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MONEY 10
GROWING COMPLEXITY WIDENING
CYBER INEQUITY: WORLD
ECONOMIC FORUM REPORT

BISWAJEET BANERJEE n
MAHAKUMBH NAGAR

T
he sacred banks of the
Ganga, Yamuna, and the
mystical Saraswati came

alive with a sea of humanity as
the Maha Kumbh commenced
on the auspicious day of Paush
Purnima with over 1.65 crore
people took a dip at the holy
river.
Pilgrims from every corner of
the country, carrying faith in
their hearts and offerings in
their hands, gathered to take
the first holy dip. The air was
filled with reverberating chants
of “Har Har Gange” and “Jai
Shri Ram,” creating an
atmosphere of divine fervor.
The devotion of the pilgrims
was palpable as they began
arriving at the Sangam from
midnight, braving the biting
cold. Wrapped in woolens, they
carried their belongings on
their heads, the weight of
which seemed insignificant
before their unwavering faith.
“It feels like a burden lifted
from my soul when I take a dip
here,” said Savitri Devi, a 65-
year-old pilgrim from
Rajasthan, as she emerged from
the water with a serene smile.
The banks of the Sangam
turned into a kaleidoscope of
colors as people dressed in
traditional attire thronged the
ghats. Children played in the
shallow waters, their laughter
mingling with the chants of
mantras, while elders sat in
prayer, their lips murmuring
sacred hymns. The youthful

enthusiasm was especially
striking, with many capturing
the moments on their phones
and sharing them instantly. “It's
a proud moment for us to be
here and celebrate our culture
with the world,” said 22-year-
old Aniket Mishra from
Allahabad, holding a selfie stick
as he stood at the edge of the
waters.
The spiritual energy was
matched by nature's grace, with
a light drizzle the previous
night followed by a cool breeze
enhancing the sanctity of the
occasion. Pilgrims were seen
lighting diyas, offering flowers,
and performing rituals on the
ghats. “The cold water feels like
the blessings of the goddess
herself. This is not just a bath;
it's a spiritual rebirth,” said
Ramesh Gupta, a trader from
Delhi who had traveled with
his family for the occasion.
The elaborate security
arrangements ensured a

smooth flow of devotees. Police
personnel stood alert at every
corner, guiding the crowds and
maintaining order. Drones
hovered overhead, providing
real-time monitoring from the
Integrated Command and
Control Center. “We feel safe
and cared for. The
arrangements this year are
truly commendable,” said
Kavita Joshi, a teacher from
Uttarakhand.
For many, the Maha Kumbh
was not just an act of faith but
also a celebration of cultural
heritage. The ghats became a
stage for impromptu
performances of bhajans and
folk songs, as groups of
devotees formed circles and
sang in unison. The
atmosphere was electric yet
peaceful, a blend of human
devotion and divine energy.
Social media was abuzz with
posts, photos, and videos from
the event. “I shared a live video

of the aarti, and my friends
back in Mumbai were amazed.
This is a part of our culture we
should all be proud of,” said
Prerna Mehta, a first-time
visitor to the Kumbh.
As the sun rose over the
horizon, casting a golden glow
over the confluence, the
Sangam appeared like a
painting brought to life. The
sight of millions standing
waist-deep in the water, hands
folded in prayer, was both
humbling and awe-inspiring.
“This is the heart of India,
where the soul of our nation
resides,” said Dr. Vinod Kumar,
a historian observing the event.
The first day of Mahakumbh
also saw a bustling market
atmosphere, with devotees
enthusiastically shopping for
food, puja items, and other
essentials from both
established stores and small
vendors.  
Ramkumar, a food vendor

from Hardoi who arrived two
weeks ago, shared his
experience: “Here, we are not
only feeding devotees but also
earning spiritual merit. We are
not overcharging anyone, and
everything is running
smoothly.”  
Similarly, Sunil from Bhadohi,
who is serving tea at the event,
expressed gratitude for the
opportunity. “I've come here
for 45 days to earn a livelihood.
On this chilly first day, tea is
being served to the devotees
without any extra charge,” he
added.
Mahakumbh 2025 is turning
into a unique confluence of
commerce and charity, as the
first day witnessed both
thriving business and
widespread acts of generosity.
Various organisations set up
Bhandaras across the
fairgrounds, distributing food
and tea in abundance to the
countless devotees present.
From piping hot Khichdi to
Puri Sabzi, devotees were
treated to a variety of meals,
while tea was served at
numerous stalls throughout the
day.
Renowned saints, including
Satua Baba, have also extended
hospitality by organizing
Bhandaras and making
arrangements for devotees to
stay in their camps, ensuring
that no one leaves without
being cared for. This seamless
blend of spiritual service and
economic activity highlights
the inclusive spirit of
Mahakumbh.

FAITH, CHARITY, BUSINESS, CONVERGE
AT MAHAKUMBH 2025
CRORES OF BELIEVERS BATHE IN THE ETERNAL GLORY OF SANGAM

Devotees take a holy dip at Sangam during Maha Kumbh Mela 2025, in Prayagraj, Uttar Pradesh    PTI

Ayushman Bharat Yojana launched in Odisha Hansita fraud case

Pre-wedding photo
with Cong leader viral

NALINI SAHU     �����  BHUBANESWAR

The Ayushman Bharat
Pradhan Mantri Jan Arogya
Yojana was officially launched
in Odisha following the sign-
ing of a Memorandum of Un-
derstanding (MoU) between
the National Health Author-
ity and the State Health De-
partment in New Delhi on
Monday.

The agreement was signed
in the presence of Chief Min-
ister Mohan Charan Majhi,
Union Health Minister Jagat
Prakash Nadda, Union Educa-
tion Minister Dharmendra
Pradhan, Railway Minister
Ashwini Vaishnaw, Union
Tribal Affairs Minister Jual
Oram and Odisha Health
Minister Mukesh Mahaling.

The scheme, which is now
merged with Odisha's

Gopabandhu Jan Arogya
Yojana (GJAY), is set to ben-
efit over 1.03 crore families in
the State, including more than
23 lakh senior citizens aged 70
and above. With this expan-
sion, the State's elderly popu-
lation will have access to a
comprehensive medical care.

CM Majhi, speaking at the
event, said the scheme would
bring about a paradigm shift
in Odisha's healthcare system,
particularly benefiting rural
areas. He also announced
plans to establish an
'Ayushman Arogya Mandir'
in every panchayat, ensuring
accessible healthcare services
at the grassroots level. These
centres would be equipped
with trained health workers
and yoga teachers, he said.

Majhi noted that while the
Ayushman Bharat scheme was
introduced by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi in 2018,
Odisha had previously been
excluded from its benefits. The
integration of the scheme with
the State's existing health ini-
tiatives would now enable

over one crore families to re-
ceive medical care at more
than 29,000 hospitals across
the country, a significant in-
crease from the current 900
hospitals in the State.

The State Government has
committed to further
strengthening its health sector
with a budget allocation of Rs
21,000 crore, marking a 32.2-
percent increase from the pre-
vious year. This allocation
aligns with the recommenda-
tions of the National Health
Policy and is aimed at improv-
ing the overall health infra-
structure in Odisha.

Under the Ayushman
Bharat scheme, male benefi-
ciaries will be entitled to medi-
cal benefits of up to Rs 5 lakh
while female beneficiaries will
receive benefits up to Rs 10
lakh.This landmark
healthcare initiative is ex-
pected to be a crucial step to-
ward achieving Odisha's vi-
sion of a prosperous and de-
veloped State by 2036 in line
with India's broader goals for
development by 2047.

MoU signed in
Delhi

No more BSKY
PNS     �����  BHUBANESWAR

The case of Hansita
Abhilipsa, the real-life 'Babli'
accused of duping several
high-profile personalities in
the State, is getting murkier by
day with more webs of lies and
deception emerging following
her arrest.

In the most recent twist, a
photo featuring her alongside
Manoj Acharya, a Congress
leader from Kandhamal dis-
trict and a former MP candi-
date, has raised speculations
about her recent statements.

As per her revelation to po-
lice, Hansita had stated that
she was married to one Saroj
Sahu, a businessman from
Ganjam district. However, a
photo of her pre-wedding cel-
ebration with Manoj has gone
viral on social media.

It is yet to be ascertained if

she was married to Manoj or
Saroj. Preliminary reports
suggest she would marry
people to scam them later.

Incidentally, a Pandora's
box of massive fraud was
opened when Hansita and her
aide Anil Mohanty were ar-
rested on December 31, 2024
for deceiving several influen-
tial figures by impersonating
as the daughter and son-in-
law of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi's Principal
Secretary PK Mishra.

The duo allegedly obtained
favours and secured deals
running into crores of rupees
by assuring several high-pro-
file business owners and other
personalities of getting their
tenders passed. Further, they
were also accused of corrup-
tion and consolidating large
sums of money to build a
fraudulent empire.
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Odisha faces challenges in digital literacy

Centre plans to transform
Odisha into IT hub

Srimandir courtyard
pictures leaked online

In cityIn cityIn cityIn cityIn city
Girl student found hanging in hostel

Fake SO held from Lok Seva Bhawan

Bada Danda vendors demand rehabilitation

Das was controversial, demeaned Guv's office: BJD

‘BJD has converted Sankha Bhawan into hotel'

He was people's
Guv, retorts BJP
PNS     �����  BHUBANESWAR

Opposition Biju Janata Dal
(BJD) has alleged that former
Odisha Governor Raghubar Das
was a "controversial" figure and de-
manded that people should know
the reason "for his premature re-
moval from the post".

 The BJD's reaction followed Das'
rejoining of the BJP in his home
State Jharkhand on Friday.

 While being inducted into the
BJP, Das said as Governor, he
worked for the people, listened to
their grievances, and visited 30 dis-
tricts within three months. "I have
broken the myth that the
Governor's post is 'Laat Saheb',"
Das said.

 Addressing a Press conference
here, MLA and former minister

Arun Kumar Sahoo accused Das of
working as an "agent" of the BJP
even though he was holding the
Governor's post.

 "Das was working as an agent of
the BJP and was a controversial fig-
ure. He was never a popular Gov-
ernor. His remark that Governors
are not 'Laat Saheb' raises several
questions, such as whether other
Governors are 'Laat Saheb'," Sahoo

said.
  Sahoo added, "If Das was a

popular Governor as claimed by
the BJP, then why was he unceremo-
niously removed from the post?
The BJP should give a reply to the
people of Odisha in this regard."

 The BJD leader also questioned
why Odisha Police did not take any
action against Das's son who had
allegedly assaulted a State Govern-
ment employee.

 "Can any ordinary person go
scot-free after assaulting an on-
duty Government employee?"
Sahoo asked and reiterated his
party's demand to punish Das's son
for taking law into his hands.

 The BJD also accused Das of
demeaning the dignity of the Raj
Bhavan by turning it into a politi-
cal "party office". "Holding the con-
stitutional post, Das toured across
the State just ahead of the general
elections to campaign for the BJP,"

Sahoo alleged.
 The BJP however rejected BJD's

allegations and claimed that Das
was loved by the people of Odisha
because he reached at the doorstep
of the villagers, listened to their
grievances while their Chief Minis-
ter (referring to Naveen Patnaik)
was confined to Bhubaneswar.

 "BJD was opposing Das because
he was reaching out to people and
hearing their grievances while the
then Chief Minister, Naveen
Patnaik, could not meet masses,"
BJP MLA Saroj Padhy said.

 The Congress also criticised Das
as Governor. "Odisha's law and
order began to worsen the day the
police failed to take action against
his son. He should have resigned
from his post the very day his son
assaulted a government employee,"
said former minister and senior
Congress leader Panchanan
Kanungo.

Only 33.3% school
teachers trained:
UDISE report
PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

Odisha is facing significant chal-
lenges in advancing digital literacy
in schools as highlighted by a re-
cent emphasis of the National Edu-
cation Policy (NEP) 2020 on inte-
grating these skills into education.

According to the UDISE+ re-
port for 2023-24, Odisha does not
either have adequate computers or
teachers to train students. Worse,
only just over 30% of the State’s
teachers are equipped with com-
puter-based teaching capabilities
with a higher concentration in pri-
vate institutions.

The State’s teaching workforce,
comprising 335,000 teachers, sees
only 33.3% of them trained in com-
puter skills. There’s a noticeable

gender divide with 34.7% of women
teachers receiving training com-
pared to just 32.5% of men. Many
schools do not even have a dedi-
cated computer teacher with many
students who have not even seen
smart boards.

Of the 61,693 schools in Odisha,
48,671 are government-run and
6,042 private. However, only 24.9%
of these schools are equipped with
operational computers, a figure
that plummets to 16.1% among
government schools. In contrast,
67.7% of private schools report
having working computers.

The disparity extends further
with only 3.9% of government

schools integrating teaching de-
vices with PCs or desktops and just
25.7% featuring functional smart
classrooms. Mobile phones are
used as teaching aids in 29% of these
schools.  While there is a notable
lag in providing functional com-
puters, internet access is available
in approximately 81.4% of govern-
ment schools, placing Odisha
amongst leading States for public
education internet accessibility.

Education expert RN Panda has
emphasised the pressing need to
overhaul teacher training
programmes to cultivate educators
proficient in comprehensive educa-
tion, including digital literacy.

PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

A Plus Two girl student was
found hanging in the hostel of
the Utkal Sangeet
Mahavidyalaya in Unit IV of
Bhubaneswar on Monday.

The deceased, Utkalika
Swain allegedly hanged herself
to death from the ceiling fan
of her hostel room using her
stole, sources said.

The incident came to light
after other hostel inmates and
friends of the deceased found
no response from inside her
locked room for several hours.
They subsequently informed
the warden, who broke open
the door and found the girl
hanging.

Police reached the spot and
retrieved the body. While no
suicide note was found, police
seized the deceased's mobile

phone to search for clues and
ascertain any foul play.

"We have interacted with
the deceased's local guardian
and recorded the statements
of the hostel warden. A phone
was found and will be used to
aid in our probe. Additional
details regarding the cause of
death will be known after the
postmortem," said a police of-
ficer.

Sources added that Utkalika
was an Odishi dancer and
regularly participated in local
and international events. Fur-
ther, they dismissed noticing
any signs of depression or
mental pressure.

However, one of the girl's
teachers said that she used to
frequently faint while per-
forming and had to be admit-
ted to the hospital in a few in-
stances in the past.

For duping job
aspirant of Rs
20L
PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

The Commissionerate po-
lice have arrested a person
from the Lok Seva Bhawan in
Bhubaneswar on the charge of
duping a person of Rs 20 lakh
on the pretext of providing
him a government job.

The accused was identified
as Byasadev Rana, a resident
of Narla in Kalahandi district.
Rana was detained after alleg-
edly duping the person from
Pipili, who lodged a police
complaint regarding the
fraud.

During investigation, it was
revealed that Rana had been
entering the Lok Seva Bhawan
premises for several years by
using a fraudulent identifica-
tion card of the Panchayati Raj
Department. He claimed that
he was a Section Officer (SO).

After being apprehended
from the Lok Seva Bhawan pre-
mises, Rana was taken into
custody by police for interro-
gation and other necessary le-
gal proceedings.

66-yr-old tusker Mahendra passes away

Prez launches NDDB scheme for OMFED

Gherao Puri
Collectorate
PNS     �����   PURI

Hundreds of street vendors
in Puri on Monday gathered
in protest outside the district
Collector's office seeking an
allocation of vending spaces in
high-footfall areas frequented
by tourists and pilgrims. De-
spite their removal from the
Bada Danda (Grand Road)
more than a year ago, the ven-
dors lamented that no alter-
native arrangements have
been made for their relocation.

The vendors have high-
lighted their plight through
various forms of protest, in-
cluding a sustained sit-in last-

ing 75 days and a three-day
hunger strike. They asserted
that their requests have largely
gone unheard, necessitating
the day's massive demonstra-
tion.

"We want permanent reha-
bilitation. The vendors usu-
ally used to earn a living by

selling various items at Bada
Danda and sea beach. We
were promised rehabilitation
within two months when we
were evicted. It is now over 14
months that the vendors are
yet to be rehabilitated. We will
intensify our protest and op-
pose the visit of leaders and

ministers in Puri," said
Priyadarshan, a leader.

The ongoing protest under-
scores the struggle of street
vendors, who play a vital role
in the local economy but of-
ten face challenges due to ur-
ban planning and regulatory
changes, said a local.

"I had a small shop near
Bada Danda. When there was
rise in inflow of devotees, the
previous government had
come up with a project. We
had thought that the rise in
the number of devotees would
help us do good business. The
previous administrative offi-
cials had assured to rehabili-
tate us at a place where devo-
tees' movement will be more,"
said a vendor.

PNS     �����  BHUBANESWAR

Following the announce-
ment made by Chief Minister
Mohan Charan Majhi, the
State Government on Mon-
day issued a formal notifica-
tion to provide Rs 20,000 as
monthly pension to the per-
sons detained in jail in the
State during the 21-month
Emergency period

The pension would be sanc-
tioned in favour of the living
persons (those who were alive
as on January 1, 2025) irre-
spective of the period of deten-
tion in jail. Free medical treat-

ment would also be provided
to them as per the provisions
made by the Health and Fam-
ily Welfare Department.

These benefits will be pro-
vided for the period with ef-
fect from January 1, 2025.

On January 2, CM Majhi
had announced Rs 20,000 as
pension for the people who
were detained or jailed during
the Emergency.

Describing the Emergency
as the "darkest period" of In-
dependent India, Majhi had
stated that several people were
arrested while fighting for re-
establishment of democracy.

Rs 20K monthly pension
for MISA victims

Says  Ashwini
Vaishnaw
PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

Union Minister of Elec-
tronics and Information Tech-
nology Ashwini Vaishnaw has
ambitious plans for Odisha
aiming to transform it into a
major hub for information
technology (IT) in the coming
years.

Underscoring the immense
talent and potential of IT pro-
fessionals of Odisha,
Vaishnaw informed to have
personally invited various IT
sectors to come and explore
opportunities in Odisha.

While addressing a gather-
ing during the signing of an
MoU between the Centre and
the Odisha Government for
implementation of the
Ayushman Bharat scheme in
the State held at Delhi,
Vaishnaw said already discus-
sions have begun with CM
Mohan Majhi and the Chief
Secretary to outline strategic

steps towards achieving
Odisha's technological
prominence.

The plan includes signifi-
cant educational investments,
particularly in the semicon-
ductor sector. The minister
announced that four educa-
tional institutions in the State
are commencing semiconduc-
tor education initiatives with
proposals to expand this to
five additional colleges, en-
hancing the region's capacity
in electronic advancements.

On the infrastructure front,
Vaishnaw outlined plans to
bolster Odisha's railway sec-
tor, noting that projects worth
Rs 73,000 crore are already
underway.  "Few months back,
Odisha people of took a bold
step to inch closure towards
the path of progress and voted
for the double-engine govern-
ment. A lot of initiatives have
been already taken by the Cen-
tre and recently the Pravasi
Bharatiya Divas Conclave was
held in Bhubaneswar," said
Vaishnaw.

Concern again
over temple's
security, sanctity
PNS     �����   PURI

Photos from inside the
Jagannath Temple here, spe-
cifically the Kirtan Chakadaa
(inner courtyard), have been
shared on social media by a
youth causing them to go vi-
ral. The incident came to the
fore on Sunday night after the
pictures started circulating
widely.

Based on the social media
re-shares, the accused has been
traced back to a youth identi-
fied as Gaurav Kumar Sahu.
Till the last reports, police
took note of the matter and
started an investigation but
have not offered any addi-
tional comments.

Incidentally, this is not the
first time photos from the
temple's interior have sur-
faced on social media. In Feb-
ruary 2024, Jony Dutta, a digi-
tal creator from West Bengal,

posted pictures of the temple
interiors on his Instagram ac-
count, raising questions about
the effectiveness of the security
measures in place.

Despite the ban on cameras,
mobile phones and other elec-
tronic gadgets within the
temple premises, high-resolu-
tion cameras were believed to
be used to capture the images.

Similarly, in June 2024, a
photo shared by Anil Swain
on social media once again
highlighted the ongoing se-
curity issues at the
Srimandir. The photo, show-
ing Anil standing with a
friend inside the temple pre-
mises where photography is
prohibited, raised significant
concerns about how such in-
cidents continue to occur de-
spite strict security protocols.

This recurring issue has
now sparked strong reac-
tions among devotees, ex-
pressing concern and discon-
tent over the breach of the
temple's security and sanc-
tity.

PNS     �����  BHUBANESWAR

President Droupadi
Murmu virtually inaugurated
cow induction, Giftmilk and
market support of the Na-
tional Dairy Development
Board for Odisha State Coop-
erative Milk Producers’ Fed-
eration (OMFED) from
Rashtrapati Bhavan on Mon-
day.

 Chief Minister Mohan
Charan Majhi was present.

The President said livestock
plays an important role in the
rural economy and rural
household income. India has

a diverse range of livestock
breeds. All those breeds have
contributed to the rich agri-
cultural heritage of the coun-
try.

“To support and promote
our livestock, several mea-
sures and policy efforts have
been taken by the government
for breed development and

genetic upgradation of live-
stock,” she said.

 Murmu said India’s
achievements in the field of
milk and milk products are
extraordinary. The productiv-
ity of our milch cattle has also
seen extraordinary growth in
the last 10 years. “All these
achievements reflect our com-

mitment to excellence in ani-
mal husbandry. Still, a lot can
be done regarding animal
health,” she said.

She appreciated the objec-
tives and efforts of the Na-
tional Gokul Mission.

She said that by paying at-
tention to both the number
and health of animals, the
quality of food products and
other products obtained from
animals including milk would
improve. By making such ef-
forts in all areas of the coun-
try, a significant contribution
can be made to building a
healthy India.

After stoppage of
corporate
donations: BJP
PNS     �����  BHUBANESWAR

The Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) on Monday accused the
Biju Janata Dal (BJD) of mis-
using government land allot-
ted for their party office,
known as Sankha Bhawan, by
unlawfully converting it into
a restaurant.

BJP leader Jagannath
Pradhan claimed that this
could be a measure to arrange
money as already the corpo-

rate donations to the BJD have
stopped. As a result, the BJD
has been compelled to oper-
ate the Sankha Bhawan as a
hotel.

Pradhan stated that the
BJD acquired the government
land, which was earmarked for
a party office in 2021, and has
since changed its use contrary
to the stipulated purpose. He
questioned whether the short-
fall of corporate funds
prompted this shift and de-
manded transparency regard-
ing who within the BJD is
managing the hotel opera-
tions and the intention behind

this move.
The BJP leader has urged

the State Government to take
back the land as the land's use
is allegedly not compliant
with the original terms of ap-
proval, which specified it
solely for office use.

Responding to the BJP
leader's allegations, BJD MLA
Arun Sahoo stated that regu-

lar meetings are still con-
ducted at the Sankha Bhawan
involving party workers, lead-
ers and the public.

"It seems that BJP has no
work to do. They have come
to power and they should fo-
cus on administration and
not on what BJD is doing.
When Sankha Bhawan was
established, it was said that it
was an office of people. Regu-
lar meetings of BJD are being
held here. Along with leaders,
several people are coming to
the canteen in the premises
and it does not constitute any
wrongdoing," said Sahoo.

Had helped
protect Similipal
sanctuary
PNS     �����  BARIPADA

Mahendra, a 66-year-old
tusker known for protecting
the Similipal Tiger Reserve,
died due to age-related ail-
ments on Monday morning.
Beloved by locals and conser-
vationists, Mahendra had sur-
vived bullet injuries and con-
tributed significantly to anti-
poaching efforts.

For years, Mahendra was a

household name in the
Similipal area, known for his
gentle demeanour. Despite
persistent efforts from a team
of veterinarians to treat
Mahendra, his condition did
not improve.

The huge mammal helped
the Forest Department in
combating poaching, timber
smuggling and various other

illegal activities. It was once
injured in a bullet attack by
Maoists.

The eight-foot-tall
Mahendra had received five
gunshots and a few arrow in-
juries at the elephant camp at
Gudgudia in 2012. However, it
survived and continued with
its noble work of protecting
the Similipal Tiger Reserve.

Mahendra was also de-
ployed at the Satkosia Tiger
Reserve to track the move-
ment of tigress Sundari after
it was brought to Odisha from
the Bandhavgarh Tiger Re-

serve in Madhya Pradesh in
June 2018.

Mahendra symbolised
more than just a native el-
ephant; he represented the
delicate balance of the ecosys-
tem within the Similipal Na-
tional Park.

As locals and conservation-
ists mourn, there is a growing
call for enhanced measures to
protect and nurture the di-
verse wildlife within the re-
gion. Mahendra's life serves as
a poignant reminder of the
interconnectedness between
nature and community.
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LIC-funded Ananad Marg bldg unveiled

Earmarked by
Centre
PNS     �����   KENDRAPADA

With an aim to conserve
the rich bio diversity of
Bhitarkanika National Park,
the Central Government has
earmarked a sum of Rs 260
crore as part of efforts to pro-
tect its rich biodiversity.

While addressing a ques-
tion from Kendrapada MP
Baijayant Panda at Lok Sabha
on Monday, Union Environ-
ment, Forest and Climate
Change (MoEF&CC) Minis-
ter Bhupender Yadav stated
this.

MP Panda, in his personal
X handle wrote, "The Union
Government is committed to
conserving Bhitarkanika Na-
tional Park in Kendrapada
district and its unique ecosys-
tem. Over Rs 260 crore has
been allocated for various
wildlife and mangrove conser-
vation projects in Odisha. In
response to my question, the
Union Minister for Environ-
ment, Forest and Climate
Change, @byadavbjp, high-
lighted the launch of the
MISHTI programme, which
aims to restore and promote
mangroves to enhance the
sustainability of coastal habi-
tats."

An area measuring around
145 square kilometers, which
includes forest lands, rivers,
creeks, estuary and backwa-
ters, Bhitarkanika was de-
clared a National Park in
1998 under the Wild Life
(Protection) Act, 1972. It was
declared a Ramsar site in
2002.

Repsonding the question,
the Union MoEF&CC  Minis-
ter stated funds have been al-
located under different
schemes /projects from finan-
cial year 2020-21 to 2024-25 for
protection and conservation
of wildlife and its habitat in-
cluding for mangrove conser-
vation in Kendrapada.

A sum of Rs 512.13 lakh has
been allocated for CSS-devel-
opment of wildlife habitats, a
sum of Rs  487.87 lakh was ear-
marked for CSS-conservation
and management of man-
groves  and a sum of Rs
1643.63 lakh funded for eco-
system restoration and man-
grove plantation along with
livelihood activities under
"Enhancing climate Resilience
of India's coastal communities
(ECRICC) Project.

Besides this , the govern-
ment of India also launched
the Mangrove Initiative for
Shoreline Habitats and Tan-
gible Incomes (MISHTI)
programme to restore and

promote mangroves as
unique, natural eco-system
and for preserving and en-
hancing the sustainability of
the coastal habitats in 2023 .

An amount of Rs 70.27 lakh
has been released to the State
of Odisha for undertaking ac-
tivities under the programme
in the 4 identified districts, in-
cluding Kendrapada.

Even, the Wildlife Crime
Control Bureau has been set
up to gather intelligence about
illegal wildlife trade in wild
animals and animals articles
and to achieve trans bound-
ary coordination in enforce-
ment of wildlife laws, stated
the Union  Minister.

RAKESH JOSHI     �����   BARAGARH

The world famous Dhanu
Yatra of Bargarh ended on
Monday night with an open
stage pandal enacting death of
King Kansa at the hands of
Lord Krishna and Lord
Balaram.

The mighty King finally col-
lapsed on the resplendent
pandal of his Ranga Shabha
marking the end of the 11-day
long Dhanu Yatra, the biggest
open air theatre of the world.
Kansa after hearing a voice
from the heaven about his
death and the killer had taken
all precautions to save his life
from Lord Shree Krishna. He
killed all the eight children of

his sister Devaki. But his death
was pre-ordained.

On the invitation of Kansa,
two brothers, Krishna and
Balaram, had come to
Mathura Nagari for the
Dhanu Yatra. Kansa was sure
that he would kill the duo as
he was unaware of their divine

power, and relied more on his
muscle power. He fought with
them, and was killed. Lord
Krishna’s incarnation was
meant to destroy all the evil
forces with the killing of
Kansa.

The denizens of Mathura
heaved a sigh of relief after the
demon king’s death. King
Ugresan reoccupied the
throne. “Even if the Yatra
shows the same event every
year, yet we feel it to be totally
new. The experience of the
yatra is different and Krishna
Bhakti is totally unique,’’ said
some audience. Among others,
many Ministers of Odisha,
MPs, MLAs and even the CM
paid visit to  the yatra.

Activist seeks
probe into
CAMPA funds
use
SUDHIR MISHRA     �����   BALANGIR

An RTI activist has raised
doubt over transparency in
plantations carried out in
Balangir Forest Division.

He cited that as per forest
department sources in the last
10 years, from 2014 to 2023,
the Balangir Forest Division
received a total of Rs 197 crore
under Compensatory Affores-
tation and Management and
Planning Authority(CAMPA)
scheme, for compensatory af-

forestation and spent  Rs 190
crore. A total of Rs 7 crore was
returned to the government. A
total of 74.46 lakh saplings
were planted during the pe-
riod and 27,293 hectares of for-
est were created.

 However Panda said, "If so
many trees planted, then it
would have made Balangir full
of forest cover. The total num-
ber of trees planted on record
is around five times the popu-
lation of Balangir. I visited a
few areas like Barapudgia, and
Khujenpali in Balangir Range
and found hardly any trace of
plantation there."

Panda sought  a high-level
inquiry into the plantation

activities of Balangir forest
division.

In the Harishankar forest
range, every year, around
50,000 saplings were planted
under the CAMPA scheme. He
asked why the government has
allowed, Adani Group, a pri-
vate company, to purchase
land to take up compensatory
afforestation in Harishankar.

Panda questioned the mo-
tive of the government to al-
low private companies to un-
dertake plantation near
Gandhmardan in
Harishankar.

Meanwhile, a Forest official
under condition of anonimity
said, forest cover has in-

creased in Balangir division in
the last five years. According
to the Forest Survey of India
Report of 2021, there was an
increase in forest cover of 4.85
square kilometers (485 hect-
ares) in Balangir division.
Moreover, according to the
Forest Survey of India report
of 2023, the forest cover  has
increased by 5.01 square kilo-
meters (501 hectares), he
added.

To ensure transparency in
plantations, drone surveys of
plantations, and inspections
of plantations by forest offi-
cials from other divisions are
being carried out, he pointed
out.

PNS     �����   CUTTACK

Ahead of Makar Sankranti
on Tuesday, the
Commissionerate police is-
sued a stern warning regard-
ing the use of Chinese manja,
a glass-coated string com-
monly used for kite flying.

ADCP Amarendra Panda
announced that stringent ac-
tion would be taken against
those engaged in the sale or
use of this dangerous mate-
rial.

Following this advisory,
police stations across Cuttack
have been instructed to launch
a special drive and crack down
on shops engaged in the sell-
ing of the banned manja

threads. Several raids have al-
ready been conducted in vari-
ous parts of the city as part of
the ongoing efforts to curb its
usage.

In the past 10 days, numer-
ous accidents involving Chi-
nese manja have been reported
in Cuttack with motorcyclists
frequently bearing the brunt.

In a recent incident, a mo-
torcyclist on the Cuttack Link
Road had a narrow escape af-
ter the deadly string got en-
tangled in his neck near the
busy junction. The use of this
broken glass-coated string,
which poses significant risks
to both public safety and the
environment, continues to re-
main a major concern.

PNS     �����   BALESWAR

A school building of
Ananad Marg residential
school at Kalipur, Fuladi con-
structed  with the financial
help of LIC was inaugurated
by the senior Divisional Man-
ager, Cuttack , Asim Kumar  in
presence of other dignitaries.

The LIC has donated Rs  25
lakh for construction of the
school building in which the

ground floor has been com-
pleted. Dr Bhaskar Jena, the
founder of the school, in-
formed that the school accom-
modated  and imparted edu-
cation to 70 children belong-
ing to the  underprivileged, or-
phan or single parent sections.

Presiding over the meeting,
Jena urged institutions and
agencies to extend their gen-
erosity for the children be-
longing to lower strata of the

society   by way of financial
help to the school.  Chief Man-
ger Baleswar LIC  MK
Chakraborty, BM Aswani
Das,  former chairman Lion's
Eye hospital Bhagban Gupta,
president, Air Force Associa-
tion , Baleswar Sibdas Kundu,
Reader, FM College Santosh
Rout and head North Odisha
edition, The Samaj Sashi
Ranjan Malik, among others
spoke on the occasion.

PNS     �����   KAKATPUR

The 24th Memorial Tribute
Day for Arjuna Dash, the first
elected Chairman of Kakatpur
block and a distinguished
freedom fighter,  was cel-
ebrated with grandeur at the
Kakatpur Girls Nodal High
School.

Dash, who brought revolu-
tionary changes to the educa-
tion sector of Kakatpur Block
post-independence, holds a
special place in the hearts of
the local people. The cer-

emony was presided over by
president of the Memorial
Committee Pravat Kumar
Tarai and attended by several
distinguished guests.

While Amiya Kumar
Patnaik joined as chief guest,
Shashadhar Panda joined as
keynote speaker. Block Edu-
cation Officer Dilip Kumar
Jena, Dr Trilochan Baral,
Programming Officer of the
State Culture Department,
social worker Gyan Ranjan
Sahu, retired headmaster
Abhimanyu Dash, educa-

tionist Hrudanand Shasmal,
headmaster Laxmidhar
Pradhan, teacher Diptimayee
Mohanty, former Block Edu-
cation Officer Mandaradhar
Mohanty, Swapneswar Sahu,
Nirod Baran Mohanty and
Sadhu Charan Biswal joined
the programme as guests.

A poetry recitation
programme was held. Presi-
dent of the Kakatpur Press
Club Kamal Lochan Dixit
and Akshay Kumar Rout
were honoured on the occa-
sion.

PNS     �����   BRAHMAPUR

A man, Trilochan Mohanty
and his baby daughter were
critically injured after a lone
tusker attacked a household in
Langalasada village under Bit
Sarpada gram panchayat in
Ganjam district on Sunday
night.

Both were initially admitted
to the Bhanjanagar Hospital.
But as Trilochan's condition
worsened, he was referred to
the MKCG Medical College
Hospital in Brahmapur on
Monday.

The incident occurred when
the elephant, separated from
its herd, barged through the
wall of the family's house
Trilochan was sleeping in one
room while his wife, daughter
and two sons were in another.
The tusker broke into the
house, injuring Trilochan and
his daughter. Despite his inju-
ries, Trilochan managed to es-

cape with his family.
The incident is part of an

ongoing human-elephant
conflict in the Mujagarh for-
est area of North Ghumusar.
A herd of 26 elephants has
been active in the area for over
a month, causing widespread
destruction to homes, crops,
and vegetables. A tusker sepa-
rated from the herd has be-
come particularly aggressive,
posing a greater threat to lo-
cal residents.

Villagers have reported fre-
quent elephant sightings, even
during the day, as the herd re-
mains in densely populated
areas. Efforts by the Forest
Department to drive the herd
away have had limited success.

The department has de-
ployed drone surveillance to
monitor elephant movements
and is providing ex-gratia
compensation to affected fami-
lies, Ranger Bimbadhara Sahu
said.

After kin allege
custodial torture
causing death
PNS     �����   BALESWAR

The death of a 68 years old
undertrial prisoner during
treatment at the District
Headquarters Hospital,
Baleswar, triggered tension in
the hospital premises on Sun-
day.

The deceased, identified as
Sk Jamal of Jaydevkasaba un-

der Sadar police station, was
lodged in jail in an alleged ar-
son case.

On Sunday morning while
his health condition deterio-
rated, he was shifted to the
DHH and during treatment he
succumbed to his ailments.

The family members said
that the body bore some in-
jury marks and alleged Jamal
was tortured in jail custody.
The situation was pacified fol-
lowing intervention of the dis-
trict administration.

MLA Nayak
visits area
promising action
PNS     �����   BRAHMAPUR

Exposing a shocking state
of affairs, Gapadara village
under Domuhani Panchayat
in Ganjam district is still de-
prived of most basic amenities
such as proper roads, electric-
ity, mobile network, and water
facilities even after 77 years of
Indian independence. Sources
reported a dire situation with
education and healthcare facili-
ties being virtually non-existent.
The only way to reach the vil-
lage is a steep, rocky hilly stretch
of over 6 km.

 The unfortunate living situ-
ation was highlighted by
Bhanjanagar MLA Pradyumna
Kumar Nayak, who walked up
to the village, accompanied by
administrative officials. Report-
edly, he was the sole government
official or public representative
to have set foot on the village.

 During his visit, the MLA
heard public grievances and
took stock of the living condi-
tions of the villagers. Addition-
ally, many locals complained
that previous administrations
had turned a blind eye towards
them.   "No water or road is
leading to and from the village,
because of which our kids can-
not go to school. We, too, have

to descend and climb back up
the hills to procure rations
and it gets extremely difficult
because of the rocky terrains,"
said a woman from the village.

 Meanwhile, the MLA, after
understanding the people's
problems, directed the admin-
istration to take immediate
steps to address their issues.

 "People from this village

had reached out to me com-
plaining that despite years of
independence they still do not
have electricity or running
water facilities. I have directed
the concerned officials to take
immediate action and will en-
sure that the villagers receive
complete help and support
from the State government,"
said MLA Nayak.

Dr Satpathy
delivers NALCO
Foundation Day
Lecture
PNS     �����   BHUBANESWAR

Noted scholar, spiritual
thinker and author Dr
Chandra Bhanu Satpathy de-
livered the 22nd edition of
NALCO Foundation Day Lec-
ture on 'Ethical Corporate
Management', here on Tues-
day. As part of the 45th Foun-
dation Day, NALCO

organised the 22nd edition of
Foundation Day Lecture se-
ries. In his address, Dr
Satpathy shared his thoughts
and wisdom emphasizing on
complete eradication of un-
ethical practices from profes-
sional as well as  personal life.

He said integrity, account-
ability, and transparency are
the cornerstones of sustain-
able company practices and
laid stress on ethical corpo-
rate management

"It entails making choices
that support moral values

making sure that all activities
are in line with social, legal,
and environmental obliga-
tions," he said.

Appreciating NALCO's role
in community development
and social welfare, he said that
the company has a legacy that
is widely acknowledged not
only in business but also in
social spheres.

At the outset, Director (Fi-
nance), NALCO, Ramesh
Chandra Joshi delivered the wel-
come address and introduced
the topic. On behalf of NALCO

collective, Director (HR) Dr
Tapas Kumar Pattanayak pro-
posed the formal vote of thanks.
A classical cum devotional
Basuri recital was also per-
formed on the occasion by the
disciples of Padma Vidhushan
Pandit Hariprasad Chaurasia.
Apart from employees, the event
also witnessed participation of
senior officials from various in-
dustries, government officials,
and representatives of academic
institutions. ED (H&A) Asutosh
Rath coordinated the
programme.
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Army chief General
Upendra Dwivedi said

here on Monday the  situation
along the Line of Actual
Control (LAC) is “sensitive
but stable.”
Addressing a press conference
ahead of the Army Day on
January 15, he said there is still
a “degree” of standoff in the
eastern Ladakh region and
efforts are needed to restore
trust between the Indian and
the Chinese militiaries.
The Army chief said patrolling
and grazing in traditional areas
have started in Depsang and
Demchok, the two friction
points from where the two
sides have disengaged in
October.
Our deployment is balanced
and robust and we are capable
of handling any situation, he
said.  We are focusing on
boosting border infrastructure
and capability development,

the Army chief said on the
overall LAC situation.
He said there is still a "degree"
of standoff between the Indian
and Chinese militaries along
the LAC in eastern Ladakh and
both sides need to sit down and
firm up a broader understand-
ing on how to calm down the
situation. General Dwivedi,
describing the situation in the
region as "sensitive but stable",
said the corps commanders
have now been delegated pow-
ers to resolve "trivial" matters
or "minor frictions" relating to
patrolling and grazing so that
they do not become "big" issues
later.

The Army chief also said
there was no such thing called
buffer zones as a temporary
moratorium was put on
patrolling in certain areas to
avoid chances of violence.
Delving into changes witness-
ing the region since the face-off
began in April 2020, General
Dwivedi said both sides "doc-
tored" the terrain, carried out

constructions, made deploy-
ment of troops and resorted to
stocking of military hardware.
"Therefore, what it means is
that there is (still) a degree of
standoff.  Now as you have
changed the situation after
April 2020, so the trust between
the two countries has to have
a new definition," the Army
chief said.
"Therefore, there is a require-

ment for us to sit together and
thereafter come to a broader
understanding of how we want
to calm down the situation and
restore the trust," he said.

General Dwivedi said the
Army is looking forward to the
next meeting of the Special
Representatives on the bound-
ary question of the two coun-
tries as well as talks under the
framework of WMCC
(Working Mechanism for
Consultation and
Coordination) on India-China
border affairs.  "We will be
moving forward based on the
guidance emerging from the

meetings," he said.
Following an understanding
reached on October 21 last
year, the two sides completed
the disengagement of troops at
the two remaining friction
points of Demchok and
Depsang.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and Chinese President Xi
Jinping held talks on the mar-

gins of the BRICS Summit in
Russia on October 23 and
agreed to revive various bilat-
eral dialogue mechanisms, sig-
nalling an intention to nor-
malise the relations.
Last month, National Security
Advisor(NSA)Ajit Doval trav-
elled to Beijing and held Special
Representatives talks with
Chinese Foreign Minister

Wang Yi on the boundary dis-
pute.
"As you are aware, the situation
is sensitive but stable. In
October 2024, the situation in
Depsang and Demchok in east-
ern Ladakh was resolved,"
General Dwivedi said.
"The patrolling to traditional
areas in these two sub-sectors
has commenced. Similarly, the
traditional grazing has also
commenced in these two
areas," he added.
Calling India's military deploy-
ment along the LAC as "bal-
anced and robust", he said the
Army is "well poised" to deal
with any situation.
"A focused capability develop-
ment for northern borders
enabled infusion of niche tech-
nology into a war-fighting sys-
tem," he said.
Asked about the creation of
buffer zones as part of disen-
gagement process at certain
friction points, Dwivedi said
the terminology was used for
temporary moratorium on

patrolling.
"It means that both sides will
remain back and will not go to
the common areas because we
still feel that if we meet at those
places, the violence level may
go high. The terminology was
used for temporary moratori-
um," he explained.
On the situation in Manipur,
the Army chief said "synergised
efforts" by security forces and
"proactive" government initia-
tives have brought the situation
in the state under control.
"However, cyclic incidents of
violence continue. We are
working towards establishing
peace in the region," he said.
General Dwivedi said various
NGOs and Army veterans are
reaching out to the communi-
ty leaders in an attempt to
ensure reconciliation.
He said the Army has put in
place "enhanced surveillance"
and "domination" along the
India-Myanmar border to insu-
late the areas from a "spillover
of turbulence" taking place in

Myanmar.
"Fencing is a significant step
and we have started new
progress on this," he said.
As regards Jammu and
Kashmir, the Army chief said
the situation is "firmly" under
control and the 2021 "ceasefire"
with the Pakistan military on
the Line of Control (LoC) was
holding up.  At the same time
he said: "The violence level is
being orchestrated by the epi-
centre of terrorism that is
Pakistan."
The Chief of Army Staff said
infiltration attempts are con-
tinuing including at the IB
(International Border) sector
along with attempts to smug-
gle in war-like stores and nar-
cotics.
"Last year, 60 per cent of ter-
rorists eliminated were of
Pakistan origin. As of today,
whatever is a remnant in the
Valley and Jammu area, we feel
that around 80 per cent or
more are of Pakistan origin," he
said.

Situation along LAC ‘sensitive but stable’: Army Chief

PTI n NEW DELHI 

The Army Day Parade this
year will see participation

of an all-girl marching contin-
gent from the National Cadet
Corps (NCC) and showcasing
of four thematic tableaux,
including one based on the
force's Mission Olympics Wing.
An all-women Agniveer con-
tingent from the Corps of
Military Police (CMP), Centre
and School at Bengaluru, and
a set of marching 'robotic
mules' will also register their
presence at the prestigious
annual parade for the first
time, defence sources said.
The Army Day Parade will take
place at Bombay Engineering
Group (BEG) and Centre in
Maharashtra's Pune on January
15 which comes under the
Army's Southern Command.
In the evening, a programme
called 'Gaurav Gatha' is
planned to be held showcasing

the evolution of welfare from
ancient period to the contem-
porary era. Defence Minister
Rajnath Singh is likely to grace
this event, the sources said.
The theme for the 77th Army
Day celebrations is 'Samarth
Bharat, Saksham Sena', and
the focus this time is to demon-
strate the capabilities of the
Army contributing to a
stronger nation.
Some of the platforms that will
be showcased during the
parade include K9 Vajra self-
propelled howitzer, BMP-2
Sarath infantry combat vehicle,
T-90 tanks, Swathi weapon
locating radar, Sarvatra
Bridging System, Multi-Barrel
Rocket System, ATOR N1200
all-terrain vehicle, drone jam-
mer systems and mobile com-
munication nodes, sources in
the defence establishment said.
"This year's parade will include
an all-girl contingent of the
NCC and an all-women

Agniveer contingent from the
Corps of Military Police centre
in Bengaluru and both will be
taking part in the Army Day
Parade for the first time," a
defence source said.
Besides, "12 robotic mules"
standing in two equal rows fol-
lowed by their handlers will
also be taking part in the
parade for the very first time.
These mules were inducted
last year and represent the
Army's steps towards mod-
ernisation of the force. These
nimble-footed machines can
carry loads, go to inaccessible
areas and engage militants also,
they said.
"While marching, when they
reach in front of the dais, the
robotic mules will salute the
dignitaries before carrying for-
ward in the parade," the source
added.
"Also, in line with the the
theme of the parade, four
tableaux akin to the ones seen

at the Republic Day Parade will
also be showcased depicting the
Indian Army's prowess, green
initiatives, the value of the vet-
erans and the force's role in fos-
tering the Olympic spirit to
produce winners," the source
told PTI.
As per the plan, the tableau
depicting the Army's Mission
Olympics Wing will be the
leading tableau and one

themed on technology absorp-
tion in the last one decade will
be the last in the series, an offi-
cial said.
The Indian Army's Mission
Olympics Wing was estab-
lished in 2001 under which a
large number of sportspersons
are training at various different
sports nodes in the country.
Besides, there are total of many
Boys Sports companies and

Girls Sports companies for
nurturing the talent from
young age (9-16 years).
Additionally, a Paralympic
Node was earlier established to
motivate and train soldiers
with any disability for para-
lympic sports.
"The Mission Olympics tableau
will show moving depiction of
athletes doing fencing,
wrestling aboard it and some
paralympic athletes who have
brought laurels for the country,
while some members of the
Army Sports Institute, Pune,
will be walking on ground
alongside the tableau," the
source said.
The next in line will be the vet-
erans' tableau depicting their
contribution to nation-building
even after they have hung their
boots.
Paralympic athlete and Army
veteran Murlikant Petkar, who
had earned a gold medal in
swimming (in 1972) and on

whose life the film 'Chandu
Champion' was based, will also
be part of the parade through
the tableau, he added.
Another tableau will portray
the Army's efforts in adopting
green measures to contribute
towards achieving net-zero
emission, including the
achievement by Pune's College
of Military Engineering in this
field, officials said.
The fourth tableau's theme is
on technology absorption, the
cutting-edge technology
inducted by the Army in the
last decade such as drones,
nano technology, UAVs and
tethered drones will be show-
cased in it, they said.
The Army has declared 2024-
25 as the 'year of technology
absorption'.
In the run-up to the Army Day
Parade, several events such as
display by a dog squad, exhi-
bition of weapons and equip-
ments, and defence companies

putting up stalls were held at
various locations falling with
the Southern Command area.
The Southern Command traces
its origin to the erstwhile
Bombay Command established
on April 1, 1895, the day which
marks the raising of the com-
mand in Pune (then called
Poona).
The Southern Command
encompasses 11 states and four
Union Territories covering
nearly 41 per cent of the coun-
try's landmass, according to its
official website.
Traditionally, the annual Army
Day Parade had been held in
Delhi. This long-standing prac-
tice saw a shift in January
2023 when the parade was
conducted in Bengaluru, which
comes in the Southern
Command area.
The Army Day Parade 2024
was hosted in Lucknow, which
falls in the Central Command
area.

Army Day Parade to see participation of all-girl marching contingent from NCC
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Chief of Defence
Staff(CDS)General Anil

Chauhan on Monday urged the
youth of India to never ever
give up in their journey of life,
underlining that "a bend in a
road is not the end of the road".
Addressing a gathering of
cadets and officers during his
visit to the ongoing National
Cadet Corps (NCC) Republic
Day Camp at Delhi
Cantonment, he also said the
country's youth will contribute
towards reaching the goal of
becoming a 'Viksit Bharat' by
2047 and they will also be the
largest beneficiary of it.
General Chauhan said January
is a month of festivities and
Tuesday is Veterans' Day fol-
lowed by the Army Day on
January 15.
Then comes the Republic Day
on January 26 and immediate-
ly next day the prime minister's
rally happens at the NCC R-
Day Camp, he said, adding,
"this is symbolic of the fact that
future of a nation rests with the
youth of the country".
A total of 2,361 NCC cadets
from across the country are
taking part in the month-long
camp, which began on
December 30. The annual
event is also witnessing the par-
ticipation of 917 girl cadets, the
largest so far.  
Out of the total number of
cadets, 114 are from Jammu
and Kashmir and Ladakh
and 178 from the northeast
region.
General Chauhan said youths
are the microcosm of the soci-
ety, a demographic truth, a sta-
tistical reality.  "The nation
desires to be a Viksit Bharat by
2047. The youth of the coun-

try will contribute towards
reaching that goal and will
also be the largest beneficiary
of it," he said.
The CDS said he was sure that
"as a nation we will be able to
achieve this goal or dream of
being a Viksit Bharat by 2047".
The momentum will take it as
the mass exists and the veloc-
ity is the vector which coupled
with it, will help achieve the
target, he added.
General Chauhan said the
country's youth will provide the
speed and the direction will be
provided by the senior leader-
ship.
The CDS also offered some life
lessons to the cadets and
through them to the youth of
the country.  "Destiny and suc-
cess is not preordained, you
have to work for it. It is often
said, destiny is not by chance,
it is by choice. And, for success
you will have to work hard to
achieve it," he asserted.
"There will be ups and downs
in life. So, remember a bend in
a road is not the end of the
road," the CDS said.  In his
address, he also quoted lines
from a poem 'If ' by Rudyard
Kipling and recited poetry
'Koshish Karne Walon ki Haar
Nahin Hoti' by Sohanlal
Dwivedi.
"That is the message I want to
leave with you, 'koshish karne
walon ki kabhi haar nahin
hoti'. So, never, never, ever
give up," the CDS said.
General Chauhan during his
visit to the NCC R-Day Camp
also visited the 'flag area', the
NCC Hall of Fame and also
interacted with a few cadets
before being treated to some
colourful cultural perfor-
mances by groups of cadets
from different directorates of
the Corps.

CDS urges youth of
India to never give up
in their journey of life
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Vice President Jagdeep
Dhankhar on Monday

here lauded the Election
Commission(EC)for holding
polls that have earned global
accolades, saying there will
always be an urge to criticise it
to get the best of it.
He also said the independence
of the poll panel is never a casu-
alty as the bureaucracy is so
trained and the election
machinery so greased and
fuelled.
His remarks came against the
backdrop of the opposition's
attacks on the EC over alleged
discrepancies in electoral rolls,
allegations of fudges voter
turnout data and the efficacy of

electronic voting machines.
Addressing a book launch
event, Dhankhar said "We have
an Election Commission that
has worked. And it has worked
in a fashion that global recog-
nition is coming to it. Many
countries in the world want
their elections to be overseen
by our Election Commission."
There will always be, the vice
president said, an urge to crit-
icise to get the best of it. "But
we all are assured because our
bureaucracy is so trained. Our
election machinery is so
greased and fuelled.
Independence is never a casu-
alty". Dhankhar, who is also the
Rajya Sabha chairperson, said
a functional Parliament is quin-
tessential to the survival of
democracy because it is

Parliament that allows the
power of expression.
"A power of expression where
no one can question. What you
say in Parliament, you are
immunised from any other
concern, you can't be taken to
civil court, you can't feel cul-
pability in it. When you have
that supreme authority, that no
matter what you say in
Parliament, no citizen of this
country can take recourse to
law if they are hurt," he said
explaining parliamentary priv-
ileges.  He said it puts a heavy
obligation on Parliament itself.
The privileges come with
"heavy responsibility," he
explained.
The vice president opined that
Parliament is the "most possi-
ble" platform for the represen-

tation of the people.
"... Most possible because eli-
gibility to vote has an age fac-
tor and those below that age are
not entitled to reflect them-
selves. Therefore it is not very
idealistic, but it is very close to
idealism. So Parliament reflects
the will of the people," he said.
One of Parliament's powers is
to hold the executive account-
able. He said the executive is
held accountable only through
a parliamentary mechanism
which is based on dialogue,
debate, discussion and delib-
eration.
He said Parliament is not a
place for a free fall of informa-
tion and not a place to settle
scores with people or institu-
tions that cannot have their say
in Parliament.

Dhankhar lauds EC for conducting polls that earned global accolades

STAFF REPORTER n
GURUGRAM

The Enforcement Wing of
the Gurugram

Metropolitan Development
Authority (GMDA) on
Monday acted heavily on
encroachment on SPR where-
in 12 acres of green belt area
was cleared of encroachment.
DTP GMDA R. S. Batth with
his team including ATP
Mange Raam with four earth
movers and 50 police persons
held the demolition drive. 
About 12 acres rea was
cleared by GMDA by remov-
ing big nurseries and illegal
parking and building mater-
ial.  Nurseries developed
across four acres and building
materials spread across three
acres were cleared.
In the drive DTP GMDA also
got the building material that
was encroaching green belts
mixed by earth movers and
thereafter al l  concerned
requested for one day time to
remove all material.
Additionally, about five per-
manent rooms and 10 tem-
porary structures were also
removed. GMDA looks after
the important stretches and
major sector dividing roads
and green belts in gurugram.
Recently the Enforcement

Wing of GMDA led by DTP
GMDA, R.S. Baath assured
that entire SPR of about 12
km length from national
highway to Ghata will be
cleared by 31 st January.
Though efforts were made
earlier however now strict
enforcement drives will be
conducted and systematic
ways will be worked out to
make the area greener.
Earlier  Minister of
Environment and Industry
Minister Rao Narbir Singh
also directed that SPR road
must be made clean and
green.
Furthermore, CEO GMDA
also directed DTP GMDA to
work on important roads and
green belts on top priority to
further enhance the develop-
ment and infrastructure.
DTP R.S. Batth also visited
surrounding area and direct-
ed all to remove the encroach-
ment in 24 hours and drive
will be continued.

GMDA Enforcement
Wing acts heavily on
encroachment at SPR
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Congress general secretary
Jairam Ramesh's writ peti-

tion in the Supreme Court chal-
lenging the recent amendments
to the Conduct of Election
Rules, 1961, will come up for
hearing in the apex court on
Wednesday. The matter will
come up for hearing before the
bench headed by Chief Justice
of India Sanjiv Khanna on
January 15, according to the
cause list uploaded on the
Supreme Court website.
The Congress had filed the
writ petition in the Supreme
Court last month challenging
the recent amendments to the
Conduct of Election Rules, 1961
and expressed hope that the
apex court will help restore the
"fast eroding" integrity of the
electoral process.
The government has tweaked

an election rule to prevent pub-
lic inspection of certain elec-
tronic documents such as
CCTV camera and webcasting
footage as well as video record-
ings of candidates to prevent
their misuse. AICC general sec-
retary Jairam Ramesh, who has
filed the petition, had said,
"The integrity of the electoral
process is fast eroding.
Hopefully the Supreme Court
will help restore it."

"A writ has just been filed in the
Supreme Court challenging the
recent amendments to the
Conduct of Election Rules,
1961," he had said earlier in a
post on X.
Ramesh had said the Election

Commission, a Constitutional
body charged with the conduct
of free and fair elections cannot
be allowed to unilaterally, and
without public consultation,
amend such a vital law in such
a brazen manner.
"This is especially true when

that amendment does away with
public access to essential infor-
mation that makes the electoral
process more transparent and
accountable," he had said.Based
on the recommendation of the
Election Commission of India,
the Union law ministry in
December amended Rule
93(2)(a) of the Conduct of
Election Rules, 1961, to restrict
the type of "papers" or docu-
ments open to public inspection. 

Ramesh's petition challenging
tweaking of election rules to come
up for hearing on Wednesday
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India on Monday signed a Haj
agreement with Saudi Arabia,

finalising a quota of 1,75,025
pilgrims for itself.  Ministry of
Minority Affairs Minister Kiren
Rijiju signed the agreement
with Saudi Arabia's Minister
for Hajj and Umrah Tawfiq Bin
Fawzan Al-Rabiah in Jeddah.
"Haj Agreement 2025 signed
with Tawfiq Bin Fawzan Al-
Rabiah, Minister for Hajj and
Umrah of Kindom of Saudi
Arabia. Finalized a quota of
1,75,025 pilgrims from India
for Haj 2025. We are commit-
ted to providing the best pos-
sible services to all our Haj pil-
grims," Rijiju said in a social
media post.
“In the meeting with Dr Tawfiq
bin Fawzan Al Rabiah, Saudi
Minister of Hajj and Umrah,

we discussed important matters
related to Hajj 2025 and
explored steps to further
improve the pilgrimage expe-
rience for Indian pilgrims. It
will also strengthen our bilat-
eral relation," the minister said.
Reacting to the development,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
said he welcomes this agree-
ment, which is a "wonderful
news" for Hajj pilgrims from
India.  He said, "Our
Government is committed to
ensuring improved pilgrimage
experiences for devotees."
In a written reply to a question
in the Rajya Sabha last month,
Rijiju said that for the year
2025, the quota has been dis-
tributed within the same range
between HCoI and HGOs, in
the ratio of 70:30, which has
been communicated vide the
Haj Policy-2025 issued on
August 5, 2024.

India signs Hajj agreement
with Saudi Arabia, finalises
quota of 1,75,025 pilgrims



BISWAJEET BANERJEE n
MAHAKUMBH NAGAR

The Maha Kumbh has
emerged as a global epi-

center of faith and a symbol
of world unity. 
Pilgrims from across India
and countries like the
United States, Russia,
Germany, Italy, and Ecuador
were captivated by the
grandeur of Sanatan culture.
They took holy dips at the
Sangam, donned tilaks, and
strolled along the sacred
sands. 
The atmosphere was
charged with chants of "Jai
Shri Ram" and "Har Har
Gange," echoing in Spanish,
German, Russian, and
French.
This year, the Sangam Ghat
has transformed into a
major spiritual and cultural
attraction for the world.
Visitors, both Indian and
international, described it as
a center for profound
experiences. Christina from

Germany shared, "Being
here brings immense peace
to my soul. 
I had heard about the Maha
Kumbh, but experiencing it
is unforgettable." Christina,
born in Ecuador, later
moved to Germany with her
parents. 
Her companions from
Ecuador also expressed
admiration for India's
spirituality, saying, "Taking
a dip in the Ganga feels like
washing away all sins."

New Yorker Coby Halperin
Discovers India's Cultural
Depth
Fashion designer Coby
Halperin from New York
called the Maha Kumbh a
life-changing experience.
"Witnessing India's culture
and traditions in such a
grand form is entirely new
for me. 
The Maha Kumbh has given
me an opportunity to
understand Indian culture
deeply. This event is not just

spiritual but also culturally
inspiring," he said.

A Life-Changing
Experience for Russia's
Mikhail
Mikhail and his friends
from Russia chanted "Har
Har Gange" after taking a
holy dip at the Sangam. 
"I had read about the Maha
Kumbh, but witnessing its
scale and divinity is the
most beautiful experience of
my life," said Mikhail. "It's a
moment we will never
forget."

Pilgrims from Italy and
Australia Hail the World's
Largest Gathering
Paulo from Italy, along with
his 12-member group,
bathed at the Sangam and
praised the Uttar Pradesh
government's arrangements.
"An event of this scale is
unimaginable anywhere else
in the world. It showcases
India's greatness. 
The leadership here

(referring to Chief Minister
Yogi Adityanath) deserves
appreciation," Paulo said.
Similarly, Alex from
Australia, inspired by his
friends in Germany,
attended the Maha Kumbh
and described it as the most
memorable experience of
his life.
This year's Maha Kumbh
has not only drawn Indian
devotees but also attracted
thousands of international
tourists and spiritual
seekers. 
Visitors from around the
world came to experience
Indian culture, spirituality,
and the sacred significance
of the Ganga. 
The event stands as a
testament to India's rich
traditions and also serves as
a convergence point for
global unity and spirituality.
The Maha Kumbh has
captivated the world, firmly
establishing itself as a
symbol of India's cultural
and spiritual heritage.
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MAHAKUMBH 2025: SPECIAL COVERAGE
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As Maha Kumbh began in the holy
city of Prayagraj on Monday,

Prime Minister Narendra Modi
described it as a very special day for

those who cherish Indian values and
culture, saying the massive religious
event embodies India's timeless spir-
itual heritage.
"A very special day for crores of
people who cherish Bharatiya
values and culture! Maha Kumbh

2025 commences in Prayagraj,
bringing together countless people
in a sacred confluence of faith,
devotion and culture. The Maha
Kumbh embodies India's timeless
spiritual heritage and celebrates
faith and harmony," he said in a

social media post.
The prime minister said he was
happy to see Prayagraj abuzz, with
countless people coming there,
taking the holy dip and seeking
blessings.  He wished the pilgrims
and tourists a wonderful stay.

BISWAJEET BANERJEE n
MAHAKUMBH NAGAR

Under the leadership of
Chief Minister Yogi

Adityanath, the Akhara area at
Mahakumbh 2025 is a sight to
behold. Camps for various
organisations, including the
Akharas, Khak Chowk,
Dandiwada, Acharyawada, and
Prayagwal, are fully set up and
adorned with vibrant decora-
tions. 
While the camps are
beautifully designed as
always, this year, the entry
gates are stealing the spotlight
with their unique and

thematic designs. Themed
entry gates across the Mela
area go beyond being visually
stunning, serving as markers
of identity, helping pilgrims
locate and reach specific
organisations.
CM Yogi Adityanath's vision
of making Mahakumbh more
grand and divine than ever is
clearly visible in the Akhara
area. Various Akharas and
organizations have not only
enriched their camps
spiritually, but have also
designed their entry gates
with distinctive themes. 
Located near Jhunsi, these
gates come in various designs,

including airplane models,
Shivlings, and crowns,
enhancing the overall
grandeur of the camps.   The
artisans behind these gates
have come from all across
India, including Kolkata,
Varanasi, and South India. 
According to the artists, it
took them 10 to 15 days to
construct these gates, with
costs running into lakhs of
rupees. These gates serve a
dual purpose: they enhance
the aesthetic appeal of the
camps and act as identifiers,
helping pilgrims locate
specific camps in the
sprawling Mela area.

BISWAJEET BANERJEE n
MAHAKUMBH NAGAR

On Monday, the Uttar
Pradesh Police intensified

security and crowd manage-
ment measures at the 2025
Maha Kumbh Mela in
Prayagraj, one of the world's
largest human congregations.
Police personnel, including
mounted units, patrolled the
grounds to ensure a seamless
and secure experience for
devotees flocking to the Triveni
Sangam for the auspicious
Paush Purnima Snan.
Deputy Inspector General
(DIG) Vaibhav Krishna said
over 10,000 personnel from
local police stations,
paramilitary forces, and
specialized units have been
deployed for the event.
Speaking to ANI, he noted

that approximately 60 lakh
devotees had already taken
the holy dip, and final figures
would be released later.
"The arrangements made by
the police are functioning
well. Crowd regulations,
traffic diversions, and
parking accommodations are
being efficiently managed.
We are fully prepared to
address any challenges," DIG
Krishna stated.
Additional Director General
(ADG) Bhanu Bhaskar
echoed these sentiments,
emphasizing the
preparedness of the police
force. "The fair
administration is fully alert,
with all forces deployed since
3 a.m. Bathing ghats are
under constant surveillance,
and there have been no
reported issues so far," he

said.
Senior Superintendent of
Police (SSP) Rajesh Dwivedi
added that devotees
continued to arrive in large
numbers throughout the day.
"The ghats are fully occupied,
and the first day of the Maha
Kumbh is proceeding
peacefully. We are
monitoring the influx and
ensuring a safe environment
for all," he said.
In a notable upgrade, five
American Warmblood horses
worth ?1.5 crore have been
deployed for mounted police
patrols. Known for their
ability to sense danger from a
distance, these horses provide
an additional layer of security
at the sprawling Mela
grounds.
Prime Minister Modi Lauds
Maha Kumbh 2025

BISWAJEET BANERJEE n
MAHAKUMBH NAGAR

This year's Maha Kumbh has an
extraordinary addition: the state-

of-the-art Dome City in Arail.
Designed to provide an unparalleled
blend of luxury and spirituality, this
ambitious project by Evo Life Space
in collaboration with the Uttar
Pradesh Tourism Department
promises visitors an experience rem-
iniscent of a hill station.
"For the first time, pilgrims will
have access to accommodations that
combine modern comfort with the
serene spirituality of the Kumbh.
Dome City is not just a facility; it is
an experience that will leave a
lasting impression," said Amit
Johari, Director of Evo Life Space.
A Unique concept
Elevated 15 to 18 feet above ground,
Dome City comprises 44 uniquely
designed domes, each measuring
32x32 feet. Constructed with 360-
degree polycarbonate sheets, these
domes are bulletproof and fireproof,
ensuring safety and comfort.
"Visitors can enjoy the panoramic
views of the Kumbh from the domes
while feeling as if they're in a hill
station," Johari explained. "It's an
effort to redefine how people
experience the Maha Kumbh."
Mukesh Meshram, Secretary of the
Uttar Pradesh Tourism Department,
emphasized the innovative vision
behind Dome City. "The Maha
Kumbh is not just a religious event;
it is a global gathering. 
This Dome City concept adds a
modern dimension to its timeless
appeal, making it accessible to a

broader audience, including
international tourists," he said.
The domes city will feature 176 air-
conditioned cottages equipped with
amenities like geysers and
provisions for satvik (pure
vegetarian) meals. These 16x16-foot
cottages are priced at ?1.1 lakh per
day during peak bathing days and
?81,000 on other days.
Travel agents are already witnessing
interest in the bookings. "We have
received numerous inquiries,
especially from NRIs and tourists
looking for a unique way to
experience the Kumbh," said Pankaj
Sharma, a Prayagraj-based tour
operator. 
"This concept of luxury within a
spiritual framework is very
appealing to international visitors."

Online bookings for both domes
and cottages have commenced. "We
encourage early reservations as
demand is expected to peak closer
to the event," added Sharma.
The Dome City will also host
cultural and spiritual programs,
including religious discourses, yoga
sessions, and live musical
performances. "Our goal is to
enhance the spiritual environment
while ensuring visitors have an
engaging cultural experience," said
Johari.
Meshram echoed this sentiment,
stating, "Dome City reflects our
commitment to combining tradition
with innovation. Visitors can
immerse themselves in the spiritual
energy of the Kumbh while enjoying
modern conveniences."

Government's vision
During a visit to Prayagraj on
December 23, Uttar Pradesh Chief
Minister Yogi Adityanath inspected
the Dome City and lauded its
potential. "This initiative is a
testament to our efforts to make the
Maha Kumbh a globally renowned
event. It sets a new benchmark for
hospitality and spiritual tourism,"
he said.
Shishir Singh, a government
spokesperson, highlighted the
broader vision. "The Dome City is
an example of how we are elevating
the Maha Kumbh experience. It is
not just about accommodations but
about redefining tourism standards
in India."
Tour operators believe this initiative
will place Prayagraj firmly on the
global tourism map. "Dome City
offers a chance for visitors to
experience the Kumbh in a way that
has never been done before. It will
attract both pilgrims and leisure
tourists looking for a unique
spiritual getaway," said Sunita
Verma, a Delhi-based travel
consultant.
The Future Beckons
With its innovative design and
luxurious amenities, Dome City is
poised to revolutionize the Maha
Kumbh experience. 
"This is not just about luxury; it is
about creating memories that
resonate with the soul," concluded
Johari.
As the countdown to Maha Kumbh
2025 begins, Prayagraj is ready to
welcome the world to an
unforgettable journey of faith,
culture, and comfort.

PM Modi welcomes Maha Kumbh 2025

UP Police ensure robust security 

Dome city promises hill-station experience for visitors

Kumbh becomes a global spiritual hub and symbol of world unity

Unique themed entry
gates captivate devotees



John and Hazel are a cou-
ple in their eighties. They
were our neighbours at a

mountain resort in Germany
and were on a two-week hol-
iday. They had come from the
UK, driving nonstop for
hours. They went hiking in
the woods, drove to nearby
places of interest even on
snowy and rainy days without
cursing the weather, made
their own breakfast in their
room instead of indulging in
the buffet, and seemed to be
having the best of their times.
When I spoke to them, I saw
how enthused they were
about their retired lives, look-
ing forward to travelling
more, seeing more places on
earth, and not once did they
mention any discomfort that
might be commonplace at
their age: creaking knees,
waning memory, shivering
hands, feeble limbs. 
This is the kind of old age I
wish for myself and my
spouse. Though, truth be
told, ‘wish’ feels more honest
than ‘envisage’ because I am
unsure if I will see the world
that far ahead. Pushing my
mid-fifties, I am already trou-
bled by the thought of a frail
old age where my body might
fail me, denying me the

chance to drink life to the lees.
Health issues have started
giving me early warnings.
And every time I travel to the
West and see people older
than me by a few decades liv-
ing with independence,
engagement, and joy, I am
overcome not with envy but
with wonder-and a quiet
determination.
Why do we, in India, not
envision such a golden old age
for ourselves? Why do we
resign ourselves so early to
physical decline, social with-
drawal, and the weight of ail-
ments? Somewhere along the
way, we have been condi-
tioned to expect aging as a
slow retreat from life rather
than an opportunity for a sec-
ond bloom. Part of it lies in
our cultural mindset, per-
haps-where old age is often
equated with quietude,

dependence, and spiritual
pursuits.
In contrast, many Western
cultures emphasise personal
fulfillment and activity well
into the later years of life.
Retirees continue to travel,
explore hobbies, and stay
physically active, seeing old
age as a continuation of life
rather than its decline. We
Indians often embrace a more
sedentary old age, citing
health issues, familial obliga-
tions, or even spirituality as
reasons to wind down. But
does spirituality have to mean
withdrawal? 
The narrative around aging
needs to shift-from enduring
to embracing, from retiring to
thriving. Perhaps, if we break
free from the cultural mould
of passive aging and take
cues from people like John
and Hazel, we can look for-
ward to a life where the sun-
set years are not just endured
but truly, deeply lived.
To achieve this, we must
adopt a proactive approach.
Regular physical activity tai-
lored to our abilities can sig-
nificantly enhance mobility
and reduce age-related health
issues. Prioritising balanced
nutrition with a focus on
protein intake and essential

vitamins is key to maintain-
ing strength and mental clar-
ity. Beyond physical wellness,
fostering emotional well-
being by staying connected
with friends, family, and com-
munity can counter isolation
and loneliness, which often
accompany aging.
Moreover, financial planning
cannot be overlooked. A
secure financial base can
empower older adults to pur-
sue passions, travel, and stay
engaged in life. Ultimately,
aging is a privilege-a phase of
life that can be as vibrant and
fulfilling as any other if
approached with the right
mindset. 
Let us not merely aspire for
longer lives but richer ones,
where we continue to explore,
learn, and inspire genera-
tions that follow. The golden
years can truly be golden if we
choose to make them so. To
John, Hazel and dozens oth-
ers that I come across on my
jaunts to the other side of the
globe, thank you. For making
me see life in a whole new
perspective. 

(The author is a Dubai-
based columnist and chil-

dren’s writing coach. She has
published six books. View

are personal)

There are fairs and festivals but none like Maha Kumbh, a once-in-a-lifetime event
that is as spiritual as it is eventful, showcasing tenacity, modernity, culture and human
will to endure–all at the same time. The Maha Kumbh Mela 2025, the world’s largest

religious congregation, began on January 13 in Prayagraj, Uttar Pradesh, drawing mil-
lions of devotees to the sacred confluence of the Ganga, Yamuna, and the mythical
Saraswati rivers. This event is expected to host over 45 crore pilgrims, including 15
lakh from foreign nations, over its 45-day span. The Maha Kumbh is a deeply spiritual
event, rooted in ancient Hindu traditions. The ritual of taking a holy dip at the Triveni
Sangam is believed to cleanse one of sins and pave the way for salvation (moksha).
This grand gathering is a testament to India’s enduring spiritual heritage and celebrates
the unity and diversity of its cultural fabric. As Prime Minister Narendra Modi noted, the
Maha Kumbh is a “sacred confluence of faith, devotion, and culture.” The Uttar Pradesh

government, in collaboration with central agencies, has
made extensive preparations to accommodate the
unprecedented number of pilgrims. The state has allo-
cated a budget of Rs 7,000 crore for the event, focus-
ing on sanitation, security, and technological integra-
tion.   
Like any mega event Maha Kumbh is also not free from
fear of mishaps especially stampedes which have hap-
pened in the past. To avoid that, there have to be elab-
orate security arrangements especially on the desig-
nated bathing days. The State government has deployed
AI-enabled cameras, underwater drones for 24/7 mon-
itoring, and teams from PAC, NDRF, and SDRF for

crowd and water safety are on the watch. A first-of-its-kind initiative featuring digital
monitoring systems to streamline crowd management and enhance safety has also been
put in place. Besides, this time expansion of ghats, installation of remote life-saving buoys,
and a fleet of 700 flagged boats have been made to ensure smooth movement and safe-
ty of devotees. Maha Kumbh’s appeal lies in its fusion of ancient spirituality with mod-
ern infrastructure. This year’s ‘mela’ exemplifies this synergy, blending cutting-edge tech-
nology with age-old rituals. The congregation serves as a melting pot for devotees, saints,
and tourists, creating a vibrant tapestry of faith and culture. On Paush Purnima, the first
‘Shahi Snan’ witnessed more than 40 lakh devotees taking a holy dip at the Sangam.
The ceremonial bath marks the beginning of the ‘mela,’ symbolising the purification of
body and soul.  Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath welcomed devotees, emphasizing the
event as a celebration of ‘unity in diversity’ and the blending of faith with modernity.
With meticulous planning and unwavering commitment, Maha Kumbh 2025 stands as
a shining example of India’s ability to honour its spiritual roots while embracing tech-
nological advancements. As the Maha Kumbh unfolds, it offers a transformative expe-
rience to millions who seek spiritual solace and cultural enrichment.

Confluence of faith

do away with post-retirement rehabil-
itations is also a valid one to avoid deci-
sions being incentivised and inductive
to grab posts. But these are happening
as policy of the ruling party. The top
executives of public service commis-
sions do not decide such political poli-
cies. Therefore, he should use his good
office and prevail upon the ruling dis-
pensation to do away with the system
of taking their favourable judgements to
decide their post-retirement rehabilita-
tions. 
A blanket ban avoiding posting after
retirement for five years may be thought
of. Postings lack logic. The governor is
selected based on political lenience, and
he is expected to appoint apolitical aca-
demicians as vice chancellors of univer-
sities. It cannot happen so. As such,
postings are made on merit, but the
merit here means normally the speed
and commitment with which the line of
the ruling party is toed up. In a system
where caste, cash and commitment to
policies are predominant, expecting
activities meant for Puritans is like

searching for fuel sticks in a desert land.
A G Rajmohan | Anantapur

EMPOWERING WOMEN INVESTORS 
Madam —The participation of women
in India’s equity markets is steadily
growing, marking a significant shift in
financial dynamics. Factors like
increased financial independence, dig-
ital accessibility through investment
platforms, and rising financial literacy
have empowered women to actively
invest in stocks. Women are adopting a
research-driven, long-term approach,
contributing to a more balanced and sta-
ble market environment.
Despite challenges like cultural biases
and limited confidence in some cases,
the trend is gaining momentum. This
rise not only promotes gender inclusiv-
ity but also strengthens retail participa-
tion in India’s equity landscape, herald-
ing a more diverse financial future.

Anushka Bohra | Ujjain

DECODING ANCIENT LANGUAGES
Madam —The Chief Minister of Tamil
Nadu MK Stalin has announced a prize
of $1 million for deciphering the script
of the Indus Valley Civilisation (IVC),
or Harappan Civilisation, aka Dravidian
Civilisation, the Bronze Age culture that
originated in the Indus River valley
around 6000 BCE. For over a century,
“the pictographic and logo-syllabic
script, probably standing for one or two
languages, has been the most vexing
problem for epigraphists and archaeol-
ogists. However, “Indus script scholars
John Marshall, Yuri Knorozov, Nikita
Gurov, Kamil Zvelebil, Asko Parpola,
Iravatham Mahadevan and Bryan Wells
agree that the language underlying the
Indus script is Dravidian.” A science
paper pointed out that the Indus Valley
people spoke a Dravidian language,
while the Vedic people spoke an Indo-
European language, Sanskrit.
The paper argues, “A possible scenario
combining genetic data with archaeol-
ogy and linguistics is that proto-
Dravidian was spread by people of the
Indus Valley Civilisation.” At an event
in Chennai to mark the centenary of the
IVC, Stalin said that the discovery of Sir
John Marshall, the then Director
General of the Archaeological Survey of
India, completely changed the under-
standing of India’s past. Stalin added that
the discovery debunked the claim that
Aryans and Sanskrit originated in India.
Marshall’s argument that the IVC pre-
dated Aryan (Vedic) civilisation and that
the language in the Indus Valley could
be Dravidian was a turning point in his-
tory. Ironically, his statue is being
installed in Tamil Nadu, though he is
credited with discovering IVC through
excavations in Harappa and Mohenjo-
daro, now in Pakistan. 

Haridasan Rajan | Kozhikode

END POST-RETIREMENT POSTINGS
Madam —The suggestions of the Vice
President to go on merit while deciding
postings are welcome. His suggestion to
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Devotees take a holy dip at Sangam on the first day of Maha Kumbh Mela 2025, in Prayagraj PTI LETTERS TO TTHE EDITOR

Truly a once-in-a-lifetime experience, the Maha Kumbh celebrates

India’s unity, diversity and enduring spiritual heritage

Subianto, who will be the
third Indonesian Head of State
to come as the Chief Guest
after Joko Widodo in 2018,
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono in
2011, and Sukarno in 1950
(who incidentally was the first
foreign Head of State in a
Republic Day parade). 
Beyond the deep civilisation
and cultural connection
between the two Asian coun-
tries, Indonesia as the world’s
largest Muslim population
country with institutionalised
tenets of religious tolerance
and diversities, has much in
common with India. But per-
haps the most significant com-
monality is the wounded his-
tory with China as the purge
unleashed by Indonesian dic-
tator and strongman, Suharto
(killing between 0.5 to 1 mil-
lion communists, also banning
Chinese literature, culture and
diplomatic relations) took
decades for the Sino-
Indonesian diplomatic rela-
tions to reopen in 1990.
But it is the brazen Chinese
claims of territorial usurpation
in the South China Seas that
affect Indonesia the most,
especially with its sovereignty
over the Natuna Islands getting
repeatedly punctured by
Chinese transgressions. China’s
infamous nine-dash line for-
mulation has consumed the
waters of the Natuna Islands
from a cartographical sense,
even though the Permanent
Court of Arbitration Ruling
validated Indonesian claims.
But it is an issue that remains
testy with Indonesian
President Prabowo Subianto

recently signing a memoran-
dum of understanding with
the Chinese for “joint mar-
itime development” whilst
acknowledging an “overlap-
ping claim” – it was a move of
acknowledgement that was
slammed by many internation-
al commentators who believe
it gave credence and support
to Chinese claims. 
That said, the usually uncon-
cerned Indonesians who had
warmed up to the Chinese
with its Belt & Road Initiative
(BRI) largesse and other
investments are gradually
becoming more Sino-wary
and concerned. The visit of the
Indonesian President to India
will be carefully watched in
Beijing for what is said or sug-
gested during the visit. Besides
the Chinese angularity, there
are enough commercial and
diplomatic stakes to be tapped
bilaterally, which chooses the
Indonesian Head of State, very
apt and strategic. 
However, across the oceans, it
is the guest list of invitees for
the swearing-in of the 47th
President of the United States
(20th Jan) that is raising eye-
brows, about the unpre-
dictability of the Trump 1.0.2
tenure, that it signifies.
Reportedly the Trump-Vance
Inaugural Committee has
raised an unbelievable $170
million (compared to $107 in
2016) from the deep-pocket-
ed donors and corporations
who presumably seek to curry
favour with him at the jam-
boree. But it is the personal
invite list of Trump (doing
away with the traditional

avoidance of Head of State to
US Presidential swearing-in)
that is extremely disconcerting,
for it includes ideological hard
right-wingers like Italian Prime
Minister Giorgia Meloni,
Argentinian President Javier
Milei, El Salvador President
Nayib Bukele, Hungarian
President Viktor Orban, oust-
ed Brazilian President Jair
Bolsonaro and French far-
right leader Eric Zemmour!
But the strangest invite was to
the Chinese President Xi
Jinping, onto whom his
Presidential campaign dia-
tribe and threats were osten-
sibly directed. Xi tellingly
declined and may instead send
some other official.
The much-believed invite to
the Indian Prime Minister
never came, and it will be left
to the External Affairs
Minister, S Jaishankar, to rep-
resent the Indian government,
as per the invite received.
Another notable omission has
been the Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelensky who
went public in expressing
interest to attend the same but
hasn’t received the invite.
Trump’s unsaid ‘frenemy’
Vladimir Putin would be smil-
ing at emerging signals from
Washington DC. US
Ambassador to India’s reassur-
ance given the “crowded
swearing-in ceremony” does-
n’t seem too convincing or
reassuring. 

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

of Andaman & Nicobar
Islands and Puducherry. The
views expressed are personal)

The calculus behind
global invitations

Beyond the obvious sug-
gestions of bilateral
bonhomie and rela-
tionship, there is an
invisible calculus of

cold strategy in inviting foreign
Heads of State to events like the
Republic Day, in the Indian con-
text. This year, the President of
Indonesia, Prabowo Subianto,
graces the occasion. Last year it
was the French President,
Emmanuel Macron, who heads
what the Hudson Institute has
described as “India’s new best
friend”. This is unsurprising,
given that France was one of the
rare countries to avoid condemn-
ing India’s nuclear test (later
emerged as amongst the foremost
nuclear fuel and reactor suppli-
ers), supports Delhi’s bid to
become a permanent member of
the United Nations, besides offer-
ing strategic defence platforms
like Rafale fighters, Scorpène
submarines etc.
Before Macron it was the
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
el-Sisi (reviving memories of
Nehru-Nasser era) whose visit
signified India’s increased lever-
age within Ummah (Islamic
world), negating Pakistan’s age-
old rhetoric. Still earlier were stal-
warts from BRICS comity i.e.,
Brazil and South Africa, which
was reflective of India’s expand-
ed outreach and ambition to
assert its strategic independence,
beyond superpower-led ‘Blocs’.
But one region that has increas-
ingly concerned India in terms of
the duality of opportunities and
threats, is from the East feeding
its ‘Act East’ (evolved from prior
‘Look East’) policy. 
Part of the opportunities is to
stitch alliances and further the
latent opportunities of the pros-
perous ASEAN region, and part
of its security concern is the
shared fear of China’s expansion-
ism which makes these Eastern
countries, natural allies with
India. Therefore the 2018 guest
list for the Republic Day parade
was a virtual who’s who of Heads
of State under the commemora-
tive theme ‘Shared Values,
Common Destiny’ from Brunei,
Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos,
Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand and
Vietnam. 
This year’s guest is yet again the
President of Indonesia, Prabowo

India a developed nation by 2047 

THEREFORE
THE 2018 

GUEST LIST 
FOR THE 

REPUBLIC DAY
PARADE WAS A

VIRTUAL 
WHO’S WHO 

OF
HEADS OF STATE

UNDER THE
COMMEMORATIVE

THEME
‘SHARED VALUES,

COMMON DESTINY’ 

How to give a golden
touch to the silver years

The ambition of transforming India
into a ‘Viksit Bharat’ by 2047
demands bold and innovative eco-

nomic strategies. The recent proposal to
create an ‘Amrit Kaal Fund,’ inspired by
Singapore’s GIC model, appears to be a
highly promising approach to achieve the
financial goals necessary for sustainable
growth. India’s public sector enterprises
have demonstrated significant improve-
ment in earnings and the market value
of public sector stocks has nearly tripled

in recent years. By transferring PSU hold-
ings in excess of 51 per cent into this fund,
the government can effectively leverage
these assets to raise resources, reduce fis-
cal deficits, retire public debt and improve
India’s sovereign credit ratings. 
The strategic shift away from tradition-
al privatisation toward shared public own-
ership addresses valid concerns about the
concentration of wealth and political sen-
sitivities. Furthermore, listing the fund as
an exchange-traded vehicle would allow
domestic and international investors to
participate in India’s growth story, there-
by unlocking additional capital. It is
imperative that the 2025 budget priori-
tises this visionary initiative to propel
India towards 8+ GDP growth to achieve
the goal of a developed nation by 2047.  

Vishal Mayur | Tumakuru 

BHOPINDER SINGH

ASHA IYER KUMAR

Old age often conjures images of frailty, dependence and withdrawal. But it

can be a second bloom—a chance to embrace life with renewed vigour

The guest list of Republic day, over the years has reflected India’s
growing global aspirations, balancing diplomacy with pragmatism
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THE CONDITION
OF FORESTS

SHOULD NOT BE
ASSESSED BY

CARBON GROWTH
OR TREE

NUMBERS BUT BY
THE CONDITION

OF RESERVE AND
PROTECTED

FORESTS WHICH
ARE THE SOURCE

OF MORE THAN
450 RIVERS AND

RIVULETS OF OUR
COUNTRY AND

SOURCE OF
RECHARGING THE

AQUIFERS,
BINDING THE

SOIL AND
CONTROLLING

THE HYDROLOGY

Always be associated with people who are good at heart, said Swami
Vivekananda. My mother shared her birthday with Swami
Vivekananda (12th January). She nurtured strong bonding with

spiritually inclined stalwarts. I recall her association with Sathya Sai Baba,
Ganapathi Sachchidanda Swamiji, Raghavendra Swami Mutt, Swami
Chinmayananda, Jiddu Krishnamurti, Mahesh Yogi and Gurudev Sri Sri
Ravi Shankar. She wanted to pursue medicine but life did not take that
trajectory. So, she upended the pyramid and became a qualified med-
ical social worker and worked diligently at the Rajan Babu TB (RBTB)
Hospital, in Delhi.
Gurudev says, “Open your hands and sky is in your hands.” To com-
bat and challenge the disease of tuberculosis she initiated several reha-
bilitation projects. This included a creche for the children of those afflict-
ed with this malady, a Stitching Centre, candle and match-making units.She
used to tell patients and their children that “Fear is only as deep as the
mind allows.” Thus, patients afflicted with TB, but not bedridden par-
ticipated in the projects. This was what she called “Diversionary Therapy”.
Climate changes, civilisations collapse, governments change, political
affiliations alter and even the best possible model collapses. 
This is inevitable. It was extremely traumatic for my mother and she
became a patient of Paroxysmal Atrial Tachycardia (PAT). This is a type
of arrhythmia (irregular heartbeat). Paroxysmal means that the episode
of arrhythmia originates and terminates abruptly. Atrial implies the arrhyth-
mia starts with atria or in the upper chambers of the heart. The tachy-
cardia results in a significant increase in the heartbeat per minute. It is
accompanied by severe sweating, dizziness, palpitations, angina, and

acute breathlessness. Normally a patient suffers from such a condition
owing to emotional upheavals, physical exhaustion, deep anxiety, and
consumption of caffeine or alcohol. She was administered medication
but it worked only to an extent. The real help came in the form of a pen-
tagon-shaped talisman. That is through Siddha Healing, Pranic Healing,
the 10-day Vipassana Course and the Part 1 and Part 2  Art of Living
courses.
Indisputably it is the infinitesimal and scientific power of breath. Breathing
techniques, meditation, medication and proper diet changed the trajec-
tory of the life of the patient and brought back the mojo in her life.The
year 2020 A virulent virus that is assumed to have originated in the drag-
on land of China assumed monstrous proportions and spread like a pan-
demic across the swathes of the globe. The robust lady, a woman of
substance contracted the disease on the 23rd of December that year, a
day after I was detected positive with the pestilence. 
Six days before when she would have celebrated her eighty-fourth birth-
day, and despite testing negative for COVID, life was snuffed out and
she entered the empyrean. She was on the ventilator, something my moth-
er would have abhorred as the lethal virus had entered her lungs. Strangely
at 7:30 a.m. that morning, though enfeebled by the pernicious disease,
I was performing Sudarshan Kriya and had a premonition that my moth-
er had entered Vaikuntha. A few minutes later my wife knocked on the
door and with misty eyes and a choked voice conveyed the news. We
are yet to recover from the body blow. My mother used to get up at twelve
in the night and followed a strict regimen that included Vipassana med-
itation, Pranic Healing, Siddha Healing, Mudra Pranayama and then
Sudarshan Kriya. This lasted for almost six hours. She was also reli-
gious in taking her short walks… how did she contract the disease and
leave for her heavenly abode? Destiny or Karma?

(The writer is the CEO of Chhattisgarh East Railway Ltd. and
Chhattisgarh East West Railway Ltd. He is a faculty of the Art of

Living; views are personal)

AN ODE TO 
MY MOTHER

The evolving relationship
between India and
Afghanistan presents a

multifaceted diplomatic chal-
lenge. India’s engagement with
Afghanistan, particularly after
the Taliban’s return to power,
is closely linked to its broader
strategic interests in the region,
especially its rivalry with
Pakistan. 
The Taliban’s close ties with
Pakistan and its association
with terrorism pose a serious
security threat, making India’s
diplomatic engagement a com-
plex but necessary endeavor.
While seeking to safeguard its
regional influence and counter
Pakistan’s dominance in
Afghanistan, India must care-
fully navigate the Taliban’s
authoritarian rule, human
rights concerns, and the risk of
further destabilizing the 

region.
India’s Diplomatic and
Developmental Footprint
India’s involvement with
Afghanistan extends beyond
diplomatic posturing and is
driven by long-term strategic
and developmental goals.
Through substantial invest-
ments in infrastructure, edu-
cation, and humanitarian aid,
India has positioned itself as an
important partner to

Afghanistan. Projects such as
the construction of the Afghan
Parliament, the Salma Dam,
and educational scholarships
for Afghan students have sig-
nificantly enhanced
Afghanistan’s infrastructure
while fostering goodwill
between the two nations.
India’s developmental efforts
have had a direct positive
impact on Afghanistan’s stabil-
ity and growth, providing a
counterbalance to Pakistan’s
attempts to exert control over
Afghan affairs.Strengthening
ties with Afghanistan offers
India significant strategic ben-
efits, including access to
Central Asia. 
By bypassing Pakistan, India
secures a direct route to
Central Asia’s markets and
resources, reducing Pakistan’s
monopoly over Afghanistan’s

trade routes. This economic
advantage is coupled with
enhanced counterterrorism
cooperation, as both nations
share concerns about the pro-
liferation of extremist groups. 
This collaboration not only
bolsters India’s position as a
responsible regional power
but also contributes to region-
al stability.
Pakistan’s Strategic Setback: 
India’s strengthened relation-
ship with Afghanistan poses a
significant challenge to
Pakistan’s strategic objectives.
Historically, Pakistan has
viewed Afghanistan as a strate-
gic depth, crucial for its secu-
rity and regional influence.
Any shift in Afghanistan’s
alliances toward India direct-
ly undermines this narrative. 
The development of an India-
Afghanistan trade corridor,

particularly through Iran’s
Chabahar Port, bypasses
Pakistan entirely, diminish-
ing its leverage over
Afghanistan’s trade routes.
This economic shift erodes
Pakistan’s ability to influence
Afghan policy, further isolat-
ing it in the region.Security
concerns compound Pakistan’s
challenges. The increasing
Indian presence in
Afghanistan is perceived as a
potential avenue for intelli-
gence-gathering and support

for nationalist movements
within Pakistan, particularly in
its Pashtun and Baloch regions. 
The Taliban’s Role: 
Despite Pakistan’s close ties
with the Taliban, India’s diplo-
matic engagement with
Afghanistan has the potential
to empower elements within
the country that resist
Pakistan’s control. This could
shift power dynamics within
the Taliban or exacerbate inter-
nal divisions. 
The Taliban’s governance and
its approach to extremism
remain critical factors in shap-
ing the future of India-
Afghanistan relations. India’s
diplomatic strategy hinges on
the Taliban’s willingness to
adopt inclusive governance
and curb extremism, which
could open avenues for con-
structive engagement.

Regional Stability
Regional stability remains pre-
carious as tensions between
India and Pakistan persist,
coupled with the Taliban’s
uncertain governance. Proxy
conflicts could spill over into
Afghanistan, exacerbating
instability. 
The Road Ahead: 
India’s long-standing commit-
ment to Afghanistan’s recon-
struction, particularly through
investments in infrastructure
and humanitarian aid, has
been central to its regional
strategy. India has invested
over $3 billion in Afghanistan,
supporting projects such as the
Zaranj-Delaram Highway, the
Afghan Parliament building,
and the Salma Dam. These ini-
tiatives have directly con-
tributed to Afghanistan’s eco-
nomic and social develop-

ment. Other contributions
include power transmission
lines, healthcare programs,
educational scholarships, and
food aid, reflecting India’s
commitment to Afghanistan’s
well-being and stability.The
Taliban’s return to power in
2021 cast uncertainty over the
future of these projects.
Despite the political upheaval,
India has maintained a
humanitarian approach, con-
tinuing to provide support
where possible. However, the
Taliban’s restrictive policies
and authoritarian rule compli-
cate the these initiatives. India’s
cautious engagement seeks to
balance its strategic interests
with the need to uphold
humanitarian values.
(Writer is a senior political ana-
lyst and strategic affairs colum-
nist; views are personal)

India and Afghanistan: Navigating a complex diplomatic landscape

A woman of immense strength and boundless
compassion, she dedicated her life to healing 

RAVI VALLURI

V K BAHUGUNA

While the total forest and tree cover rose by 1,445.81 sq km since 2021, the findings

reveal deeper concerns about the health and sustainability of India's natural forests

Deciphering the concerns in

State of Forests Report 2023

overall scenario demand a serious
rethink on the way we manage our
forest bio-diversity, even though
India is ranked 3rd in top ten
countries for an average net gain
in the forest area. Let us discuss
some of the points for action by the
professionals/ administrators as
well as the political leaders. 
Before I flag the issues let us accept
the fact that Trees outside the
recorded forests are to the tune of
30.7 million ha which is 37.11 per
cent of the total forest and tree
cover of the country. All kinds of
plantations like rubber, coconut,
palm, areca nut etc are also includ-
ed in it have saved the foresters
from criticism with around
1289.40 sq km increase in tree
cover between 2021 and 2023 and
20,286.57 sq km almost a 20 per
cent increase since 2013.
On Paris's commitment to carbon
stock India had compared to 2005
had already reached 2.29 billion
tonnes of carbon capture. One of
the issues of serious concern is the
fact that the canopy density of over
40,709.28 sq km has shifted from
high-density (70 per cent) and
medium (40 per cent and above)
density forests to open-category
forests (10 per cent or less canopy
density). 
A major portion of this must be in
recorded forests and catchments of
major rivers and the habitat of
Tigers. Apart from this 5573 sq km
of good or open forest forests have
become scrub and refractive
wastelands. Thus almost 46707 sq
km of forests have become non-
forest inside the recorded forests
as per page 73 of the report.
Apart from this glaring forest
/tree cover losses are in major
forested states like Madhya
Pradesh, Karnataka, Andhra

Pradesh, Assam, Gujarat, Tripura,
Telangana, Ladakh and Nagaland,
North-eastern states and
Himalayas. 
However, some states reported
an increase also and among them
are Chhattisgarh, Rajasthan and
Uttar Pradesh but the question
today is how healthy is our forests.
Now let us take the condition of
regeneration. Only 48 per cent of
the recorded forests have adequate
natural regeneration 24 per cent
have inadequate regeneration and
another 9 per cent have no regen-
eration at all and for the last 10
years, there has been a severe loss
of regeneration. 
The condition of forests should not
be assessed by carbon growth or
tree numbers but by the condition
of reserve and protected forests
which are the source of more than
450 rivers and rivulets of our
country and source of recharging
the aquifers, binding the soil and
controlling the hydrology so vital
for sustaining the food, nutri-
tional, climate, livelihoods and
water security of millions of peo-
ple of the country. So in a nutshell,
we may feel happy to have a fig-
ure of 82 million ha of forest and
tree cover (25.17 per cent of geo-
graphic area) which covers 71
million ha of forest cover (21.76
per cent) and 3.4 per cent Tree
cover. 
But the fact is we have only 9 mil-
lion ha of very dense forests with
70 per cent canopy density and 24.
35 million ha of forest with 40 per
cent and above density. Another
18.5 million ha is with 10 per cent
density or above and this includes
the Green Wash area outside the
recorded forests on private lands
adjacent to recorded forests. 
Thus only 33 million ha of forest

cover is worth good density in the
recorded forests compared to 30
million ha of trees outside the
forests. Thus the real good forest
is only around 10 to 11 per cent
of the geographic area and it
must give a wakeup call to
foresters and political leaders.
One of the reasons is the poor
implementation of the Forest
Right Act 2006 which has become
an apolitical tool in the hands of
competitive politics. 
The Director General of Forests
who is the Chief Technical
Advisor of the government of
India must tell the Prime Minister
and Forest minister of the real sit-
uation in natural forest manage-
ment as a professional like the
then Army Chief Gen Vij told
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh
when he asked him to make
adjustments in Siachin area and
do not be hawkish. He told him
firmly that being a professional he
would never agree and after his
presentation the Prime Minister
supported him. 
The IFS lobby should propose
immediate remedial measures
and one of the measures should be
to change the format of the future
State of Forest Report of FSI. The
first part should only deal with the
assessment of forests in recorded
forests, the second part should
deal with Trees outside forests and
the third part should deal with fire
management, carbon and change
matrix etc. Hope the powers that
be will notice the suggestion given
here and stop the hotchpotch
reporting. 

(The writer is former Director-
General of ICFRE in the Ministry

of Environment, Forest and
Climate Change; views

are personal)

The Forest Survey of India
(FSI) has a few weeks ago
released its 2023 state of Forest
report which shows an
increasing trend in forest and

tree cover in the country. The current
assessment has shown a very meagre
increase in forest cover by 156.41 sq km
compared to the past assessment of 2021.
However, the total forest and tree cover
of the country has increased by 1445.81
sq km compared to the last assessment
of 2021. 
The results are good to show to the
nation that its forest machinery is doing
a good job in maintaining and also
increasing the resources it is managing
and controlling. This also is a good polit-
ical tool in the hands of the Central gov-
ernment to show its success in conserv-
ing the forest resources and the overall
environment. However, as the saying
goes ‘the proof of the pudding is in the
eating’. The benchmark of any such pro-
fessionally well-prepared report can be
judged only if it shows the correct pic-
ture. 
This year the team of the FSI brought out
several key features like decadal changes
in the various forest parameters and tree
cover/ agro-forestry by preparing a
change matrix, growing stock calcula-
tions both inside and outside the forest
cover, information on canopy density of
different classes of forests, carbon stock
calculation, changes in western ghat eco-
sensitive zone, fires and grazing status
and status of natural regeneration, divi-
sion wise forest cover for 16 states etc. 
The FSI officers have put up the data col-
lected and analysed in the public domain
and it is necessary that as professional
administrators people like me bring
some of the urgent issues that need the
attention of the Prime Minister who is
keen to see the success of conservation
in the country, because the health of the
forest of the country is not good rather
the natural forests are in bad shape and

K S TOMAR

The Taliban’s return to power and Pakistan’s enduring influence have created a multifaceted challenge for India

FIRSTCOLUMN
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Los Angeles wildfire death toll surges to 24 
PTI n LOS ANGELES

After a weekend spent block-
ing the explosive growth of

fires that destroyed thousands
of homes and killed at least 24
people in the Los Angeles area,
firefighters got a slight break
with calmer weather but cast a
wary eye on a forecast for yet
more wind.
Should that happen, already
burned homes and valleys
could flare anew, sending
embers to unburned territory
miles downwind. New fires
could add to the complication.
The death toll surged late
Sunday with an update from
the Los Angeles County med-
ical examiner. At least 16 peo-
ple were missing, a number
authorities said was also likely
to rise.
The relative calm Sunday
allowed some people to return
to previously evacuated areas,
however.
The National Weather Service
issued red flag warnings for
severe fire conditions through
Wednesday, with sustained
winds of 50 mph and gusts in
the mountains reaching 70

mph. The most dangerous day
will be Tuesday, warned fire
behaviour analyst Dennis
Burns at a community meeting
Sunday night.
“It will kind of ebb and flow

over the next couple days,”
Burns said. “Tomorrow night,
it will really ramp up.”
Spotting - new fires caused by
blowing embers - could happen
as much as 2 miles (3.2 km) or

more downwind of areas that
have already burned, Burns
said. Despite their recent loss-
es, stress, and uncertainty, the
crowd in a Pasadena City
College gym was mostly

respectful, in contrast with
harsh criticism elsewhere for
Los Angeles and California
leaders. Applause followed each
of the experts, police, fire-
fighters and community lead-
ers who spoke.
Los Angeles County Fire Chief
Anthony C Marrone said 70
additional water trucks arrived
to help firefighters fend off
flames spread by renewed
gusts. “We are prepared for the
upcoming wind event,”
Marrone said.
Fire retardant dropped by air-
craft will act as a barrier along
hillsides, officials said.
Fierce Santa Ana winds have
been largely blamed for turn-
ing the wildfires sparked last
week into infernos that levelled
entire neighbourhoods around
the city where there has been
no significant rainfall in more
than eight months.
Twelve people were missing
within the Eaton Fire zone
and four were missing from the
Palisades Fire, Los Angeles
County Sheriff Robert Luna
said. Investigators were recon-
ciling whether some of the
missing might be among the

dead but so far no children
were among those reported
missing, he said.
Meanwhile, the death toll rose
to 24 over the weekend. Eight
deaths were attributed to the
Palisades Fire and 16 to the
Eaton Fire, according to the Los
Angeles County coroner’s
office.
The toll could rise still more as
cadaver dogs conducted sys-
tematic searches in levelled
neighbourhoods. Authorities
established a centre where peo-
ple could report the missing.
Officials also were building an
online database to allow evac-
uated residents to see if their
homes were damaged or
destroyed. In the meantime, LA
city Fire Chief Kristin Crowley
urged people to stay away from
scorched neighbourhoods.
“There are still active fires that
are burning within the
Palisades area, making it
extremely, extremely dangerous
for the public,” Crowley said at
a Sunday morning briefing.
“There’s no power, there’s no
water, there’s broken gas lines,
and we have unstable struc-
tures.”

A car drives past homes and vehicles destroyed by the Palisades Fire at the Pacific Palisades Bowl Mobile Estates on Sunday, in
Los Angeles. AP/PTI

Gaza ceasefire talks
press on in Qatar 
PTI n JERUSALEM

Israel and Hamas appear to be
inching closer to a phased

ceasfire agreement, officials
said Monday.
But a deal hasn’t been reached
yet, and there are a number of
obstacles that could still scup-
per the talks in Qatar. The war
in Gaza has ground on for more
than 15 months, starting on Oct
7, 2023, when Hamas militants
stormed into southern Israel
and killed about 1,200 people,
and abducted around 250. A
third of the 100 hostages still
held in Gaza are believed to be
dead.
More than 46,000 Palestinians
have been killed in Israel’s
offensive, according to Gaza
health authorities, which don’t
distinguish between fighters
and civilians.
Israel and Hamas have been
holding indirect talks for more
than a year aimed at ending the
war in Gaza and returning
scores of militant-held hostages
in exchange for Palestinians
imprisoned by Israel.

There has been intensive medi-
ation by the United States,
Qatar and Egypt. But the talks
have repeatedly stalled over
several key issues. They include
details of the exchange, whether
the ceasefire would be perma-
nent and the withdrawal of
Israeli forces. The war has
ground on as each side has
accused the other of backtrack-
ing. US and Arab mediators
made significant progress
overnight toward brokering a
ceasefire in the Israel-Hamas
war and the release of scores of
hostages held in the Gaza Strip,
but a deal hasn’t been reached
yet, officials said Monday.
Three officials acknowledged
that progress has been made
and said the coming days would
be critical for ending more
than 15 months of fighting
that has destabilised the Middle
East.  They spoke on condition
of anonymity because they
weren’t authorised to discuss
the talks. One of the three offi-
cials and a Hamas official said
that there were still a number
of hurdles to clear. 

UK PM Starmer lays out plan to
make Britain ‘world leader’ in AI
PTI n LONDON

Prime Minister Keir Starmer
on Monday laid out his

plans to unleash the potential of
Artificial Intelligence (AI) with
the help of billions of pounds of
investment and dedicated AI
Growth Zones to speed up
infrastructure to make the UK
a “world leader” in the sector.
Unveiling details of the Labour
government’s ‘AI Opportunities
Action Plan’, Starmer said he
believes AI can transform the
lives of working people and has
the potential to speed up plan-
ning consultations to get Britain
building, help drive down
admin for teachers and even
help improve roads through
cameras to spot potholes.
It comes as three major tech
companies - Vantage Data
Centres, Nscale and Kyndryl -
have committed to GBP 14 bil-
lion investment to build the AI
infrastructure the UK needs to
harness the potential of this
technology and deliver 13,250
jobs across the UK.

“Artificial Intelligence will drive
incredible change in our coun-
try. From teachers personalis-
ing lessons, to supporting small
businesses with their record-
keeping, to speeding up plan-
ning applications, it has the
potential to transform the lives
of working people,” said
Starmer.
But the AI industry needs a
government that is on their
side, one that won’t sit back and
let opportunities slip through its
fingers; and in a world of fierce
competition, we cannot stand
by. We must move fast and take
action to win the global race,”
he said.
“Our plan will make Britain the
world leader. It will give the
industry the foundation it needs
and will turbocharge the Plan
for Change. That means more
jobs and investment in the UK,
more money in people’s pock-
ets, and transformed public
services,” he added. Downing
Street pointed out that AI is
already being used in hospitals
up and down the UK to deliv-

er “better, faster, and smarter”
care - spotting pain levels for
people who can’t speak, diag-
nosing breast cancer quicker,
and getting people discharged
quicker. This is already helping
deliver the government’s mis-
sion to build an NHS fit for the
future, it noted.
According to IMF estimates, AI
can boost productivity by as
much as 1.5 percentage points
a year, which is estimated to be
worth up to an average GBP 47
billion to the UK each year over
a decade.
“AI is a powerful tool that will
help grow our economy, make
our public services more effi-
cient and open up new oppor-
tunities to help improve living
standards,” said UK Chancellor
Rachel Reeves.
“This action plan is the govern-
ment’s modern industrial strat-
egy in action… This means bet-
ter living standards in every
part of the United Kingdom
and working people have more
money in their pocket,” she said.
According to the British gov-

ernment, the aim is to “main-
line AI into the veins of this
enterprising nation”, introduc-
ing a raft of new measures
learning from the US and
European Union (EU)
approach to deliver “dynamism,
flexibility and long-term stabil-
ity” for businesses.

“This government is deter-
mined that the UK is not left
behind in the global race for AI,
that’s why the actions we com-
mit to will ensure that the ben-
efits are spread throughout the
UK so all citizens will reap the
rewards of the bet we make
today,” said Peter Kyle, UK’s
Science, Innovation, and
Technology Secretary. “This is
a plan which puts us all-in -
backing the potential of AI to
grow our economy, improve
lives for citizens, and make us
a global hub for AI investment
and innovation,” added Matt
Clifford, a British entrepre-
neur who drafted the ‘AI
Opportunities Action Plan’
being followed by the govern-
ment.

EU ministers to consider easing sanctions on Syria 
PTI n RIYADH

European Union foreign
ministers will meet in late

January to discuss easing sanc-
tions imposed on Syria, the
bloc’s foreign policy chief said
on Sunday. However, she said
the move would depend on
Syria’s new rulers carrying out
an inclusive political transition
after last month’s overthrow of
president Bashar Assad.
Kaja Kallas’ comments came at
a gathering of top European
and Middle Eastern diplo-
mats in the Saudi capital of
Riyadh to discuss Syria’s
future. 
Saudi Arabia called for the lift-
ing of sanctions, which threat-
en to undermine Syria’s recov-
ery from nearly 14 years of
civil war that killed an estimat-
ed 5,00,000 people and dis-
placed half the country’s pre-
war population of 23 million.
European countries and the
US have been wary over the
Islamist roots of the former
insurgents who drove Assad
out of power and who now
lead an interim government. 
The former rebels have

promised to hold a national
dialogue summit that includes
different groups across Syria to
agree upon a new political
road map leading to a new
constitution and an election. 
Kallas said EU foreign minis-
ters will look at how to ease
sanctions during a January 27
meeting in Brussels.
“But this must follow tangible
progress in a political transi-
tion that reflects Syria in all its
diversity,” she said in a post on
the social media platform X.
She also posted a photo of her-
self meeting the new Syrian
foreign minister, Asaad al-
Shibani at Sunday’s gathering.
The US, the EU and some
Arab nations began imposing
sanctions on Syria after Assad’s
brutal crackdown on the 2011
uprising against his rule and
tightened them as the conflict
spiralled into war. 
Some of the measures are
against individuals in Assad’s
government, including freez-
ing of assets. But many target
the government in general,
including bans on many finan-
cial and banking dealings, on
oil purchases and on invest-

ment or trade in some sectors,
crippling the wider Syrian
economy.
German Foreign Minister
Annalena Baerbock said sanc-
tions against “Assad’s hench-
men who committed serious
crimes” must remain in place.
But she called for “a smart
approach to sanctions, provid-
ing rapid relief for the Syrian
population. 
Syrians now need a quick div-
idend from the transition of
power”. Baerbock did not elab-
orate but announced an addi-
tional USD 51.2 million in
German aid for food, emer-
gency shelters and medical
care.
At the gathering, Saudi
Foreign Minister Prince Faisal
bin Farhan said international
and unilateral sanctions on
Syria should be lifted.
Continuing them “will hinder
the aspirations of the brother-
ly Syrian people to achieve
development and reconstruc-
tion”, he said. 
He praised steps taken so far
by the interim Syrian govern-
ment, including promises to
start a political process “that

includes various components”
of the Syrian people.
Turkish Foreign Minister
Hakan Fidan said his country,
which was a strong supporter
of the Syrian opposition to
Assad, would try to help Syria
in normalising ties with the
international community.
He said it was important to
establish a “balance between
the expectations of the inter-
national community and the
realities faced by the new
administration in Syria”.
He pledged Turkish support to
the new government, especial-
ly in combating threats from
the Islamic State group. 
“As Turkey, we are ready to do
our part to ease the difficult
path ahead for the Syrian peo-
ple,” he said in comments car-
ried by Turkey’s state-run
Anadolu Agency.
Last week, Washington eased
some of its restrictions on
Syria, with the US Treasury
issuing a general licence, last-
ing six months, that authoris-
es certain transactions with the
Syrian government, includ-
ing some energy sales and
incidental transactions.

SpaceX's mega rocket Starship is prepared for a test flight from Starbase in Boca Chica, Texas, Sunday. AP/PTI

Trudeau urges
consumers to
consider harm
of tariff threats
Vancouver (PTI): Canada’s out-
going Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau on Sunday suggested
that US President-elect Donald
Trump’s remarks about Canada
becoming America’s “51st state”
has distracted attention from the
harm that steep tariffs would
inflict on US consumers.
Trump has threatened to impose
25 per cent tariffs on all
Canadian imports.
“The 51st state, that’s not going
to happen,” Trudeau said in an
interview with MSNBC. “But
people are talking about that, as
opposed to talking about what
impact 25 per cent tariffs (has)
on steel and aluminium coming
into the United States.” 
Trudeau told MSNBC, “No
American wants to pay 25 per
cent more for electricity or oil
and gas coming in from Canada.
That’s something I think people
need to pay a little more atten-
tion to.”
Trump has also said that if
Canada merged with the US,
taxes would decrease and there
would be no tariffs. 
“I know that as a successful
negotiator he likes to keep peo-
ple off balance,” Trudeau said of
Trump’s threats to use econom-
ic force to turn Canada into the
51st state. Trump has also erro-
neously cast the US trade deficit
with Canada — a natural
resource-rich nation that pro-
vides the US with commodities
like oil — as a subsidy.
Canadian officials say that if
Trump follows through with his
threat of punishing tariffs,
Canada would consider slapping
retaliatory tariffs on American
orange juice, toilets and some
steel products. Already during
Trump’s first term in the White
House, Canada responded to
Trump’s tariffs on Canadian
steel and aluminium with its
own on American products like
bourbon, Harley Davidson
motorcycles and playing cards.
“He got elected to try and make
life easier for all Americans, to
support American workers,”
Trudeau said of Trump.

Biden speaks with relatives of Americans held by
Taliban but deal to bring them home still elusive
PTI n WASHINGTON

President Joe Biden spoke on
with relatives of three

Americans the US govern-
ment is looking to bring home
from Afghanistan but no
agreement has been reached
on a deal to get them back,
family members said.
Biden’s call with family mem-
bers of Ryan Corbett, George
Glezmann and Mahmood
Habibi took place in the wan-
ing days of his administration
as officials try to negotiate a
deal that could bring them
home in exchange for
Muhammad Rahim, one of
the remaining detainees at
Guantanamo Bay.
Corbett, who had lived in
Afghanistan with his family at
the time of the 2021 collapse of
the US-backed government,
was abducted by the Taliban in

August 2022 while on a busi-
ness trip and Glezmann, an
airline mechanic from Atlanta,
was taken by the Taliban’s
intelligence services in
December 2022 while travel-
ling through the country.
Officials believe the Taliban is
still holding both men as well
as Habibi, an Afghan
American businessman who
worked as a contractor for a
Kabul-based telecommunica-
tions company and also went
missing in 2022. The FBI has
said that Habibi and his driver
were taken along with 29 other
employees of the company but
that all except for Habibi and
another person have since
been freed.
The Taliban has denied that it
has Habibi, complicating talks
with the US government and
the prospect of finalising a
deal.

On the call, Biden told the
families that his administration
would not trade Rahim, who
has been held at Guantanamo
since 2008, unless the Taliban
releases Habibi, according to a
statement from Habibi’s broth-
er, Ahmad Habibi.
“President Biden was very
clear in telling us that he
would not trade Rahim if the
Taliban do not let my brother
go,” the statement said. “He
said he would not leave him
behind. My family is very
grateful that he is standing up
for my brother.”
Dennis Fitzpatrick, a lawyer
acting on behalf of Glezmann’s
family, expressed dismay at the
lack of progress, saying in a
statement, “President Biden
and his national security advis-
er are choosing to leave George
Glezmann in Afghanistan. A
deal is available to bring him

home. The White House’s inac-
tion in this case is inhumane.”
Ryan Fayhee, a lawyer acting
on behalf of Corbett’s relatives,
said the family was grateful to
Biden for the call but also
implored him to act on the
deal.
“A deal is now on the table and
the decision to accept it — as
imperfect as it may be —
resides exclusively with the
president,” Fayhee said in a
statement. “Hard decisions
make great presidents, and we
hope and believe that President
Biden will not let perfection be
the enemy of the good when
American lives are at stake.”
The White House confirmed
the call with the families in a
statement in which it said they
“discussed the US govern-
ment’s continuing efforts to
reunite these three Americans
with their families. 

Nigerian military airstrike
mistakenly kills civilians
Abuja (PTI: A Nigerian military
airstrike targeting armed groups
in the conflict-battered north-
west mistakenly killed a num-
ber of civilians working in com-
munity security outfits, author-
ities and residents said.
This is the third misfire by the
military in a little over a year
during aerial bombardments
of extremists and rebel groups.
The Nigeria Air Force was tar-
geting rebels in the hard-hit
Zurmi and Maradun areas of
Zamfara state, Sulaiman Bala
Idris, the state governor’s
spokesman, said on Sunday.
“Regrettably, some members of
the Civilian Joint Task Force and
local vigilantes were also affect-
ed during the operation in
Tungar Kara, resulting in the
loss of lives,” Idris said in a state-
ment, saying they were “mistak-
enly identified as bandits flee-
ing” from the area.
Officials did not say how many
civilians were killed and the air
force has not issued a statement.

However, Salisu Maradun, a
local resident, said they count-
ed up to 20 bodies while 10 oth-
ers were being treated for
injuries.
Meanwhile, the Zamfara gov-
ernment called the weekend
airstrike “successful” as it “deci-
sively targeted bandits” in a
“renewed onslaught” by the
military. “We will continue to
offer support to enhance intel-
ligence sharing, provide logis-
tics, and strengthen communi-
ty engagement,” the statement
said. Nigeria’s military often
conducts air raids to battel
extremist violence that has
destabilised the country’s north.
These air raids have ended up
killing some 400 civilians since
2017, according to the Lagos-
based SBM Intelligence research
firm.
In December 2023, more than
80 civilians were mistakenly
killed during a religious gather-
ing in the northern Kaduna
state.

Trump team questions NSC staff loyalty, plans overhaul
PTI n WASHINGTON

Incoming senior Trump
administration officials have

begun questioning career civil
servants who work on the
White House National Security
Council about who they voted
for in the 2024 election, their
political contributions and
whether they have made social
media posts that could be con-
sidered incriminating by
President-elect Donald
Trump’s team, according to a U
official familiar with the mat-
ter.
At least some of these nonpo-
litical employees have begun
packing up their belongings
since being asked about their
loyalty to Trump — after they
had earlier been given indica-
tions that they would be asked
to stay on at the NSC in the
new administration, the official
said, speaking on the condition
of anonymity to discuss sensi-
tive personnel matters.
Trump’s pick for national secu-

rity adviser, Florida Rep Mike
Waltz, in recent days publicly
signalled his intention to get
rid of all nonpolitical
appointees and career intelli-
gence officials serving on the
NSC by Inauguration Day to
ensure the council is staffed
with those who support
Trump’s agenda.
A wholesale removal of foreign
policy and national security
experts from the NSC on Day
1 of the new administration
could deprive Trump’s team of
considerable expertise and
institutional knowledge at a
time when the US is grappling
with difficult policy challenges
in Ukraine, the Mideast and
beyond.
Such questioning could also
make new policy experts
brought in to the NSC less like-
ly to speak up about policy dif-
ferences and concerns.
White House national securi-
ty adviser Jake Sullivan is mak-
ing a robust case for the
incoming Trump administra-

tion to hold over career gov-
ernment employees assigned to
the NSC at least through the
early going of the new admin-
istration.
“Given everything going on in
the world, making sure you
have in place a team that is up
to speed, and, you know, ready
to continue serving at 12:01,
12:02, 12:03 pm on the 20th is
really important,” Sullivan said
on Friday. The NSC staff mem-
bers being questioned about
their loyalty are largely subject
matter experts who have been
loaned to the White House by
federal agencies — the State
Department, FBI and CIA, for
example — for temporary duty
that typically lasts one to two
years. If removed from the
NSC, they would be returned
to their home agencies.
Vetting of the civil servants
began in the last week, the offi-
cial said. Some of them have
been questioned about their
politics by Trump appointees
who will serve as directors on

the NSC and who had weeks
earlier asked them to stick
around. There are dozens of
civil servants at the directorate
level at the NSC who had
anticipated remaining at the
White House in the new
administration.
A second US official told the

AP that he was informed weeks
ago by incoming Trump
administration officials that
they planned on raising ques-
tions with career appointees
that work at the White House,
including those at the NSC,
about their political leanings.
The official, who was not
authorized to comment pub-
licly, however, had not yet
been formally vetted.Waltz
told Breitbart News last week
that “everybody is going to
resign at 12:01 on January 20.”
He added that he wanted the
NSC to be staffed by person-
nel who are “100 percent
aligned with the president’s
agenda.”  “We’re working
through our process to get

everybody their clearances and
through the transition process
now,” Waltz said. “Our folks
know who we want out in the
agencies, we’re putting those
requests in, and in terms of the
detailees they’re all going to go
back.” A Trump transition offi-
cial, speaking on condition of
anonymity to discuss person-
nel matters, said the incoming
administration felt it was
“entirely appropriate” to seek
officials who share the incom-
ing president’s vision and
would be focused on common
goals. The NSC was launched
as an arm of the White House
during the Truman adminis-
tration, tasked with advising
and assisting the president on
national security and foreign
policy and coordinating
among various government
agencies. It is common for
experts detailed to the NSC to
carry over from one adminis-
tration to the next, even when
the White House changes par-
ties.
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40 farmers
killed by Boko
Haram militants 
Dakar (Senegal) (PTI): At
least 40 farmers were killed
in an attack by Islamic mil-
itants in northeast Nigeria’s
Borno state, a government
official said Monday. The
attack Sunday was suspect-
ed to have been carried out
by extremists from the Boko
Haram group and its break-
away faction that is loyal to
the Islamic State group in
Borno’s Dumba community,
s a i d  B or no  s t ate  G ov
Babagana Umara Zulum.
He warned civilians to stay
within designated “safe
z on e s”  t hat  h ave  b e e n
cleared by the army of both
extremists and munitions.
Zulum also called for an
investigation into the attack
by the armed forces.
“Let me assure the citizens
of Borno that this matter
will be thoroughly investi-
gated for further necessary
action. 
Let me use this opportuni-
ty to call on the armed
forces to track and deal
decisively with the perpetra-
tors of this heinous act of
violence against our inno-
cent citizens,” he said.
B oko  Har am ,  Ni ge r i a’s
homegrown jihadis, took up
ar ms  i n  2 0 0 9  to  f i g ht
Wester n  e ducat ion  and
impose their radical ver-
sion of Islamic law. 
The conflict, now Africa’s
longest struggle with mili-
t an c y,  h a s  s pi l l e d  i nt o
Nigeria’s northern neigh-
bors. 
Some 35,000 civilians have
been killed and more than 2
million have been displaced
in the northeastern region,
according to the UN. 
The 2014 kidnapping of 276
schoolgirls by Boko Haram
in the village of Chibok in
Borno state — the epicentre
of the conflict — captured
the attention of the world. 

Verdict in Al-Qadir
case against Imran
delayed again

world 09

been held and another is
expected this week. It was not
clear if the judgment would
impact the talks. The National
Accountability Bureau (NAB)
in December 2023 filed the case
against Khan (72), Bibi (50) and
six others, accusing them of
causing a loss to the tune of 190
million pounds (PRs50 bil-
lion) to the national kitty.
However, Khan and Bibi have
been prosecuted as all others,
including a property tycoon,
were out of the country.
Both Khan and Bibi are
accused in the case, which
revolves around allegations
that PRs50 billion, returned to
Pakistan by the UK’s National
Crime Agency as part of a set-
tlement with a property tycoon
was misused. The funds were
reportedly intended for the
national treasury but were
allegedly redirected for the
personal benefit of the busi-
nessman who helped Bibi and
Khan to set up a university.Bibi,
as a trustee of the Al-Qadir
Trust, is accused of benefiting
from this settlement, including
acquiring 458 kanals of land for
Al-Qadir University in Jhelum. 

PTIn ISALAMABAD

APakistani court on Monday
postponed for the third time

the announcement of the verdict
in the 190 million pounds Al-
Qadir Trust corruption case
against former prime minister
Imran Khan and his wife, Bushra
Bibi. The Anti-Corruption Court
in Islamabad has now set January
17 as the date for announcing the
verdict.ATC Judge Nasir Javed
Rana completed the hearing in
the case on December 18 but
reserved the judgment until
December 23. Later, he fixed
January 6 as the date for
announcing the verdict, Geo
News reported. Judge Rana was
on leave on January 6 so the ver-
dict was postponed until January
13. Today, the judge once again
postponed the announcement of
the verdict until January 17, cit-
ing the absence of the accused in
the court.The development
comes amidst the ongoing nego-
tiation between the government
and Khan’s Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaf (PTI) party to address the
political instability in the coun-
try due to the imprisonment of
the former premier and several
other leaders of the party.
So far two rounds of talks have
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SURJIT PATAR MEMORIAL FUNCTION-2025 ON 14TH
JANUARY

AMRITSAR: "Surjit Patar Memorial
Function-2025" will be organised
by Guru Nanak Dev University in
collaboration with Punjab Kala
Parishad, Chandigarh, and the
Department of Languages, Punjab,
Patiala on January 14th, Tuesday,
at the Golden Jubilee Convention
Centre of the University, at 10 am.

PVUNL HOSTS FIRST ASH USER MEET 2025 AT
RANCHI

Patratu Vidyut Utpadan Nigam
Limited (PVUNL) successfully
organized its inaugural Ash User
Meet 2025 at Chanakya BNR
Hotel, Ranchi, emphasizing
innovative and sustainable
applications of fly and bottom
ash.

PONGAL FESTIVAL OBSERVED AT NARUVI HOSPITALS

The annual Pongal celebrations at
Naruvi Hospitals, Vellore, was
celebrated with fervour, with
enthusiastic participation from
people cutting across age, gender,
religion, and community. 

REC LIMITED COMMITS `8.44 CRORE UNDER CSR TO
SUPPORT 1MW SOLAR PHOTOVOLTAIC POWER PLANT

REC Limited, a Maharatna CPSE
under the Ministry of Power and a
leading NBFC, has signed a
Memorandum of Agreement (MoA)
with the Gandhigram Rural Institute
under its Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) initiative.

INBRIEF

PTI n NEW DELHI

India ranked third
globally in terms of

funding received in the
fintech segment despite
a decline of 33 per cent
on a year-over-year
basis to USD 1.9 billion
in 2024, market
intelligence firm Tracxn
said in a report on
Monday.
The sector witnessed a
decline in funding,
driven by a broader
slowdown in demand
and geopolitical
headwinds, Tracxn's
Annual India fintech
report 2024 said.
"The fintech sector
experienced a notable
decline in funding in
2024, with a total of
USD 1.9 billion raised.
This represents a 33 per
cent decrease from the
USD 2.8 billion secured
in 2023.  
The Indian fintech
ecosystem has
solidified its position as
one of the top three
globally funded fintech
ecosystems in 2024,
trailing only the US and
the UK," the report
said.
The sector had raised
USD 5.6 billion in 2022.
The highest funding of
USD 805 during 2024

was received by the
sector in the third
quarter which was 61
per cent higher on a
year-over-year (Y-o-Y)
basis.
Additionally, 59 per
cent of the total funding
in 2024 was secured
during the second half
of the year, indicating a
late-year recovery while
August emerged as the
most robust month for
funding, contributing
USD 434 million to the
annual total.
"Despite the global

funding slowdown,
India's fintech
ecosystem continues to
d e m o n s t r a t e
remarkable resilience
and adaptability. The
emergence of two new
unicorns and a record
eight IPOs in 2024
underscore the sector's
ability to thrive amidst
challenges," Tracxn,
Co-Founder, Neha
Singh said.
"As we look to the
future, the sector is
poised to build on these
successes, driving

financial inclusion and
innovation while
solidifying its position
as a global leader in the
fintech space," Singh
said.
The year 2024
witnessed the
emergence of two
unicorns, Money View
and Perfios, compared
to a single unicorn in
2023 though there were
only three USD 100
million-plus funding
rounds recorded,
marking a 50 per cent
decline from the six

such rounds in 2023. 
The digital lending
solutions dominated
the funding received by
accounting for 64 per
cent of the total funding
raised during the year.
The notable deals in
2024 included DMI
Finance raising USD
334 million funding led
by MUFG and Credit
Saison raising USD 144
million during the year.
The late-stage rounds
are the most affected.
Late-stage funding
amounted to USD 1.1

billion, marking a 42
per cent reduction
compared to the USD
1.9 billion raised in
2023, the report said.
The late-stage funding
was USD 3.1 billion in
2022.
Early-stage funding
rounds recorded a 16
per cent Y-o-Y drop to
USD 562 million in
2024 from USD 667
million raised in 2023
and a 70 per cent
decline compared to
USD 1.9 billion in 2022.
Seed-stage funding
declined 19 per cent Y-
o-Y to USD 178 million
in 2024 from USD 219
million in 2023 and 66
per cent from USD 529
million in 2022.
"Mergers and
acquisition activity saw
a slight dip, with 26
acquisitions recorded in
2024, down 16 per cent
from 31 in 2023.  
Notable transactions
included the USD 94.5
million acquisition of
PureSoftware by
Happiest Minds, and
the USD 44 million
acquisition of ET
Money by 360 One," the
report said.

The sector recorded
eight IPOs in 2024
which was a 300 per
cent increase compared

to the two IPOs in 2023.
"Bengaluru maintained
its leadership as the top
hub for fintech funding
in 2024, followed by
Mumbai and Delhi. 
Among investors, Peak
XV Partners,
LetsVenture, and Y
Combinator emerged as
the top contributors
overall. Venture
Catalysts, Y
Combinator, and Antler
led in seed investments,
while Elevation Capital,
GMO Venture Partners,
and Peak XV Partners
dominated early-stage
funding," the report
said.
Late-stage investments
were spearheaded by
Creaegis, The Rise
Fund, and Amara
Partners. 
The Investment Tech
segment garnered USD
320 million in funding
in 2024, reflecting an 11
per cent decline from
the USD 358 million
raised in 2023.
The Payments segment,
however, experienced a
sharper decline,
attracting USD 194
million, a 77 per cent
drop from USD 836
million in 2023 and an
81 per cent decrease
from USD 1.01 billion
in 2022.

PTI n NEW DELHI

Growing complexity in the
cyber landscape is further

exacerbating cyber inequity,
deepening the divide between
developed and emerging
economies, and widening the
gap between large and small
organisations, the World
Economic Forum said on
Monday.
In its Global Cybersecurity
Outlook 2025, the WEF said
nearly 54 per cent of large
organisations have identified
supply chain
interdependencies as the
greatest barrier to achieving
cyber resilience. 
About 45 per cent of cyber
leaders were also found to be
concerned about disruption of
operations and business
processes. It further found

that geopolitical turmoil has
affected the perception of
risks, with one in three CEOs
citing cyber espionage and
loss of sensitive information

or intellectual property theft
as their top concern. 
The WEF report said that the
rising complexity in cyber
space arises from the rapid

growth of emerging
technologies, prevailing
geopolitical uncertainty, the
evolution of threats,
regulatory challenges,

vulnerabilities in supply chain
interdependencies and the
growing cyber skills gap.
"Cyberspace is more complex
and challenging than ever due
to rapid technological
advancements, growing
cybercriminal sophistication
and deeply interconnected
supply chains," WEF
Managing Director Jeremy
Jurgens said, calling for
collaborations between public
and private sector
stakeholders to secure the
benefits of digitalisation for
all.
The study found that 66 per
cent of organisations expect
AI to have a major impact on
cybersecurity in 2025, but
only 37 per cent reported
having processes in place to
assess the security of AI tools
before deployment.

Growing complexity widening cyber
inequity: World Economic Forum report

Retail inflation eases to four month
low of 5.22 per cent in December

PTI n NEW DELHI

Retail inflation slowed to a
four-month low of 5.22

per cent in December
compared to 5.48 pc in
November, mainly due to
easing of prices in food
basket, according to
government data released on
Monday. 

The inflation based on
Consumer Price Index (CPI)
was 5.48 per cent in
November and 5.69 per cent
in December 2023. 
According to CPI data
released by the National
Statistics Office (NSO), the
inflation in the food basked
reduced to 8.39 per cent in
December. It was 9.04 per

cent in November and 9.53
per cent in December 2023.
"The CPI (General) and food
inflation in December 2024 is
the lowest in the last four
months," the NSO said. 
Last month, the Reserve Bank
of India raised the inflation
projection for the current
fiscal year to 4.8 per cent from
4.5 per cent.  

PTI n MUMBAI

The rupee logged its
steepest single-day fall

in nearly two years and
ended the session 58 paise
down at its historic low of
86.62 (provisional) against
the US dollar on Monday,
weighed down by a stronger
American currency and
surging crude oil prices.
At the interbank foreign
exchange, the rupee opened
at 86.12, and moved 1 paisa
during intraday to 86.11
before closing the session
with a loss of a staggering 58
paise at its lowest-ever level
of 86.62 (provisional)
against the greenback.
The fall of 58 paise, or 0.67
per cent, in one session was
the steepest since February
6, 2023 when the unit had
lost 68 paise.
The Indian currency has
witnessed the deepest
plunge of more than Re 1 in
the past two weeks from the
closing level of 85.52 on
December 30.
Rupee had breached the 85-
per-dollar mark for the first
time on December 19, 2024.
On Friday, the local
currency had declined 18
paise to settle at 86.04
against the US dollar, a day
after registering a marginal
gain of 5 paise. In the

preceding back-to-back
sessions on Tuesday and
Wednesday, it had plunged 6
paise and 17 paise,
respectively.
The unprecedented fall was
attributed to the relentless
chase of the US dollar by
investors, which also led to
a massive withdrawal of
foreign capital from Indian
equities.
Foreign Institutional
Investors (FIIs) offloaded
equities worth Rs 2,254.68
crore on Friday. So far this
month foreign investors
have withdrawn Rs 22,194
crore from Indian equities,
according to exchange data.
According to analysts, the
Reserve Bank of India has
allowed the fall in rupee's
exchange rate versus US
dollar amid dwindling forex
reserves and declining
emerging market
currencies.
"RBI will allow the weakness
as demand keeps moving up
and supplies dwindle," said
Anil Kumar Bhansali, Head
of Treasury and Executive
Director, Finrex Treasury
Advisors LLP.
The Reserve Bank of India
on Friday said the country's
forex reserves dropped by
USD 5.693 billion to USD
634.585 billion in the week
ended January 3.

PTI n NEW DELHI

Gold prices rallied for a
fifth straight session,

rising Rs 110 to Rs 80,660 per
10 grams in the national
capital on Monday, according
to the All India Sarafa
Association.
The precious metal had
settled at Rs 80,550 per 10
grams in the previous session
on Friday.
In the past five trading
sessions, gold prices

appreciated Rs 1,660, or 2.1
per cent, to Rs 80,660 per 10
grams.
The price of gold of 99.5 per
cent purity rose Rs 110 to Rs
80,260 per 10 grams against
the previous close of Rs
80,150 per 10 grams on
Friday.
"Gold prices advanced as the
rupee weakened by touching
86.61, driven by elevated
crude oil prices. The rise in
crude prices came on the back
of fresh sanctions imposed on

Russia by US President Joe
Biden, escalating geopolitical
tensions," Jateen Trivedi, VP
Research Analyst of
Commodity and Currency at
LKP Securities, said.
The rupee logged its steepest
single-day fall in nearly two
years and ended the session
58 paise down at its historic
low of 86.62 (provisional)
against the US dollar on
Monday, weighed down by a
stronger American currency
and surging crude oil prices.
"This rupee depreciation
supported gold prices in the
domestic market, amplifying
the impact of global cues,"
Trivedi added.
However, silver traded flat in
the second straight session at
Rs 93,000 per kg on Monday.
Meanwhile, gold contracts for
February delivery on the
MCX increased Rs 227, or
0.29 per cent, to Rs 78,650 per
10 grams in futures trade on
Monday.

PTI n SONAMARG

Union Minister Nitin
Gadkari on Monday said

infrastructure development
is imperative to achieve the
goal of Viksit Bahrat, as the
economy depends on good
transport and
communication facilities.
"The Prime Minister has
given us a mission of
developed and prosperous
India. If we have to achieve a
Viksit Bharat, we will have to
improve the country's
infrastructure.
"Until water, power,
transport, and

communication do not
develop, industry, business,
and tourism will not get a
boost," Gadkari said,
addressing a rally after Prime
Minister Narendra Modi
inaugurated the Sonamarg
tunnel here.
The Union Minister said
Modi has taken a pledge to
develop J-K along with the
country.
"He has given us the task of
developing this
infrastructure. Good roads
make a country developed
and prosperous. We are
working on a mission to
make J-K developed and
prosperous so that industries
are established here, tourism
increases, employment
opportunities are created for
the youth and poverty is
eradicated. With that view,
we are developing the
infrastructure in J-K," he
added. Gadkari said the
inauguration of the
Sonamarg tunnel, which was

previously known as the Z-
Morh tunnel, was historic
and would provide all-
weather connectivity to the
tourist resort town.
"Today is a historic day that
the Sonamarg tunnel is being
inaugurated by the Prime
Minister. Due to the closure
of this road (due to heavy
snowfall), some areas
remained closed for five to
six months per year.
"It was started in 2012, but
there were several
difficulties. Today, I am
happy that the work has been
completed. By the opening of
this tunnel -- Srinagar to
Ladakh, Leh highway will
especially be connected,
which used to remain shut
for 5-6 months," he noted.
He said the work on the
nearby Zojila tunnel was
going on and once open, it
will reduce the travel time
from Srinagar to Leh by 3.5
hours and keep the road
open throughout the year.

PTI n NEW DELHI

Asset management
companies launched

239 new fund offerings
(NFOs) mobilising Rs 1.18
lakh crore in 2024, with
sectoral or thematic equity
funds emerging as the top
choice of investors,
according to a report by
Germinate Investor Services
Research.
This was higher than 212
NFOs collecting Rs 63,854
crore in 2023 and 228 NFOs
garnering Rs 62,187 crore in
2022. 
The NFO landscape
expanded from 81 offerings
in 2020 to 239 in 2024,
besides, the funds raised
through the space more

than doubled from Rs
53,703 crore in 2020. The
trend suggests a strong
growth trajectory and
heightened investor

confidence.
Usually, NFOs come during
a surging market when
investor sentiments are high
and optimistic. The NFOs

were floated to capitalise on
the mood of investors and
attract their investment as
they were willing to invest at
that time. 
Industry experts said the
stock market performance
along with the positive
investor sentiments led to
higher fund mobilisation
through NFOs in 2024. 
In the entire 2024, Sensex
jumped 5,898.75 points or
8.16 per cent, and the Nifty
surged 1,913.4 points or
8.80 per cent.
Overall, thematic/sectoral
funds, index funds and
exchange traded funds
(ETFs) captured significant
investor interest.
"With 53 NFOs raising Rs
79,109 crore, these funds

emerged as the top choice
for investors," the report
said.
Tailored to specific sectors
or themes, sectoral or
thematic equity funds
resonated with investors for
their focused approach and
alignment with market
trends. Notable examples
include funds targeting
sectors like manufacturing,
technology, and ESG
(Environmental, Social, and
Governance) themes. 
Individually, HDFC
Manufacturing Fund NFO
led the pack, with a record
inflow of Rs 12,500 crore in
April 2024. In terms of
month, the highest number
of NFO launches was
recorded in December,

marking a strong year-end
momentum. Going ahead,
the report said the mutual
fund industry is likely to
face a recalibration in 2025
after the strong gains of
recent years. 
"While extraordinary
returns may not sustain, the
focus will shift to ensuring
stability, maintaining
liquidity, and achieving
reasonable returns in line
with market trends.
Investors must adapt to a
more balanced approach,
safeguarding capital while
managing expectations.
This calls for strategies that
align with changing market
dynamics and ensure a
steady performance even in
uncertain times," it added. 

Mutual funds collect `1.18 Lakh Crore via NFO in 2024; thematic funds dominates space

Rupee sinks to record low,
settles 58 paise down at
86.62 against US Dollar

Infra development imperative to
achieve Viksit Bahrat goal: Gadkari

Gold maintains rising streak for fifth
straight session, silver remains flat

India ranks third globally in fintech funding despite 33 per cent lower infusion in 2024
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PTI n MELBOURNE

After wasting a set point in
the second tiebreaker with
an ill-conceived drop shot,

Jannik Sinner quickly reverted to
what’s been working for him and
finished off a straight-set win
over Nicolas Jarry to begin his
Australian Open title defense.
The 7-6 (2), 7-6 (5), 6-1 victory
on Rod Laver Arena extended
Sinner’s winning streaks to 15 on
both the tour and on hard courts
in Grand Slams.
After all the pre-tournament
attention on the 2024 doping
cases of Sinner and long-time
women’s No. 1 Iga Swiatek, both
started the year’s first Grand
Slam tournament about the same
time on nearby courts on Day 2.
“Yeah, I was curious to see how it
was,” Sinner said of the reception
at Rod Laver, where he became a
fan favorite last year. “You never
know what’s happening. I was
happy about the crowd. It was a
nice atmosphere.”
Top-ranked Sinner had to grind

for two long, tiebreak sets against
No. 35-ranked Jarry, a 29-year-
old from Chile, before finding his
touch.
“It was a very close one because
the first sets, they can go both
ways,” Sinner said. “In the third
set when I broke it the first time,
that gave me a little bit of room to
breathe.
“I’m happy how I handled the
very tough situation.”
Sinner has got a good record at
Melbourne Park in that
department. He rallied from two
sets down in last year’s final to
beat Daniil Medvedev for his first
Grand Slam title, coming off a
semifinal upset of 10-time
champion Novak Djokovic.
While Sinner was deep into his
match against Jarry, Swiatek, a
five-time major winner from
Poland, fended off top-ranked
doubles player Katerina
Siniakova 6-3, 6-4 on John Cain
Arena.
Coco Gauff had a little difficulty
adjusting to the sun at one end of
Rod Laver Arena in Monday’s

first marquee match and dropped
an early service game before
quickly settling into a rhythm in

a 6-3, 6-3 win over 2020
champion Sofia Kenin.
Third-seeded Gauff beat Swiatek

to win the title at the WTA Finals
last November and started this
season by helping the U.S. To

victory at the United Cup last
week, against beating No. 2
Swiatek in the final.
Gauff, the 2023 U.S. Open
champion is wearing a Marvel-
inspired bodysuit and skirt at
Melbourne Park and she’s
radiating confidence and calm.
“I knew going in it was going to
be difficult, but you know I’m
happy with how I played,” she
said of the 1-hour, 20-minute win
over Kenin, who at No. 81 is a
much tougher opponent than her
ranking suggests.
“I mean (I) could serve better, but
like on that side I was struggling
to see the ball,” Guaff said,
pointing to one baseline on the
main show court that was bathed
in sun. “So I’m just happy that I
was able to manage through that.”
Another 20-year-old American,
Alex Michelsen, produced the
biggest win of his young career
with a 7-5, 6-3, 2-6, 6-4 first-
round upset of 2023 Australian
runner-up Stefanos Tsitsipas.
Michelsen’s three booming
service returns in the ninth game

of the fourth set helped him earn
a vital break against the 11th-
seeded Tsitsipas and, after
shaking off jitters on his own
serve, he closed out for his first
victory over a player ranked in
the top 20 at a Grand Slam. No.
17 Frances Tiafoe advanced in
five sets over Arthur
Rinderknech of France.
Gauff went into her opening
round on a streak of winning 33
matches against players ranked
outside the Top 50, dating to a
loss to Kenin at Wimbledon
2023.
The draw presented another
tough trip to Australia for Kenin.
It was the third straight year
Kenin faced a Grand Slam
champion in the first round in
Australia, and her fourth
consecutive first-round exit here.
Gauff will next play Jodie
Burrage of Britain. No. 7 Jessica
Pegula also advanced along with
No. 12 Diana Shnaider, No. 28
Elina Svitolina, and Belinda
Bencic, who ousted No. 16 Jelena
Ostapenko. 

Jannik Sinner starts his Australian Open title defence with a straight set win 

PTI n NEW DELHI

When the going gets tough
for P V Sindhu, the star

badminton player dives into
her highly successful past to
seek inspiration to keep going
in her quest for more glory.
The 29-year-old has in her
cabinet every trophy and
medal that is there to be won.
She is one of the only three
Indians to win two Olympic
medals, and is also a world
champion besides claiming
medals at Asian Games and
Commonwealth Games.
But Sindhu struggled to repeat
her international success last
season, the medal-less show at
the Paris Olympics raising
doubts about her future in the
sport she dominated for so
long.
For Sindhu however,
speculations don’t not matter.
She still steps on the court with
the same passion that has
catapulted her to the zenith of
world badminton.

“Of course yes,” Sindhu told
PTI in an interview when
asked if she still has the hunger
to keep going.
“I am saying this because when
you see those wins, how happy
it makes you and how much
confidence it gives you, that
itself will take you to another
level. Seeing wins again and
again keeps that hunger going,
so definitely yes.
“There are some clips when
you are really young when you
look at it, it feels like wow, you
know, you have done so much
and you know why can’t I do it
more? You question yourself,
and that’s when it all starts, so
yes,” Sindhu said during an
interaction facilitated by sports
brand PUMA, which has
signed her as an ambassador.
Sindhu understands that she
will have to endure plenty of
struggles but she can’t afford to
lose hope. 
“I have seen a lot through
sport, it was important for me
to believe in myself when there

were days where I was injured
and I didn’t know if I can come
back and I can be my 100 per
cent, which happened in 2015,
when I had an injury, but then
I bounced back, and I got a
silver at Rio.
“My life has changed a lot since
the time I started and till now I
have had a lot of awards,
rewards which has given me a
lot of confidence. I am very
grateful for whatever I have
achieved and when I look back,
I can tell that yes I have done
whatever I could.”
Wins and losses are part of the
learning curves. So what has
been the biggest learning for
Sindhu?
“Being patient. That has taught
me a lot in life, being patient
and wait for the right time
because sometimes game
teaches you to be patient no
matter what. 
“You have to keep waiting till
you get whether it is success or
whether it is the right time or
whether it is the right shot...

You have to wait for the right
time to do the right thing.”
Sindhu said self-belief is
something an athlete can’t do
without, indicating that she is
trying to overcome the
ongoing tough phase with the
same virtue.
“It hits you when you are
actually not able to win or not
able to get that success or when
you are actually at your lows.

That is when it is important for
an athlete to stay there and
keep believing in yourself.
There were days when I lost
matches which were very very
close. 
“There were days where I was
like why am I losing, what is
happening, can I bounce back,
can I come back stronger and
especially lowest is when it hits
you really hard. I was doubting

myself but people around me
were very very supportive in
terms of they were like it’s okay,
believe in yourself, you can do
it.
“I am very lucky to say that I
have parents who are sports
persons and they know what it
is and what it takes because
they have experienced so much
that they tell me that this is
what happens and you need to
be stronger and you need to
come back stronger.”
Sindhu was candid in
admitting that digesting
defeats is still difficult for her
despite so much success in her
career.
“It does hurt, it does hurt at any
point of time even though let’s
say if you don’t have to prove
anything, or if you have
achieved everything and what
is left you might ask me what
else is left?
“For me I feel that there is a lot
of time left and I can win a lot
of tournaments and I can play
for so many more years

because if you are fit and if you
are injury free I think passion
towards the sport itself will
take you much more longer.”
She also emphasised that the
relationship between a coach
and an athlete needs to be very
clear in terms of what is going
in your head on and off court.
“A coach needs to understand
even if I am not able to say
what is happening in the court.
As a coach you know he
understands what you feel. So
it is very important to also have
that trust between a coach and
an athlete.”
Sindhu has a clear plan for the
2025 season when she will
compete in select tournaments
to avoid injuries.
“There are a lot of tournaments
every month. We are out for
like 15 days, 20 days. Definitely
I will pick and choose a
tournament because as you
said I need to stay injury free.
That is very important. If you
stay injury free that’s when you
go and give your 100 per cent.

“There are some tournaments
where BWF says that you have
to play, but apart from that, the
players are also smart enough
to pick and choose
tournaments.”
Sindhu said she is still evolving
as a player, working on her
skills because “the game has
been changing so much.”
“People have become really
strong in their defense so to
break that, you have to work on
that. You have to also work on
defense. Not everyone gives
you chance to attack. Because
I’m a tall player and I have a
good reach, so not everyone
will give you a chance to attack,
so accordingly you have to
make changes.”
Sindhu also hoped that the gulf
between her and the next
generation will be bridged
sooner than later.
“I am hoping that the gap
closes soon. There are a lot of
youngsters I have seen in the
Syed Modi (recent tournament
she won) doing really well.

PTI n MELBOURNE

Alex Michelsen produced
the biggest win so far of

his fledgling career to upset
2023 runner-up Stefanos
Tsitsipas in the first round of
the Australian Open, and he
knew instinctively where
credit was due.
The 20-year-old American
overcame nerves on his serve
in the fourth set before
clinching a 7-5, 6-3, 2-6, 6-4
win Monday over Tsitsipas, a
26-year-old from Greece who
has a career-high No. 3
ranking and has contested
two Grand Slam finals.
Michelsen started playing
tennis around age 3 and hit
most days as a kid with his
mother, Sondra, a school
teacher who played college
tennis.
“Yeah, I’m sure she’s watching
right now,” Michelsen told
the crowd on John Cain
Arena, one of the three main
show courts at Melbourne
Park. “Yeah, we hit a million

balls from the baseline every
day. We’d go like 30 minutes
up the middle, then we go
across each way for like an
hour and a half.
“I mean we would just go out
there and she would never
miss a ball — she’s incredible.
But no chance I’d be here
without without her, so
thanks Mom. Love you.”
The No. 42-ranked Michelsen
reached the third round last
year on his Australia debut
before losing in the first

rounds at Roland Garros and
Wimbledon and in the
second round at the U.S.
Open.
His win over Tsitsipas was
Michelsen’s first against a
player ranked in the top 20 at
a Grand Slam.
He played with freedom
against Tsitsipas, taking big
swipes with his service
returns — including three in
the ninth game of the fourth
set that helped earn him a
vital break.

He got a bit tense on serve,
surrendering two hard-
earned breaks in the fourth
set, but stayed composed in
the last game. 
“Yeah, I didn’t take the most
direct path, that’s for sure.
Shouldn’t have got broken
twice in the fourth. My serve
let me down. Served double
faulting way too much,” he
said. “But I was also returning
really, really well. I felt like I
was winning most of the
baseline rallies when I was
inside the baseline and
controlling the point.
“So I was thinking at 4-all,
after I got broken twice,
saying, You’re still in this, just
play every point for what it is.’
I played a great 4-all game
and got it done at 5-4.”
He finished the match with
eight aces and eight double-
faults, but hit 46 winners to
only 40 unforced errors. 
“First of all, I was just trying
to stay super composed out
there. I knew it was going to
be a battle in the end,” he said.

PTI n HONOLULU

Nick Taylor in a playoff is
tough to beat. Getting

there was hardest part for the
Canadian, who delivered
another highlight reel of
clutch moments in the Sony
Open.
Down to his last shot, Taylor
chipped in from 60 feet for
eagle on the par-5 closing
hole at Waialae for a 5-under
65 to get into a playoff with
Nico Echavarria. 
He holed a 10-foot birdie putt
on the first extra hole. And
then he hit a wedge from 46
yards that was close to perfect
to set up a 3-foot birdie putt
for the win. The last shot
might have been the easiest
shot he had in the final hour.
“I’m a bit stunned this worked
out this way,” Taylor said.
That was true for so many
others, starting with
Echavarria, the 30-year-old
Chilean who delivered some
big moments of his own with
a 15-foot par save, a 12-foot
birdie, and twice getting up-
and-down from the bunker at
the end for a 65 to join Taylor
at 16-under 264.
Behind them were Stephan
Jaeger and J.J. Spaun, and the
Sony Open looked to come
down to them along the back
nine until Jaeger piped a drive
out-of-bounds on the 16th
and Spaun bogeyed from a
bunker on the 17th. Both
failed to birdie the par-5 18th
to join the playoff.
Echavarria was surprised it
was only a two-man playoff.
“If Nick doesn’t chip in, I win

the tournament,” he said.
Echavarria didn’t miss a beat
in his bid for a third straight
year with a PGA Tour title.
The bunker shot on the 18th
was creative and bold for a
tap-in birdie. On the 18th in
the first playoff hole, his
second shot looked to be
about 20 feet away on the
fringe for an eagle putt when
the wind nudged it down the
hill into the rough, forcing
him to get up-and-down.
He had 40 feet on the collar
for eagle on the second
playoff hole at No. 18, and the
first putt came out soft and
was 7 feet short. He missed
the birdie putt to extend the
playoff.
“I misjudged the lag putt on
the last hole. I didn’t think it
was going to be that slow.
Didn’t consider the wind,”
Echavarria said. “The wind
kind of held it and my lag
putting today was a little off,
which is a strength of mine.
But, I mean, just one bad putt
can’t define a great week.”
Taylor never looked like a
winner — especially after
missing a pair of 4-foot birdie
putts on the 15th and 16th
holes — until he had a lei
around his neck and the
trophy in his hand. It was his
fifth PGA Tour title, the last
three in a playoff.
He beat Charley Hoffman in
Phoenix last year with clutch
putting in a playoff. And it
was the Canadian Open in
2023 when Taylor famously
holed that 70-foot eagle putt
to win his national open
before a delirious, rain-

soaked crowd.
The victory sends Taylor to
the Masters again, a big perk
after a dismal end to last
season. He moved back to No.
29 in the world and will be in
all the signature events this
year. None of this seemed
possible when he was two
behind with two to play
coming off two short misses.
“It was just one of those where
you try to go until they don’t
let you play anymore,” Taylor
said. “I was 1 over through
seven, get on a birdie streak
there. It’s always so bunched
here, but I did a really good
job every day really of just
hanging in there.
“Fortunate for me, really good
things happened at the end.”
Jaeger and Spaun both left
Waialae with plenty of regrets.
From the time they made the
turn, it looked like a duel
between them to decide the
winner, and they put on a
great show until the final
three holes.
Jaeger holed a 30-foot birdie
putt on the 14th to catch
Spaun, who then followed by
making a par putt from just
inside 30 feet to stay tied for
the lead.
Jaeger didn’t hit a fairway on
the back nine except for an
iron off the 15th tee, and it
finally caught up with him at
the end. He hit driver to cut
off the dogleg on the 16th but
it went so far left that it was
never found, presumed to be
out-of-bounds.
“The one on 16 I would like to
have back. Wrong hole to hit
that shot,” Jaeger said. 

Nick Taylor wins another
playoff with clutch play 

Alex Michelsen upsets Tsitsipas at the Australian Open

Regularly peeping into past glory keeps Sindhu hungry for more success

PTI n COPENHAGEN

Former Denmark captain
Simon Kjaer formally

retired from soccer Monday
despite offers to continue
playing since he left AC Milan
as a free agent last year. 
Kjaer will perhaps be best
remembered as the captain
who rushed to Christian
Eriksen’s aid and then led
teammates in shielding him
from view on the field after the
star playmaker collapsed
because of cardiac arrest during
a European Championship
game in June 2021. 
Kjaer also consoled Eriksen’s
partner on the field. Kjaer,
along with the Denmark team
and medical staff, later won the
FIFA Fair Play Award for their
actions in Copenhagen.

PTI n PARIS

Paris Saint-Germain remained
unbeaten and seven points clear at

the top of the French league — halfway
through the season — after Ousmane
Dembélé scored twice in a 2-1 win over
Saint-Etienne. 
Marseille is in second place after 17
rounds, with third-place Monaco 12
points adrift of defending champion
PSG, which has beaten both sides. 
Dembélé scored in the 13th minute
and the France winger netted from the
penalty spot 10 minutes later after a
video review spotted a handball from
Léo Pétrot on Achraf Hakimi’s cross.
The decision seemed harsh as the ball
grazed Pétrot’s hand without him
knowing. 
Dembélé moved to 10 league goals,
level with teammate Bradley Barcola
and one behind co-top scorers
Jonathan David (Lille) and Mason
Greenwood (Marseille)
Barcola thought he had his 11th goal of
the season close to halftime but, on a
day of video reviews, the goal was ruled
out for a foul by the player himself.
PSG has been linked with a move for
Georgia winger Khvicha Kvaratskhelia
from Napoli, but it was another
Georgian who scored for 16th-place
Saint-Etienne as Zuriko Davitashvili
neatly curled in a free kick midway
through the second half.
Despite its unbeaten league record,
PSG again looked nervous and came

close to conceding an equalizer.
Earlier, Deiver Machado scored late as
seventh-place Lens won 2-1 at
struggling Le Havre to move one point
behind Lyon in sixth.
The Colombia defender headed
powerfully home from Poland winger
Przemyslaw Frankowski’s cross in the
77th minute. 
Central defender Abdukodir
Khusanov was left out of the Lens
squad amid reports of an imminent
big-money transfer to Premier League
defending champion Manchester City
reportedly worth 50 million euros ($51
million). 
The 20-year-old joined Lens on a four-
year contract last season, becoming the

first Uzbek to play in Ligue 1. Lens paid
just 100,000 euros ($110,000) to sign
him from Belarus club Energetik-BGU
Minsk.
Veteran winger Andre Ayew put Le
Havre ahead in the eighth minute,
scoring for the second straight game
following his goal against Marseille last
weekend.
Striker Goduine Koyalipou equalized
in the 28th with a header on debut after
joining on Thursday.
Le Havre has lost five straight league
games and is in 17th spot.
Elsewhere, improving Strasbourg
climbed into ninth place with a 2-1 win
at Toulouse in a match where video
reviews affected both sides, and rock-

bottom Montpellier had two players
sent off near the end of a 3-1 home loss
to Angers.
Dutch striker Emanuel Emegha scored
two first-half goals for Strasbourg and
then had a third ruled out for offside in
the 38th minute.
Toulouse scored from Ismaël
Doukouré’s own-goal in the 35th and,
in the 75th, striker Zakaria Aboukhlal
prepared to take a penalty to make it 2-
2 after being fouled. However, the
referee changed his mind following a
video review and instead awarded
Toulouse a free kick right on the edge
of the area.
More frustration followed for the home
side moments later.
Toulouse thought it had equalized
when Frank Magri side-footed in
Aboukhlal’s pinpoint cross from the
left. But VAR intervened again to rule
the goal out because United States
defender Mark McKenzie was
narrowly offside.
Forward Esteban Lepaul netted twice
as Angers moved up to 13th place. He
scored in each half, either side of a
penalty from Montpellier midfielder
Téji Savanier.
Montpellier lost its composure in the
closing stages when defender
Boubakar Kouyaté and captain Jordan
Ferri were sent off within one minute
of each other.
Midfielder Zinedine Ferhat added the
third goal for Angers in the ninth
minute of stoppage time.

Paris Saint-Germain remains unbeaten in French league

Denmark captain
Simon Kjaer
retires from
football
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PTI n MADRID

Real Madrid came out
looking for some
payback in the latest

“clasico” against Barcelona
but ended up being
embarrassed again.
Madrid lost 5-2 to Barcelona
in the Spanish Super Cup
final at Jeddah, Saudi Arabia,
on Sunday. That followed a
4-0 loss at home to Barcelona
in the Spanish league in
October. 
Kylian Mbappé put Madrid
ahead early in his second
clasico, but Barcelona then
ran away with goals by
Lamine Yamal, Robert
Lewandowski, Raphinha —
who scored twice — and
Alejandro Balde. 
Rodrygo scored for Madrid
on the hour mark after
Barcelona goalkeeper
Wojciech Szczesny was sent
off early in the second half.
It was the third straight win
for Barcelona in 2025 after it

lost two games in a row to
end last year. 
“The Christmas break helped
us reflect on what we had
done wrong,” Lewandowski
said. “Now we can look
forward to the run of games
that we have until the end of
the season.”
Madrid lost for the first time
after a run of five consecutive
victories. 
“It was a bad night,” Madrid
coach Carlo Ancelotti said.
“It’s a disappointment, we
won’t hide it, but it’s soccer ...
You have to try to learn from
the losses. We have to look
forward to what’s ahead.”
Mbappé had been contained
when the rivals met in
October but scored a superb
goal five minutes into the
match at King Abdullah
Sports City stadium after
picking up the ball just inside
Madrid’s half, running at the
defense and then finding the
net with a clever finish. But
Yamal evened the match with

a nice run in the 22nd and
Lewandowski, who scored
twice in the earlier clasico,

put the Catalans ahead in the
36th. 
Raphinha added goals in the

39th and 48th minutes, while
Balde scored in first-half
stoppage time. 

Rodrygo scored from a free
kick in the 60th after
Szczesny was sent off for a

foul outside the area to stop a
breakaway.
Lewandowski has 26 goals in
27 appearance across all
competitions for Barcelona,
while Raphinha has scored
19 times and Yamal eight.
Barcelona was able to count
on Spain midfielder Dani
Olmo after the Spanish
government stepped in to
provisionally allow the club
to register him with the
league.
The final came after Mallorca
fans said they were harassed
by local men who support
Madrid after Thursday’s
semifinal. Two wives of
Mallorca players said they
were groped.
The Spanish Super Cup has
become a moneymaker for
the federation and
competing clubs since the
federation struck a deal in
2019 to hold it in Saudi
Arabia.
ATLETICO’S RECORD
Atletico Madrid set a club

all-time record of 14 straight
victories with a 1-0 win over
Osasuna on Sunday and went
top of the Spanish league at
the halfway stage.
Julián Álvarez scored in the
55th minute at the
Metropolitano stadium to
give Atletico the milestone
victory and a one-point lead
over second-place Madrid.
Diego Simeone’s team has a
six-point gap to third-place
Barcelona.
Atletico has won all of its
matches across all
competitions since October.
Its last setback was a 1-0 loss
at Real Betis in the Spanish
league on Oct. 27. Eight of
the victories have come in
the league.
“It’s an important streak to
show the growth of this club,”
Simeone said. “We have been
working really hard.”
It was the seventh
consecutive league game
without a win for Osasuna,
which is in 11th place.

PTI n SYDNEY

Pat Cummins was on
Monday named captain of

Australia for next month’s
Champions Trophy while
fellow pacer Josh Hazlewood
too was included in the squad
despite lingering injury
concerns surrounding both
players.
Cummins was managing an
ankle injury throughout the
recent Border-Gavaskar
Trophy against India, which
played a part in him missing
the upcoming tour to Sri
Lanka along with the pacer
wanting to stay back at home
to welcome his second baby.
“I don’t really have any more
information than what I shared
when we announced the Test
squad (for Sri Lanka series) a
few days ago,” said Chair of
Selectors George Bailey.
“I believe he’s had the scan, I
have no idea what the scan
said. But we want to give him a
little bit of space at the back
end of the Border-Gavaskar;
obviously baby pending.
“We’ll work through that with
Pat and obviously the selection
panel and the medical team ...
But I know he’s very keen,” he
added.
Hazlewood, side lined from
the Melbourne and Sydney
Tests due to a calf niggle, was
similarly not picked for the Sri
Lanka series but has been
named in the preliminary 15-
player Champions Trophy
squad.

Under ICC guidelines,
Australia needed to name a
squad by Monday, but can
change it for injuries at any
time before the tournament
starts.
The Aussies, a two-time
winners in the event and the
reigning ODI world
champions, also picked all-
rounder Mitchell Marsh, who
was dropped for the fifth Test
at SCG against India after
mediocre outings in the first
four matches.
“This is a balanced and
experienced squad with the
core having been involved in
the previous one-day World
Cup, the West Indies series, last
year’s successful tour of the UK
and the more recent Pakistan
home series,” Bailey said.
“It offers a variety of options
for touring management
depending on opposition and
the conditions that may
present in Pakistan,” he added.
The squad will assemble,
prepare and play a one-off ODI
against Sri Lanka following the
Test series before heading to
Pakistan for the group stage
matches of the ICC showpiece.
Australia gave prominence to
all-rounders in the squad
selection as Matthew Short and
Aaron Hardie were drafted in
ahead of out-of-form Jake-
Fraser McGurk.
Adam Zampa is the lone
specialist spinner in the squad.
He will be supported by part-
timers Short and Glenn
Maxwell.

Barcelona thrashes Real Madrid 5-2 to win Spanish Super Cup final 

PTI n NEW DELHI

The contingent is the
biggest ever but focus
would be on a handful

of tried-and-tested names,
especially the men’s doubles
team of Satwiksairaj
Rankireddy and Chirag
Shetty, when Indian shuttlers
go up against a world-class
field in the India Open Super
750 tournament beginning
here on Tuesday.
Despite the name, Indian
success at the tournament
hasn’t been particularly
regular with none from the
host nation winning any title
in the past two editions.
The 21-strong group that
will take the court this week
would be desperate to
change that statistic and
make some amends after an
ordinary Olympic campaign
six months ago.
The expectations would be
especially high from Satwik
and Chirag, who claimed the
doubles title in 2022, the
same year in which the
currently erratic Lakshya
Sen notched the men’s
singles top honour. 
The tournament will feature
18 of the world’s top-20
men’s singles players and 14
of the top-20 women’s singles
shuttlers.
Chirag and Satwik, who are
former world number ones,
have made a good start to the
season by reaching the
semifinals of the Malaysia
Super 1000 last week.

Despite the Paris Games
disappointment, they have
emerged as India’s most
reliable performers over the
last two years by regularly
making the deep end of the
draws.
They would be expected to
do the same in the USD
950,000 event to be held at
the KD Jadhav Indoor
Stadium here.
Satwik and Chirag,
semifinalists at the 2024
China Masters, will face
Malaysia’s Wei Chong Man
and Kai Wun Tee in their
opening round.
While the Indians have
shown impressive form, they
will be seeking improvement
in quick rallies and service
variations in a bid to better
their runners-up position in
the tournament last year.
However, the Indian pair will
face stiff competition from
top names such as China’s
Olympic silver-medallists

Liang Weikeng and Wang
Chang.
Also there in the field are
Paris bronze-medallists
Aaron Chia and Soh Wooi
Yik of Malaysia, Denmark’s
Kim Astrup and Anders
Rasmussen, and the
Indonesian combination of
Fajar Alfian and Muhammad
Rian Ardianto.
Sindhu back in action
Despite an underwhelming
2024, one can never discount
two-time Olympic medallist
PV Sindhu, who would be
back in action after missing
the season-opener in Kuala
Lumpur due to her wedding.
The 29-year-old Hyderabadi
returned to winning ways,
lifting the Syed Modi
International title, although
it was against a
predominantly Indian field.
Sindhu will begin her
campaign against compatriot
Anupama Upadhyaya and is
drawn to face Japan’s rising

star Tomoka Miyazaki in a
potentially intriguing second
round.
MKiyazaki is a 2022 world
junior champion and
Sindhu’s conqueror at last
year’s Swiss Open. Sindhu
last won this event in 2017.
The very exciting but equally
inconsistent Lakshya Sen
would be aiming to replicate
his 2022 success at the event.
He can draw confidence
from his Syed Modi title win
and a third-place finish at
the Kings Cup a few days
ago. He faces a tough
opening test against Chinese
left-hander Hong Yang
Weng.
HS Prannoy, returning after
a five-month break following
a pre-quarterfinal exit at the
Paris Olympics, stumbled in
the second round in
Malaysia last week.
However, the 32-year-old
veteran showed signs of his
vintage form during the
short campaign. He will look
to build on that when he
faces Chinese Taipei’s Li
Yang Su in the first round.
A victory could set up a
showdown with second seed
Jonatan Christie of
Indonesia.
With marquee players like
Olympic champions Viktor
Axelsen (men) and An Se
Young (women), and world
No. 1 Shi Yuqi leading the
competition, it would be no
stroll in the park for the
Indians in fray.
But being on home turf

could prove to be the
morale-booster that helps
them go over the line in
difficult situations.
Young names eye glory
Some promising youngsters
will also be eager to make a
mark.
Among them is Priyanshu
Rajawat, who faces a tough
challenge in his opening
round against sixth-seeded
Japanese Kodai Naraoka.
Malvika Bansod will take on
third seed Chinese Yue Han,
and Aakarshi Kashyap will
face eighth-seeded Thai

Pornpawee Chochuwong.
In women’s doubles, India’s
hopes will rest on fifth-
seeded team of Treesa Jolly
and Gayatri Gopichand, who
will face Japan’s Arisa
Igarashi and Ayako
Sakuramoto in the first
round.
Meanwhile, Guwahati
Masters-winning pair of
Tanisha Crasto and Ashwini
Ponnappa, will take on the
British duo of Chloe Coney
and Estelle Van Leeuwen.
The Indians are seeded
seventh here. 

India Open: Spotlight on Satwik-Chirag as jumbo
Indian contingent eyes end to two-year title drought

Cummins, Hazlewood
in Australia CT squad
despite injury concerns

PTI n MELBOURNE

Coco Gauff had a little
difficulty adjusting to

the sun at one end of Rod
Laver Arena and dropped an
early service game but
quickly settled into a rhythm
to start her Australian Open
with a 6-3, 6-3 win Monday
over 2020 champion Sofia
Kenin.
Third-seeded Gauff won the
title at the WTA Finals last
November and started this
season by helping the U.S. To
victory at the United Cup
last week, a run that gives
her a chance to move atop
the rankings.
The 2023 U.S. Open
champion is wearing a
Marvel-inspired bodysuit
and skirt at Melbourne Park
and she’s radiating
confidence and calm.
“I knew going in it was going
to be difficult, but you know
I’m happy with how I
played,” she said of the 1-

hour, 20-minute win over
Kenin, who at No. 81 is a
much tougher opponent
than her ranking suggests.
“I mean (I) could serve
better, but like on that side I
was struggling to see the
ball,” Guaff said, pointing to
one baseline on the main
show court that was bathed
in sun. “So I’m just happy
that I was able to manage
through that.”
Another 20-year-old
American, Alex Michelsen,
produced the biggest win of
his young career with a 7-5,
6-3, 2-6, 6-4 first-round
upset of 2023 Australian
runner-up Stefanos Tsitsipas.
Michelsen’s three booming
service returns in the ninth
game of the fourth set helped
him earn a vital break
against the 11th-seeded
Tsitsipas and, after shaking
off jitters on his own serve,
he closed out for his first
ever victory over a player
ranked in the top 20.

Gauff starts her Australian
Open with a straight-sets
win over Sofia Kenin


