. 
Ahlawat started his second
round very early and then had
to wait for the rest of the
afternoon to know whether he
had made the cut. 
The 28-year-old rookie, who
shot a one-under 71 in the first
round after a disappointing
finish with three bogeys in his
last four holes, was staring at a
missed cut when he came to the
17th tee in the second round.
This time Ahlawat produced
two great birdies on the closing
holes to move from three-over
to one-over and give himself a
chance to make the cut. 
Meanwhile, fellow Indian
Shubhankar Sharma, endured
another tough week as he
carded 71-72 and missed the cut

by one.
Ahlawat, who was runner-up at
the Hero Indian Open last year,
bogeyed the second and the
seventh and got his first birdie
on the eighth. 
He dropped two more shots on
the 14th and 16th and was two-
over for the tournament when
he came to the 17th tee. 
He birdied the 17th and added
one more on 18th, which he had
eagled a day earlier. 
That helped him squeeze inside
the cut line and earned a chance
at improving his position over
the weekend.
Ahlawat, who had made two
cuts and missed two in four
starts on DP World Tour in
2025, was making his third cut. 
He was T-27 in Ras Al Khaimah
and T-49 in Bahrain and missed
cuts in Dubai and Qatar. 
Ahlawat earned playing rights
on DPWT after topping the
Indian PGTI Tour's Order of
Merit in 2024. 

The PGTI and the DPWT have
an arrangement by which the
top Indian OOM gets a card to
the DPWT and this is the third
year of the alliance.
Sharma, however, has missed
four cuts in a row on the DP
World Tour and his only cut of
2025 came at the International
Series in India.
John Parry produced a back-
nine birdie blitz in his round of
5-under 66 to lead by one shot
at the halfway stage. 
Parry, who won the AfrAsia
Bank Mauritius Open in
December, started the day
alongside Benjamin Hebert at
the top of the leaderboard.
Herbert finished early with 66
and was 13-under, till Parry (63-
65) overtook him to get to 14-
under.
A 15-year-old Kenyan amateur
golfer, Shashwat Harish, whose
parents are of Indian origin, was
thrilled with a chance to play the
event. 



Love and commitment
deserve a symbol as
rare as the bond

they represent. This sen-
timent came to life with
Tanishq, ‘The Soulmate
Diamond Pair,’ a unique
creation crafted from a
single billion-year-old
natural diamond.
Introduced at an in-
timate event in
col laborat ion
with De Beers,
the collection
celebrates the
idea that true love,
much like a diamond, is
shaped over time and meant to last forever.

The highlight of the evening was the rings
themselves, two intricately designed pieces that
started as one. Their shared origin represents a con-
nection that is both precious and unbreakable.
Designed to mark life’s most cherished moments,
these rings become a part of a couple’s journey,
whether it’s an engagement, anniversary or a spe-
cial milestone.

Each ring carries a part of the same diamond,
making them truly one of a kind.They became sto-
rytellers of love and shared journeys, crafted to be
passed down through generations.

Beyond their sparkle, these rings hold a sig-
nificance that makes them stand apart. One thing
was certain. Some things in life never fade and love
is one of them. These rings are a reflection of bonds
that are rare, strong and meant to last a lifetime.

Crime Beat currently streaming
on Zee5 is a crime thriller direct-
ed by Sudhir Mishra and Sanjeev

Kaul. The web series with a blend of
investigative journalism and the crime
world takes you through the lives of
journalists and criminals showcasing
the risk involved in both lives.

Starring Saqib Saleem, Rahul Bhat,
Vipin Sharma, Sai Tamhankar, Danish
Husain, Rajesh Tailang, and Saba
Azad, the story starts from the world
of how getting a byline or a good sto-
ry is a struggle in the newspaper and
frustrates the protagonist Saqib Saleem. 

The cast has played sharp roles,
adding masala (fun) and hook to the
webseries. Saqib Saleem as Abhishek
Sinha has portrayed emotions of all
sorts in his scenes showcasing the frus-
tration of struggling for a page one by-
line, changing jobs and a stolen hit by-
line. Rahul Bhat as Binny Chaudhary has few-
er scenes but is there for a great grip to the sto-
ry, Sai Tamhankar as Archana Pandey has

played the queen of disguise perfectly.
The role of Danish Husain as Amir Akhtar,

a senior crime journalist and his link to Binny

uplifts the scenes of thrill. Rajesh Tailang as DCP
Uday Kumar has always aced his acting part as
the evil police officer and Vipin Sharma has sup-

ported a great cast.
Although the cast is not

a disappointment, the confus-
ing beginning and unclear
screen time for the characters
are what will disappoint you.
For instance, Saba Azad as
Maya Kapoor opened as a
strong character and could
have possibly made a better
impact but her fewer scenes
and later introduction as the
love interest of bhishek was a
dismay. 

Crime Beat doesn't al-
ways make the most of its
strengths and occasionally
falls short of its potential,
with its clunky dialogues
sometimes making scenes
feel mechanical.

However, if you enjoy
shows packed with relentless crime, action, and
suspense, Crime Beat is worth a watch, as the
actors don't leave a room for disappointment.

DEHRADUN | SUNDAY | FEBRUARY 23, 2025 www.dailypioneer.com/vivacity/ [COLOURS]

Crime Beat
IMDB Rating – 7.1/10
OTT – Zee5
Cast – -   Saqib
Saleem, Saba Azad,
Rahul Bhat 

Oops! Ab Kya?
IMDB Rating – 6.4/10
OTT – JioHotstar
Cast – Jaaved Jaaferi,
Sonali Kulkarni, Shweta
Basu Prasad

Reacher Season 3
IMDB Rating – 8/10
OTT – Amazon
Prime Video
Cast - Alan
Ritchson, Maria
Sten

Surface Season 2
IMDB Rating – 6.4/10
OTT – Apple TV+
Cast -  Gugu Mbatha-
Raw, Oliver Jackson,
Ari Graynor

The White Lotus Season 3
IMDB Rating – 8/10
OTT – JioHotstar
Cast - Leslie Bibb, Carrie
Coon, Walton Goggins,
Sarah Catherine Hook,
Jason Isaacs

SUGGESTED BINGES

The Truth Behind Headlines and Bylines
With a big stellar cast and hooked storyline, Crime Beat delivers crime and suspense but its execution falls short at times, writes ABHI SINGHAL

RATING

Fashion with meaning is rare. Every stitch tells a story
and every fabric holds a memory. In a world of fleet-
ing trends, it is refreshing to see a designer who val-
ues artistry and tradition, ensuring that heritage re-

mains a part of contemporary fashion.
Shilpi Gupta, the creative force behind House of Shilpi Gupta,

presented her latest collection, Kanakmani, at Earthloom, The
Threads of Heritage during Bharat Tex 2025. The showcase
brought together craftsmanship, heritage and modern sensi-
bilities, capturing the essence of Indian handloom traditions.

The collection, inspired by the richness of gold zari
and heirloom textiles, reimagined heritage in a way
that felt deeply personal. Each piece carried the
weight of history while embracing the aesthetics
of today. The garments were not only about em-
bellishments or intricate work but about preserv-
ing the artistry that generations have passed down.

The showstopper, Sheetal Mallar, embodied the
spirit of Kanakmani in an exquisite 

ensemble that exuded elegance. The col-
lection blended structured silhouettes
with fluid drapes, pairing blouses 

with jackets and capes, offering a fresh take on traditional 
styles. It was a celebration of textures, colours and meticulous
craftsmanship.

What stood out was the emotional connection in each piece.
The idea of passing down heirloom textiles, of a mother gift-
ing a piece to her daughter, who then treasures it for her
own children, made the collection feel timeless. It was
not about trends, it was about legacy.

Shilpi Gupta’s vision goes beyond creating gar-
ments. She honours India’s deep-rooted textile her-
itage, bringing forth the grandeur of pitambari, nil-
ambari, shatavari, karwa,and bhoota work with gold
and silver threads. The collection was a reminder that
fashion can hold cultural significance while re-
maining relevant.

House of Shilpi Gupta has always been
about reviving and reinterpreting India’s
textile traditions. Every fabric, every sil-
houette, carries a sense of nostalgia while
embracing the present, proving that
true fashion is never only about the
clothes, it is about the stories they tell.

BY ABHI SINGHAL

Bharat Tex 2025, India's premier global textile event, was held
at Bharat Mandapam in New Delhi. The event featured over
5,000 exhibitors, providing a comprehensive showcase of India's

textile ecosystem. The expo encompassed the entire textile value chain,
from raw materials to finished products, including accessories. It fea-
tured special innovation and start-up pavilions, hackathons, and de-
sign challenges, providing funding opportunities for start-ups through
leading investors. With stalls of everything like Vatsal Exports LLP,

Jubilee Industries, JCI RC Velvet, Khadi stalls and
so much more, the event was a textile hub. 

On talking to Vatsal Gaudani, Founder of
Vatsal Exports LLP, shared his impressions of
Bharat Tex 2025 and the interest of the buyers,
he said, “This diverse attendance underscores
the event's significance as a premier platform
for showcasing India's textile prowess. The ad-
dress of Prime Minister Narendra Modi
highlighted the government's commit-
ment to the textile sector. 

The event concluded successfully,
reinforcing India's position as a key
player in the global textile supply
chain and its commitment to inno-
vation, sustainability, and global
collaboration.

A Love
Written in
Diamond

A diamond’s journey, like
Tanishq’s Soulmate Diamond
Pair, is meant to last forever,
says SAKSHI PRIYA                  

A collection that celebrates heritage, crafted with skill and passion, keeps
traditions alive with grace, says SAKSHI PRIYA



T
he first thing that catches your senses is the smell, fresh jalebis
sizzling in hot oil, the tangy aroma of bhel puri mixed with the
sweetness of roasted nuts. People walk past, their hands full of
colourful bags, carefully wrapped souvenirs and steaming cups
of chai. A group of school children rushes by, laughing as they
hold up the masks they just bought. Nearby, an elderly couple

stands at a saree stall, running their fingers over the soft silk as they decide
which one to take home.

The 38th Surajkund International
Crafts Mela, taking place in Faridabad,
Haryana, at Surajkund Mela Grounds, is
a grand celebration of art, culture and
heritage, featuring over 1,000 stalls,
vibrant performances and a special
Rajasthan-themed showcase. Every
corner of the mela offers a glimpse into
the past. It is a place where cultures
converge, creativity flourishes and every
turn unveils a new treasure waiting to
be explored.

HANDCRAFTED TREASURES
Walking through the fair feels like
stepping into a marketplace where
every item has a story. The Department
of Archaeology and Museum, Haryana,
showcases artefacts from different
periods of history. Odisha’s stall is lined
with handloom textiles, intricate Sambalpuri sarees
and delicate silver jewellery. Banaras displays its
famous silk sarees, their golden threads catching the
light. Madhya Pradesh presents handcrafted lamps
and umbrellas embroidered with elephant designs.
Each stall holds something unique, drawing visitors
eager to take home a piece of heritage.

"I have been coming here for years," says an artist
from Madhya Pradesh. "People
appreciate handmade crafts here and
that gives us hope that our work will
live on."

People walk around
holding boards with
messages spread
across the mela.
Among the many
stalls, Bhutan’s
artisans display
handcrafted
meditation items.
"These are used
for meditation,"
says a vendor as a
visitor calls their
partner over to
take a look. A
wooden birdhouse
sits at another
stall, a symbol of
the sustainable crafts
that continue to be
passed down through

generations.

VINTAGE SIPS
The crockery section at Surajkund Mela is a visual delight,
showcasing exquisite vintage and aesthetic tea sets from Iran and

different parts of the world. Delicate porcelain, hand-painted kettles,
and intricately designed cups transport visitors to another
era. The Iranian sets, adorned with fine patterns and gold

accents, stand out for their elegance. Each stall feels like a
time capsule, drawing people in as they admire the

charm of old-world tea traditions.
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“Culture is the arts elevated to
a set of beliefs”

— THOMAS WOLFE

At Surajkund International Crafts Mela, every
colour, every texture and every melody told a story
of heritage and passion, says SAKSHI PRIYA

PERFORMERS FROM
MOZAMBIQUE TAKE THE
STAGE. THE EXCITEMENT
SPREADS AND VISITORS
CANNOT RESIST JOINING
IN. FACES LIGHT UP AS
PEOPLE  DANCE TOGETHER,
SHARING IN THE JOY OF THE
MOMENT

GLOBAL MARKETPLACE
Surajkund brings together artisans from around the
world. The Grand Bazaar of Istanbul showcases fine
textiles and jewellery while Madagascar’s stall offers

handcrafted vegan bags. Lebanon’s stall is filled with
intricately designed hookah pots, Iran displays fragrant

ittar and woven mats and Syria’s section holds paintings,
lamps and table décor.

A shopkeeper from Afghanistan carefully unrolls a
handmade carpet. "This one costs `2,00,000," he
says, running his fingers over the fabric. "A deep
artist worked on this for an entire year. It may
look like a mat but it is a painting in itself."

DANCE AND MUSIC
The sound of dhols leads the crowd towards
the Odisha dance performance.
Dancers dressed in traditional
attire move with grace, their anklets
jingling in sync. A group of visitors
stands around them, making videos,
clicking photos and cheering. Children try
to copy the steps, laughing as they
stumble.

College students and
professionals move through the fair,
capturing performances and
interactions for their projects. "We’re
covering the mela for our college
assignment," says a media student.
"There’s so much to learn from this
experience."

`1,300,000`1,300,000`1,300,000`1,300,000`1,300,000`1,300,000`1,300,000`1,300,000
In 2024, 1.3 million visitors attended the

Surajkund Mela

CHALLENGES OF ARTISANS
While the fair is filled with colour and excitement, it also
highlights the struggles of artisans. Many crafts that
have been passed down through generations now face
the threat of being forgotten. "It’s not easy to make a
living from this," says a block print artist from
Rajasthan. "Handmade work takes time but people now
prefer cheaper machine-made products. Events like this
give us a chance to show the beauty of our craft."
Despite the challenges, there is hope.

PHOTOS: PANKAJ KUMAR

A CULTURAL MELTING POT
Surajkund is a place where cultures meet,
where an artist from Tunisia can sit next to a
designer from Bangladesh and exchange
ideas. It is where a student can witness
centuries-old crafting techniques and imagine
a future in design. It is where a photographer
captures the joy of a child dancing to a tune
she has never heard before.

"This place has everything," says a vlogger
recording the event. "If you love art, culture,
photography or just good food, there’s no
place better than this."

From authentic crafts and mesmerising
folk performances to global flavours, every
moment is a celebration of colours, creativity,
and culture. Visitors can engage with
craftsmen, learn their traditions, and witness
the beauty of handcrafted heritage. Performing
arts take centre stage with cultural troupes
showcasing folk dances and music at the
open-air theatre, Natyashala. From ghazals
and classical thumri to soul-stirring ragas, the
cultural evenings add magic to the event.

This year, Madhya Pradesh and Odisha
shine this year with Gond paintings,
Maheshwari sarees, Dhokra figurines,
Pattachitra art, Sambalpuri weaves, and
Gotipua dance. BIMSTEC nations add cultural
richness, while Apna Ghar showcases
Haryana’s heritage. Today is the last chance to
experience it all!



Tumse milna purani Dilli mein…..this always reminds
me of Old Delhi and the flavourful food that one can
eat while being there. To experience the same, all at
a single restaurant, Crowne Plaza Today New Delhi

Okhla hosted the 15th edition of its signature food festival
– Dilli 6 – Dahleej-e-Dilli till 5th March, bringing the spir-
it of Purani Dilli to life. This food festival, which takes place
every year, offers a genuine taste of Old Delhi's rich flavours
and ageless customs while re-creating the ambience of its
lively streets with desi decors.

A variety of classic delicacies that embody the
essence of Dilli 6 were available for the guests. Every
mouthful reveals a tale, from the rich and creamy
Paneer Changezi Paratha from the Paranthe
Vaali Gali to the tart joy of Matar Kulche,
one could feel the flavour. From the mak-
ing of Chana Jor Garam and ambience
of love, shayari songs gave the feeling of
spending time at Purani Dilli.

While those who prefer sweets could
not pass up the Shafiz Ki Phirni and the
smooth Kulfi, meat lovers could savour the
slow-cooked excellence of Mutton Nihari and
the hearty warmth of Haleem. Every element
of the setup was homage to Dilli 6, from instal-
lations with a nod to heritage and the smells of siz-
zling kebabs.

Ever dreamt of old times when you
wanted to have lip smacking street
food you headed to the walled city
of Delhi and savoured everything

that was sinful yet tasted like heaven - cho-
ley bhature, parathas of paratha wali gali,
and maggi, papri chaat, Daulat ki chaat and
what have you. Times have changed Delhi
is far more crowded than it used to be but
Delhi Street food is same. And the good
news is you can have the same taste in same
ambiance in Crowne Plaza Mayur Vihar
which is celebrating Zaiqa-e-Dilli till March
2. And here you get to taste not only the old
Delhi street food from Lajpat Nagar but also
get a feel of Majnu ka Tila.

Crowne Plaza New Delhi Mayur Vihar's
signature dining destination, Infinity, has
curated street food of Delhi for lovers on a
flavourful journey through 'Zaiqa-e-Dilli'-
a food festival that brings the essence of the
capital's legendary street food to life. This
year's theme, Khat - A Culinary Love Letter
to Dilwalo Ki Dilli, is an ode to the city's
deep-rooted love affair with its vibrant food
culture, where every dish is a cherished
memory, and every flavour a story waiting
to be relished.

This years  edition of Zaiqa-e-Dilli takes
an immersive approach to authenticity.
Executive Chef Roushan Sharma and his
team, in collaboration with Namastey
Culture, embarked on a culinary treasure
hunt across Delhi's bustling streets-from

Jama Masjid's lanes to Daryaganj's 
historic eateries and Connaught Place's

timeless food hubs. This meticulous
exploration led them to the soul of

Delhi's food scene-Lotan Ke Chole
Kulche, Sanjay Kumar's Daulat 
Ki Chaat, Aslam's Butter Chicken,
Kuremal's Kulfi, Jain Fruit
Sandwich, and many more. To

recreate these flavours with precision, 
the team observed, tasted, and learned 
firsthand from the masters behind these 
legendary dishes.

"Food in Delhi is more than sustenance-
it is an emotion, a tradition, and an insep-
arable part of the city's identity," shares
Executive Chef Roushan Sharma. To add an
authentic touch, original vendors will pre-
pare signature delights, ensuring that guests
experience these dishes exactly as they were
meant to be savoured.

Lucknow is a city where history
and flavour walk hand in hand.
Known for its tehzeeb, rich culi-
nary traditions, and slow-cooked

delicacies, every bite tells a story of Nawabs
and royal kitchens. The aroma of saffron
and kebabs fills its streets, the sound of
clinking glasses and quiet conversations
adding to its charm.

Now, this experience finds a new
home in Noida at Chica Loca by Sunny
Leone. A space where every detail reflects
a love for food and culture. The atmosphere
feels personal, as though the restaurant itself
is telling you a secret. Here, Zaika-e-
Lucknow is an experience that unfolds
before your eyes.

A Feast for the Senses
There’s something mesmerising about
watching food being prepared right in front
of you. The sizzle, the aroma, the way each
ingredient is carefully added. At Chica Loca
by Zaika-e-Lucknow is an experience.

Every dish carries the heart of
Lucknow’s legendary cuisine, steeped in his-
tory and rich in flavour. The chefs perform,
turning centuries-old recipes into moments
worth savouring.

The Chaat Experience
At the chaat counter, the experience begins
with a flourish. A delicate kataifi basket 
is placed before you, crisp and golden. 

A freshly fried aloo tikki is placed inside,
followed by a drizzle of thick tamarind 

and jaggery sauce, its deep sweetness
balanced by the tang of yoghurt. A
spoonful of Arala Galka chutney,
deep green, fragrant, bursting with
spice, is added, the final flourish to

a masterpiece of textures and tastes.
This chaat is layers of flavour, a

balance of crisp, soft, sweet, and spicy.
The first bite is a revelation, crunchy,
creamy, tangy and warming, all at once. It’s
street food elevated to an art form.

Gulati Kebab & Katal Delight
On the live grill, the Gulati Kebab sizzles
gently, its rich aroma of ghee, saffron, 
and warming spices filling the air. A deli-
cate blend of khoya, lentils and paneer,
infused with cashew paste and Lazzat-e-
Taam masala, makes it irresistibly soft.
Served with saffron-infused Sheermal 
and bold panch-phoron chutney, it melts
on the tongue, releasing layers of spice 
and smoke.

Never thought of Katal as something
this indulgent but here it was, stealing 
the spotlight. Slow-cooked in Lucknowi
spices, the raw jackfruit transformed into
a rich meaty delight. Paired with warm
Rumali Roti, it absorbed the deep smoki-
ness of cloves, cardamom and ghee, each
bite a revelation.

The Non-Veg Secrets
For those who crave the richness of
Lucknow’s meat dishes, the live kitchen
offers a spectacle of its own. The legendary
Chowk Ke Galawati Kebab, soft, smoky,
spiced to perfection, is prepared right before
your eyes, each portion hand-minced with
precision. Beside it, a pot of Abu Bakar Ki
Biryani is gently stirred, the fragrance of saf-
fron and rose water rising with the steam.
The Rann Mussallam, slow-cooked to per-
fection with rich Lucknowi spices, makes
a grand entrance, the meat tender, falling
off the bone.

Pan-Asian Flair
While the heart of Zaika-e-Lucknow lies in
its heritage, there’s an unexpected twist, a
live Pan-Asian station. The contrast is strik-
ing. Here, the preparation is fast, dynam-
ic. Flames leap as a chef tosses fresh veg-
etables in a hot wok, the aroma of basil and
soy hitting the air.

A dish of Sticky Rice with Vegetables in
Basil Sauce comes together in mere min-
utes. The chef glances up, asking, “More
spice?” A nod, and in goes a handful of

fresh chilli, the
deep red cutting
through the glossy
sauce. Spice is
adjusted on request.
The final dish is bold
and full of character,
every grain of rice coat-
ed in a rich, aromatic
sauce. It’s a theatrical con-
trast to the slow, deliberate
artistry of Lucknow’s kebabs
and chaats, yet equally hypnot-
ic to watch.

A Sweet Mystery
Khushnuma Begum Ki Kulfi, what
a name for a dessert. The story goes
that a young chef once found an old
spoon engraved with "Khushnuma" in
the bustling bartan bazaar, and it
changed his fate forever. This dessert
carries that same magic. A saffron and
almond kulfi, layered with falooda and
dry fruits, served with a paan-infused rabri
blended with betel leaf and gulkand. Each
bite is a journey through Lucknow’s rich
culinary history, a perfect ending to an
unforgettable meal.

Dining at Chica Loca is about feeling
connected, to the past, to the craft, to the
very moment when something beautiful is
created. Watching the hands that shape the
food, hearing the stories behind the dish-
es, inhaling the scents that fill the air, it all
makes each bite more meaningful. At
Zaika-e-Lucknow, tradition is alive, food is
theatre and every meal is a story waiting
to be told.
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— VIRGINIA WOOLF
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FACT SHEET
Restaurant: Chica Loca by sunny leone 
Venue: 4th Floor, Plot Number-C3,
One29, E1, Noida-Greater Noida
Expy, above Gulshan, Sector 129,
Noida, Uttar Pradesh 201301
Price: 2500 + for two 
(without alcohol) 

COCKTAILS
& MORE

The drinks here
deserve a moment
of their own. Ishq,

what a name. A
smooth rum-based
drink with almond

milk, cream, cinnamon,
honey and egg white.

Velvety and rich, it felt
like a warm embrace.
Then came Suroor-e-

Raan, a vodka cocktail
with betel leaf, cloves,

honey and lime, served
alongside a fragrant

meetha paan. An
unexpected yet perfect

pairing. Finally, Mehfi, a
mocktail inspired by

qawwali, blended rose
water, pomegranate, lime

and honey. Refreshing,
floral, and full of life, just

like the city itself.
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Taste of Purani Dilli in Every Bite

ICONIC FOODS 
Guests at Zaiqa-e-Dilli will indulge in over 100 of Delhi's
most iconic dishes, served through a rotating menu
featuring the capital's best street food. The culinary
lineup includes Chandni Chowk's famous parathas,
Connaught Place's comforting Rajma Chawal, Lajpat
Nagar's crispy Ram Ladoo, and Jama Masjid's
irresistible Chicken Changezi. Majnu Ka Tila's Momos,
Rajouri Garden's Chole Bhature, and Karol Bagh's
succulent kebabs will also take the center stage,

alongside live hawkers
crafting refreshing

Bunta.

CROWNE PLAZA
MAYUR VIHAR

CROWNE PLAZA
OKHLA

Experience Lucknow’s legendary flavours with
live cooking, rich kebabs, aromatic biryanis and

decadent desserts, says SAKSHI PRIYA 
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Experience Lucknow’s legendary flavours with
live cooking, rich kebabs, aromatic biryanis and

decadent desserts, says SAKSHI PRIYA 

Zaiqa-e-Dilli returns with a love letter to flavours with
iconic street flavours, says GYANESHWAR DAYAL

Dahleej-e-Dilli festival’s atmosphere will
transport you to the bustling streets of
Chandni Chowk, writes ABHI SINGHAL
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“THE MOST BEAUTIFUL THING IN
THE WORLD IS, OF COURSE, THE

WORLD ITSELF”
— WALLACE STEVENS

February 23, 2025

For five days, the quiet, dusty town of
Ramgarh Shekhawati transformed into
a vibrant spectacle of music, dance, col-
ors, and captivating performances that
left audiences enthralled. Welcome to

VHAH FEST 2025—a celebration that goes
beyond mere entertainment. VHAH is a ded-
icated effort to rekindle tourism in Ramgarh
Shekhawati, serving a greater purpose: reviv-
ing the town’s rich heritage.  This eagerly await-
ed event every year promises an immersive
journey into the rich tapestry of heritage,
music, dance, wellness, and artistic splendor,
all set against the breathtaking backdrop of
Rajasthan’s architectural grandeur.

But how do these two elements – A cul-
tural festival and Heritage conservation -
come together? A silent yet a profound rev-
olution is taking shape in a small town in
Rajasthan’ Sikar district – Ramgarh
Shekhawati. Known for its exquisitely carved
havelis and frescos, it is now one of the finest
examples of how to protect and conserve the
heritage. And more than money you need
passion and dedication to do so; money fol-
lows. What began as an effort to restore an
ancestral haveli by Shruti Poddar, now the
convenor of INTACH Shekhawati chapter,

has grown into a full-blown revival of the town
and an effort to put it on the world map of
tourism. Indeed, it has been a long and ardu-
ous journey but is worth the pain and the

effort. Shruti tells us that when she
returned from the UK, searching for her roots, she
was amazed to see the heritage her ancestors left
and was in tears that her own folk had abandoned
such a rich heritage to settle in big towns. 

She began brick by brick reviving the haveli that
belonged  to her. She lived with bats and bare min-
imum basiccs. Her dedication inspired people
around and they gradually started taking interest
in the revival of more havelis. Most of these havelis
are over two hundred years and done in limestone,
bricks and stones, carved with exquisite designs

and painted with frescos on their facades with
wet colours on limestone plaster. 

But then for everything you need money,
people with deep pockets need to be inter-
ested in visiting it so that money pours into
once the richestest place on the planet in
terms of per capita income. Ruiyas, Khetans,
Khemkas Poddars —the big Marwari busi-
ness families have their genesis in Ramgarh
and it shows. It is writ large in the Havelis
they lived; Frescos done in gold,  Belgium
glasses on the wall and silk smooth floor-
ing done in limestone and seashells— all tell
you what the town is all about. 

For the VHAH Festvial 2025, the guests
came from across the world. They came to
be part of this immersive experience, a rare
treat. Gajendra Singh Shekhawat, Minister
for Culture and Tourism spent a day to
understand the town and what it would
takes to revive it. He promised government

support to provide infrastructure, like airport link
and train halt of fast trains at Ramgarh station  

The festival has grown bigger  in size, both
in terms of numbers and scope and has been
adding newer elements to it. This years theme
was love – Shringar rasa. One major highlight
of VHAH FEST 2025 was a heartfelt tribute to
the legendary filmmaker Guru Dutt on his
100th birth anniversary. This special commem-
oration also brought together film enthusiasts
and scholars for screenings, discussions, and
live performances celebrating his unparalleled
contributions to Indian cinema. Among the
notable events was an exploration of Guru
Dutt’s cinematic journey, led by Nasreen
Munni Kabir and Shruti Poddar. Additionally,
Amrish Mishra directed grand musical con-

cert dedicated to Guru Dutt’s timeless
melodies. The Moonlight Mehfil on

February 14  featured a live per-
formance of classic Guru

Dutt film songs, present-
ed by Anuraag Poddar

over an intimate
dinner setting.

Adding to the festival’s allure was the
launch of “The Grand Archway” at MOHAR
Haveli, an exclusive Museum Art Gallery. This
inaugural exhibition presented rare oleographs by
Raja Ravi Varma and M V Dhurandhar, offering
a rare glimpse into the artistic heritage of India.
The exhibition was inaugurated by  Gajendra Singh
Shekhawat, alongside Prince Rama Varma, a
descendant of Raja Ravi Varma, further enriching
the festival’s cultural offerings. 

Evenings at VHAH FEST 2025 were dedicated
to the evocative essence of Shringar Rasa, celebrat-
ing beauty, love, and romance through spellbind-
ing music and dance performances. The classical
performances by Geeta Chandran celebrated the
theme of Sringara and took it it to the next level. 

A tap dance performance by Irish dancer
Jason Donnelly was mesmerising and so was the
performance by the Rajasthani Kalbelia dancers.
Odissi maestro Vidushi Sujata Mohapatra’s inter-
pretation of Jayadeva’s "Gita Govinda" on
February 15 left the audience spell bound. 

The divine love of Radha-Krishna was
brought to life through a soulful jugalbandi
by Acharya Shrivatsa
Goswami and
Padmashri Geeta
Chandran, while
Prince Rama Varma’s
musical concert, set
against the backdrop
of Raja Ravi Varma’s
paintings added
another layer of artis-
tic enchantment. 

Beyond perfor-
mances and exhibi-
tions, VHAH FEST
2025 engaged the
participants on
hands-on learning
through an array of
workshops and heal-
ing experiences. As
the sun set over the
Shekhawati sand dunes
and the echoes of music
and laughter fill the air,
Ramgarh is indeed show-
ing the country how our
cultural heritage can be
preserved and restored.
VHAH FEST is an effort
to make Ramgarh
Shekhawati shine on the
world tourist map. India
has a treasure trove we
must preserve before it is
lost forever. 
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UNVEILING SHEKHAWATI 
For those eager to explore the
architectural wonders of Shekhawati,
the festival offered a Heritage Walk,
allowing visitors
to discover the
intricate
frescoes,
havelis,
temples, and
chhatris that
define the
region’s
historical
landscape.
festival
provides an
opportunity to
witness and
partake in the
preservation of
age-old crafts. 

The Vedaaranya Heritage and Healing Festival (VHAH FEST 2025) breathes new life into the historic town of Ramgarh

Shekhawati. Every winter, this once-forgotten town transforms into a vibrant cultural hub, drawing visitors from around the

world to revel in its artistic splendor, architectural grandeur and deep-rooted traditions, says GYANESHWAR DAYAL
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THE TOWN OF RAMGARH SHEKHAWATI IS
DOTTED WITH CHATTRIS AND HAVELIS THAT 

ARE EXQUISITELY CARVED



You are naturally innovative and have a knack for utilizing
strategic approaches effectively, ensuring that tasks are
executed precisely and promptly. This week, anticipate
taking on significant responsibilities. Embrace the
challenge and the control it brings, as your efforts are
likely to result in tangible rewards. Financial opportunities
are on the horizon; however, attention may be required to
bring more harmony into your personal relationships.
Expect developments in your professional life, possibly
through new job offers or business expansions. While you
may find that not everyone is supportive, key individuals
will stand by you. Family dynamics could involve travel for
a relative. With initiatives already underway, patience will
be your ally as you await the fruits of your labor, and you'll
find this period also strengthens friendships

Lucky number 12 | Lucky colour Burgundy
Lucky day Wednesday

ARIES March 21-April 19

Currently, it seems you are on the cusp of a positive shift
regarding your financial situation. Expect potential increases in
wealth, possibly through unexpected channels like gifts or other
forms of gain. This Valentine's Day could bring significant
romantic gestures, potentially deepening commitments.
However, some may experience lingering emotional challenges,
with feelings of regret or anxiety leading to restless nights. Such
stress can magnify perceived problems, heightening worry. Yet,
as the week progresses, a surge in self-assurance regarding
your capabilities will emerge, empowering you to achieve
desired outcomes. It's an opportune moment to transform
aspirations into concrete plans and take active steps toward
realizing your ambitions. Embrace this phase as a chance to
steer your life toward more fulfilling paths.

Lucky number 3 | Lucky colour Charcoal
Lucky day Monday

TAURUS April 20-May 20

You possess a spirited and independent nature, which
illuminates your vibrant emotions and boundless
imagination. At your core lies a deep-seated romanticism.
You approach the world with kindness and compassion,
cherishing moments of quiet and peace. Your moods may
shift, reflecting your dynamic inner life, and you are driven
by a desire to apply your insight and knowledge ambitiously.
Incorporating meditation and yoga into your daily routine
enhances your spiritual freedom and empowerment. You are
inclined to reject outdated perspectives, instead bringing
fresh ideas and creative approaches to the forefront. As the
week winds down, you revel in social gatherings and
celebrations, finding joy and fulfillment in these shared
experiences. You deeply value the joyful and celebratory
moments spent with friends and family.

Lucky number 10  |  Lucky colour Chocolate
Lucky day Saturday

GEMINI May 21-June 20

At the beginning of the week, some might experience
setbacks or emotional challenges in their romantic
relationships. An unexpected event could lead to feelings of
hurt as it might come from a close and trusted partner. This
situation could temporarily cloud your judgment or affect
your emotional clarity. However, as the week progresses,
there's a shift towards healing and understanding. You might
find yourself emerging stronger and more open-hearted than
before, with a renewed capacity for love and connection.  For
those involved in professional pursuits, the week could bring
opportunities to travel internationally for work. This journey
not only promises career growth but could also spark a
spiritual enlightenment, helping you overcome any
significant challenges that have been blocking your path.

Lucky number 14 | Lucky colour Cream
Lucky day Wednesday

CANCER June 21-July 22

This week presents a blend of challenges and triumphs.
Your focus is sharp, and you move forward with a clear
vision, ready to face any obstacles with bravery and
resilience. Your determination and willpower position you
as a true leader, inspiring others with your courage. You
naturally take charge, guiding with fairness and integrity,
qualities that motivate those around you to seek your
counsel. This period marks a significant phase where you
might step into a leadership role or take on an important
position that highlights your skills and communicative
prowess. Your actions this week could very well set the
course for a positive shift in your life's direction.

Lucky number 16 | Lucky colour Indigo
Lucky day Tuesday

VIRGO Aug 23-Sep 22

This week kicks off with a festive spirit, as many will find
themselves surrounded by joyous events such as parties,
weddings, and other significant celebrations that promise an
unforgettable experience. Spending time with friends and
loved ones might inspire profound reflections. Indulging in
fine food, drinks, and the pleasures of life will be a theme,
though it's wise to keep an eye on expenditures to maintain a
balance between enjoyment and practicality. This is a time to
recognize the internal strength and divinity that have perhaps
gone unnoticed. Trusting in higher powers and your own
capabilities can pave the way for these qualities to emerge
more prominently in your life.

Lucky number 6 | Lucky colour Ivory
Lucky day Friday

LIBRA Sep 23-Oct 22

This week, you may find yourself deeply in tune with
your emotions, perhaps to a point where your
sentiments heavily influence your thoughts and actions.
Your imagination is likely to be particularly vivid, which
could cause you to set aspirations that are challenging
to reach. Some may experience a fluctuation in their
natural rhythms, leading to moments of irritation, but
this time also holds potential for profound connection
with creative and spiritual activities. Be cautious of
potential deceit or dishonesty around you, as the
possibility of encountering duplicity is higher. You might
wrestle with feelings of regret, wishing to undo past
actions, which can weigh heavily on your mind,
especially during the night. These thoughts might
disturb your sleep, leaving you restless and wary of the
quiet hours.
Lucky number 1 | Lucky colour Jade
Lucky day Saturday

Take a moment to appreciate all the good in your life,
cherishing each moment and person. You'll find yourself
surrounded by celebrations such as parties and gatherings,
offering a chance to step away from daily stresses and
relish the joy of togetherness. Your emotions run deep and
bring a unique richness to these experiences. As the week
progresses, embrace a period of calm. Dedicate time to
meditation and spiritual practices, which will strengthen
your inner resolve. Toward the week's end, you might feel
challenged by current circumstances. This could be a pivotal
moment to consider significant changes in your lifestyle or
work approach, especially if your old ways seem inadequate
now. Embracing this shift could be crucial for your growth.

Lucky number 14 | Lucky colour Mustard
Lucky day Monday

AQUARIUS Jan 20-Feb 18

PISCES Feb 19-March 20

This week may start off feeling a bit challenging for you, with
a sense of restlessness and disappointment due to your
efforts seemingly not yielding the expected rewards.
However, you're actually very close to a significant
breakthrough. This phase can be seen as the final stretch you
need to navigate before achieving your goals. Midweek
brings a shift, as your aspirations and desires begin to
materialize, bringing joy, success, and possibly even
significant life events such as the celebration of new
beginnings. This period of achievement is a time for
relaxation and enjoying the fruits of your labor. As the week
progresses, your confidence and bold use of your creative
talents will lead to recognition and the successful attainment
of your goals. Additionally, this could be a favorable time for
forming meaningful connections, whether in friendship or
romance.
Lucky number 17 | Lucky colour Mauve
Lucky day Saturday

CAPRICORN Dec 22-Jan 19

LEO July 23-Aug 22 

This week, you may find yourself swept up in the romance of
Valentine's Day, and it could mark the beginning of a significant
relationship. This connection shows great promise and might
develop into lasting love and happiness. Your fearless, bold
nature will shine through, adding to the excitement and
potential of this time. Additionally, some travel is anticipated
this week, so it's wise to be cautious and keep an eye on your
personal belongings. Your proactive and determined attitude
will help you address any challenges that arise, and your innate
kindness and compassion will drive you to support those
around you. Your generous spirit doesn't go unnoticed, as
you're often found assisting those in need. This period may
also bring about a change in your living situation, suggesting a
move could be on the horizon.

Lucky number 4 | Lucky colour Lavender
Lucky day Tuesday

SAGITTARIUS Nov 22-Dec 21

YOUR
WEEK

AHEAD
MADHU KOTIYA

sunday
magazine
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You can expect a period of joy as recent challenges and
rivalries are left behind, allowing you to celebrate your
achievements. Your efforts are set to receive recognition,
whether through grand gestures or more understated
acknowledgments. This is a sign that you're moving in the
right direction, though the journey ahead is still unfolding.
Maintain your optimism and proceed with confidence.
Financially, it's wise to manage your resources carefully and
make mindful spending choices. This week might also
bring new emotional beginnings, unexpectedly leading to
joyful events like the addition of a new family member.
While you might find yourself indulging or feeling youthful,
remember the financial stability and contentment that come
from wise decisions.

Lucky number 7 | Lucky colour Olive
Lucky day Sunday

SCORPIO Oct 23-Nov 21

This week kicks off with the promise of new journeys.
You're encouraged to proceed with confidence and
enthusiasm, as you're on the right path, though the
journey ahead is substantial. When you finally arrive,
expect a warm and royal welcome. Some of you may find
yourselves in the spotlight, receiving praise and
recognition that fuels your drive to excel. Your inner
strength and determination are peaking, smoothing out the
path ahead. However, towards the week's end, be mindful
of overconfidence, which might cloud your creativity. It
could be wise to distribute responsibilities effectively and
reassess your life's objectives and ambitions. Remember,
balance in all things ensures sustained success and well-
being.

Lucky number 8| Lucky colour Gold
Lucky day Sunday
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As the first light kissed the ancient
stones of Haridwar, vapours rose
from our mouths like silent

prayers into the crisp January air. The
Ganges flowed with a gentle murmur,
carrying centuries of devotion past Har
ki Pauri's weathered steps. In this pre-
dawn stillness, my friend and I stood
among hundreds of devotees.

The morning Aarti began with the soft
tinkling of bells, swelling into a symphony
that seemed to make the very air vibrate
with divine energy. Around us, devotees
raised their hands in unified prayer, their
collective faith creating an invisible
warmth that defied the winter chill. The
brass diyas cast flickering shadows on faces
transformed by devotion, each flame a
beacon in the lingering darkness.

Through the corner of my eye, I saw
my usually talkative friend transformed
into a pillar of silence. His eyes, fixed on
the ceremony, held a depth I had never
seen before. Even when our shoulders
touched in the swaying crowd, he
remained immersed in a connection that
transcended physical awareness. Before
us, the sacred waters carried their own
ceremony-brave souls descending into
the freezing embrace of Mother Ganga,
their gasps turning into smiles of blessed
contentment as the icy water touched
their skin.

As we walked away from the Aarti,
the familiar verses of the Hanuman
Chalisa floated through the air from a

nearby temple. The moment took me
back to a profound lecture delivered at
the Indian Institute of Public
Administration (IIPA) by Director
General Surendra Nath Tripathi. A
retired Indian Administrative Service
(IAS) officer of the 1985 Odisha cadre.

During his lecture, Shri Tripathi had
eloquently drawn parallels between
Hanuman's qualities and the attributes of
an ideal public servant. His deep rever-
ence for Hanuman was evident-not just
as a deity but as a timeless embodiment
of dedication, wisdom, and service.

I nudged my friend's elbow, but he
remained lost in contemplation. Finally, he
broke his silence, his voice tinged with rev-
erence. "Hanuman's power was not in his
physical strength but in his absolute devo-
tion to Rama. His service was his power."

The words hung in the crisp morning
air as we settled on the riverbank, watch-
ing pilgrims change into dry clothes after
their sacred dip. Their movements created
ripples in the water that caught the grow-
ing daylight. It reminded me of Shri
Tripathi's insights-how Hanuman's unwa-
vering focus, his ability to listen deeply,
and his strategic acumen were qualities
that modern leaders must embody.
Hanuman exemplifies deep listening
through his complete devotion to under-
standing Ram's mission. He doesn't just
hear instructions but comprehends the
deeper purpose, demonstrating active
engagement and complete understanding. 

Like Hanuman, who carried an entire
mountain when he could not identify a
single herb, today's public servants must
often find creative solutions to complex
problems. As Hanuman leaped across the
ocean in search of Sita, undeterred by
challenges, so must those in governance
navigate obstacles with resilience and
agility. Shri Tripathi had emphasisaed
that a true leader, much like Hanuman,
must build bridges-connecting commu-
nities, fostering inclusivity, and ensuring
that no one is left unheard.

Hanuman's service to Rama was
marked by humility despite his immense
power-he never sought personal glory,
only the fulfilment of his duty. Shri
Tripathi had spoken about how gover-
nance, at its core, is not about authority
but about selfless service. A public ser-
vant, he stressed, must wield power with
humility, ensuring that policies and ini-
tiatives are executed with integrity and a
deep sense of responsibility.

In his service to Rama, Hanuman
exemplified inspirational leadership, his
very presence uplifting those around
him. He encouraged and motivated,
reminding his fellow warriors of their
strength. A true public servant, Shri
Tripathi had noted, must similarly lead
by example, inspiring change through
action rather than mere words.

Yet Hanuman was not just a warrior-
he was a strategist, an innovator. His cre-
ativity shone when he set Lanka ablaze
with his burning tail, turning adversity
into an advantage. In governance, as Shri
Tripathi highlighted, problem-solving
requires a similar inventive spirit, where
obstacles are met with ingenuity rather
than hesitation.

His emotional intelligence was just as
remarkable-when he met Sita in Ashok
Vatika, he comforted her, offering hope
and reassurance. Understanding emo-
tions, building trust, and resolving con-
flicts are just as crucial in governance
today as they were in his time. Shri
Tripathi's keen analytical thinking and
his ability to balance empathy with strat-
egy have been central to his leadership
across ministries and institutions.

Through every mission, Hanuman
remained grounded in humility. Despite
his immense strength and intelligence, he
never wavered from his core purpose-serv-
ing Rama. This, Shri Tripathi had pointed
out, is the hallmark of true leadership: to
serve without expectation of reward, to

work tirelessly for the greater good, and to
uphold integrity in every action.

This morning in Haridwar had
revealed a profound truth-that true ser-
vice, whether to the divine or to society,
stems from the same source: unwavering
dedication. Just as Hanuman's devotion to
Rama transformed him from a powerful
being into an immortal symbol of selfless
service, public servants have the opportu-
nity to transform their official duties into
acts of sacred service to society.

Their power lies not in their position
but in their dedication to service, their
willingness to work tirelessly for the
greater good, and their ability to remain
humble despite their authority.

The morning's experience had deep-
ened our understanding of both divine
and public service. As we left Har ki
Pauri, the sound of the Ganges followed
us-a constant reminder that like her eter-
nal flows.

As we walked away from the river-
bank, the golden morning light reflected
off the waters, casting a shimmering path
ahead. Just as Hanuman once leaped
across the ocean to fulfil his duty, each
step taken in service-whether in gover-
nance, society, or personal life-creates
ripples that extend far beyond what the
eye can see.

—The author’s views are personal. 
The author is a civil servant at the Ministry of

Defence and a spiritual speaker

Dawn's Sacred Whispers: A Lesson in Devotion of Hanuman
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Hanuman's service to
Rama was marked by

humility despite his
immense power-he

never sought personal
glory, only the

fulfilment of his duty


