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RAJESH KUMAR n New Delhi

The Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) on
Friday suffered a big jolt with
seven of its ten Rajya Sabha
(RS) MPs led by Raghav
Chadha joining the BJP. This
development came days after
Chadha was removed as
deputy leader of the party in
the Upper House of
Parliament. His replacement
in RS by AAP, Ashok Mittal, too
switch sides on Friday. Mittal,
founder and chancellor of
Lovely Professional University,
was raided by the ED on April
15. The five other MPs to join
the BJP included cricketer
Harbhajan Singh, Swati
Maliwal, Rajinder Gupta,
Vikram Singh Sawhney and
Sandeep Pathak. 

“I am the right man in the
wrong party. Therefore,
today I announce that I am
distancing myself from the
AAP and going to the people,”
Chadha said before leaving
for BJP headquarters to meet
party chief Nitin Nabin.

Chadha had been with the
AAP since its inception in
2012, working as a trusted
lieutenant to Kejriwal, who
stormed into power in Delhi

in 2015 riding the wave that
followed the anti-corruption
movement. Pathak, who
addressed the presser along-
side Chadha, said he had
been thinking about resign-
ing from the AAP for the past
six-seven months.

Explaining the reason
behind distancing himself

from party activities, Chadha
said “I did not want to be a
part of their crimes. I was not
eligible for their friendship
because I was not a part of
their crime. We had just two
options — either quit politics,
give up our public work in the
last 15-16 years or we do pos-
itive politics with our energy

and experience. So, we have
decided that we, the 2/3rd
members belonging to the
AAP in RS, exercise the provi-
sions of the Constitution of
India and merge ourselves
with the BJP”.

“As per the Constitution,
two-thirds of the total MPs of
a party can merge with

another party. We have sub-
mitted a letter to RS
Chairman CP Radhakrishnan
in this regard today along
with all the documents
required,” he added.

Reacting to this devel-
opment, AAP national con-
vener Arvind Kejriwal said
the BJP had once again

betrayed the people of
Punjab after seven RS MPs
quit the party. “BJP ne phir
se Punjabiyon ke saath kiya
dhakka (The BJP has once
again given Punjabis a
shove),” Kejriwal wrote on
social media platform X.

Chadha’s merger with the
BJP wasn’t unexpected. It
follows nearly a month after
the AAP acted against him in
the Upper House of
Parliament. The party had
also requested the RS
Chairman that Chadha
should not be allotted time
from the party’s quota to
speak in the House. The
young leader confronted the
move in video messages,
calling it a “scripted cam-
paign” and “coordinated
action” against him.

Chadha and the six others
are unlikely to face action
under the anti-defection law
as it clearly stipulates that an
RS member is not disquali-
fied if their original political
party merges with another
party, and they either join the
new party formed after the
merger or choose to function
as a separate group. 

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n New Delhi

Opposition parties on Friday
moved a fresh notice in the
Rajya Sabha seeking the
removal of Chief Election
Commissioner Gyanesh
Kumar. Congress leader
Jairam Ramesh and TMC
leader Sagarika Ghose sub-
mitted the notice to the Rajya
Sabha Secretary General.

“His continued hold on the
position is an assault on the
Constitution. It is utterly
shameful that this individual
remains in office, so that he
can continue to act on the
directions of the Prime
Minister and the Home
Minister,” Jairam Ramesh

posted on social media.
The notice calls for an

address to the President for
Kumar’s removal, invoking
provisions of the Constitution,
the Chief Election
Commissioner and Other
Election Commissioners Act,
2023, and the Judges (Inquiry) 
Act, 1968.

The Congress leader said
there are now nine specific
charges against the CEC,
which have been recorded in
“extreme detail”, including
the poll panel’s failure to
act on complaints against
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s “address to the nation
on April 18, which cannot be
“denied or suppressed”.

ASHOKE RAJ n News Delhi 

The Consulate General of
Iran in Mumbai took a
swipe at US President
Donald Trump on Friday
for shared a controversial
video featuring conserva-
tive commentator Michael
Savage who refers to India
and China as ‘hellholes’. 

MONIKA MALIK n Chandigarh

Gurjeet Singh Khalsa’s 560-
day protest atop a 400-foot
mobile tower in Samana
ended Friday morning,
closing one of Punjab’s most
dramatic and relentless
protests after the State for-
mally notified a stringent
anti-sacrilege law — the very
demand that had kept him
suspended between sky and
earth for over 18 months.

The 43-year-old former
Army sepoy-turned-activist
climbed the towering BSNL
structure on October 12, 2024,
refusing to descend until the
Government enacted strict
legal provisions to punish
sacrilege of the Guru Granth
Sahib. His descent came only
after the Jaagat Jot Sri Guru
Granth Sahib Satkar
(Amendment) Act, 2026, was
officially notified, fulfilling
his core demand for harsh
penalties against those found
guilty of beadbi.

What began as an act of

defiance evolved into a test
of endurance rarely seen in
Punjab’s protest history. For
560 days — through searing
summers, biting winters,
storms, and isolation —
Khalsa lived in a cramped 8-
by-10-foot makeshift shelter
near the tower’s antenna. A

tarpaulin sheet served as
his roof, ropes carried up
food once a day, and a poly-
thene bag doubled as a san-
itation arrangement.
Supporters below turned
the tower base into a near-
permanent vigil site, rein-
forcing his solitary protest

with collective faith.
A resident of Kheri

Nagaiyan village in Patiala
district, Khalsa’s military dis-
cipline is widely credited
for sustaining him through
the ordeal. Yet the prolonged
immobility took a visible
toll. Doctors later confirmed
muscle atrophy (wasting
away or shrinking of
muscles), diabetes complica-
tions, and hypertension —
evidence of the physical cost
of his prolonged defiance.

The turning point came
earlier this month when the
Punjab Assembly convened
a special session on April 13
and unanimously passed the
amendment Bill aimed at
tightening punishment for
sacrilege cases. Governor
Gulab Chand Kataria granted
assent on April 19, but Khalsa
remained unmoved until
the law was formally notified
in the official gazette — a
step he had insisted upon
from the beginning.

Opposition makes fresh
bid in RS to oust CEC

Chadha, six others quit AAP, merge with BJP

BJP National President Nitin Nabin meets Rajya Sabha MPs Raghav Chadha, Sandeep Pathak and Ashok Mittal at the party’s
headquarters, in New Delhi PANKAJ KUMAR

Chief Election Commissioner Gyanesh Kumar PTI

Administration staff helping bring down activist Gurjeet
Singh Khalsa from a 400-foot BSNL tower after he ended his
560-day protest in Patiala on Friday PTI
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AAP chief Arvind Kejriwal slams BJP, calling it betrayal of Punjab, as party faces one of its biggest parliamentary setbacks

Protest ends after notification of anti-sacrilege law

BJP sees victory in West Bengal

after historic voter turnout
PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n Kolkata

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi and Union Home
Minister Amit Shah on Friday
sharpened the BJP’s pitch for
regime change in West
Bengal, claiming that the
first phase of polling has
sealed a “wave of change” in
the state and signalled the
beginning of the end of the
TMC’s “maha jungle raj”.

“The wave of change that
had been visible in Bengal
for a long time - yesterday’s
first phase of voting has put
its seal on it. The support
shown yesterday in favour of
the BJP has sounded the
conch shell of its victory,” PM
said. Claiming that the TMC
was “rattled” by Thursday’s
voter turnout, Modi alleged
that the ruling party had acti-
vated its “goons” overnight
to intimidate voters and BJP
workers.

PM Modi addressed back-
to-back rallies in Dum Dum’s
Panihati and Baruipur in the
Jadavpur Lok Sabha

segment. While he began his
day by a morning walk and
then a boat ride on the
Hooghly river, in the evening
he led a roadshow in the
Dum Dum Assembly con-
stituency. The PM also
posted a few photographs of
his river trip on social media.
Nearly 92 per cent of the 3.60
crore electors voted in the

first phase of the West
Bengal Assembly polls on
Thursday.

Referring to the high voter
turn out, Home Minister
Amit Shah said, “People of
Bengal broke all records in
the first phase and voted
with enthusiasm for a
change.” 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi during a roadshow in North
24 Parganas district on Friday PTI
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ABHINAV KUMAR JHA 
n New Delhi

A chilling mix of aggression
and emotional detachment
has stunned investigators in
the rape and murder of an IRS
officer’s daughter in south-
east Delhi, with the 19-year-
old accused, Rahul Meena,
showing no visible remorse
and casually justifying his
actions during interrogation.

Police said Meena
remained calm while
recounting the sequence of
events and repeatedly
framed the crime as a conse-
quence of his demand for
money being refused. 

“I don’t regret committing
the theft, but I should not
have killed her. It just hap-
pened,” he told investiga-
tors, according to a senior

officer present during 
questioning.

His statements, coupled
with his lack of emotional
response, have prompted
Delhi Police to order a psy-
chological  assessment.
Officials said his behaviour
stood out for its unusual
combination of aggression
during the crime and indiffer-
ence afterwards. “During
questioning, he was quite
casual. He acted as if every-
thing was normal. Usually, in
such serious cases, the
accused shows signs of stress
or remorse. Here, there was
none,” a police source said.

Meena also told investiga-
tors that the situation escalat-
ed because the victim refused
to give him money. “If she
had given me the money, this
would not have happened,”

he said. Police said he contin-
ued to insist that his primary
motive was to obtain money
to repay debts.

Investigators said his
responses have raised con-
cerns about possible psycho-
pathic tendencies. A detailed
clinical evaluation will now
assess his aggression levels,
emotional responses, and
personality traits, including
indicators linked to antisocial
behaviour.

Police are also trying to
determine whether the crime
was planned or carried out in
the heat of the moment. 

Forensic teams are prepar-
ing to revisit the crime scene
to reconstruct the sequence
of events, especially in 
areas not captured by 
CCTV cameras.  Deputy
Commissioner of Police,

Southeast, Hemant Tiwari,
will oversee the process.
Meena may be taken to the
scene as part of this exercise.

Further investigation has
revealed that Meena was
under financial stress due to

gambling and online betting.
He was addicted to card
games, including Teen Patti,
and had lost more than `7
lakh over recent months. To
sustain this habit, he fre-
quently borrowed money

from people around him.
After being dismissed from

the IRS officer’s home about
six weeks before the incident,
Meena returned to his native
village in Alwar, Rajasthan.
However, he reportedly did
not tell his family the truth
about losing his job. “He told
his parents that he had left on
his own and was looking for
another opportunity,” a
source said. Police have also
linked him to a rape case
reported in Alwar just hours
before the Delhi crime.
Investigators are examining
this connection as part of a
broader probe into his move-
ments and behaviour.

After the incident in Delhi,
Meena changed his clothes
and footwear before leaving
the house. He then walked
towards Palam Railway

Station, intending to travel to
Rewari in Haryana. When he
failed to catch a train, he
checked into a hotel in
Dwarka, where he was later
traced and arrested.

At the time of his arrest,
police recovered more than
`1 lakh in cash along with jew-
ellery believed to have been
stolen from the house. 

The postmortem con-
firmed that the victim died
due to strangulation. It also
recorded multiple injuries,
including a fractured nasal
bone, indicating that she had
resisted the attack.

The 22-year-old victim, an
engineering graduate prepar-
ing for the civil services exam-
ination, was found lying on
the floor by her parents when
they returned from their
morning gym session at

around 8 am on April 22.
Police said Meena entered the
residential colony at around
6:30 am and used a spare key
to access the house at 6:39
am. He left at 7:20 am. CCTV
footage and eyewitness
accounts have confirmed his
movement.

Meena had worked as a
domestic help with the family
for nearly a year before being
removed from service over
financial misconduct. 

Investigators believe his
familiarity with the house
layout and the family’s
routine played a key role in
how the crime was carried
out. The investigation is
ongoing, with police focusing
on reconstructing the full
sequence of events 
and understanding the
accuseds intent.

South Delhi murder case: Accused’s detachment shocks police

Police officials at the site after a woman was found murdered at her
residence in southeast Delhi’s Amar Colony area PANKAJ KUMAR

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

In a major administrative
shake-up, the Delhi
Government has transferred
162 officers and staff
members in the Trade and
Taxes Department following
a surprise inspection by Chief
Minister Rekha Gupta that
revealed serious lapses and
absenteeism.

The action comes after the
Chief Minister’s visit to the
State GST office at ITO on April
8, where several officials
were found absent, and irreg-
ularities in functioning were
flagged. Acting on her direc-
tions, the department initiat-
ed large-scale transfers,
including three Assistant
Commissioners, as part of a

wider effort to enforce disci-
pline and accountability.

Officials said the reshuffle
targeted employees who had
been posted in the same
department or location for
over three years. The move is
being seen as part of a
broader administrative over-
haul aimed at tightening
oversight and improving effi-
ciency in the department.

The transfers include 58
Grade I Section Officers, 22
Grade II Assistant Section
Officers, 74 Grade III Senior

Assistants, and five Grade IV
Junior Assistants. The inclu-
sion of officers across multi-
ple levels indicates that the
action was not limited to a
particular rank but extended
across the hierarchy.

During the inspection
earlier this month, the Chief
Minister had issued clear
instructions to ensure strict
discipline at all levels. 

She directed that atten-
dance be monitored through
biometric systems and
ordered that show cause
notices be issued to officials
found absent from duty.

The Chief Minister also
made it clear that any disrup-
tion in public services would
lead to accountability being
fixed on the concerned offi-
cials. She emphasised that

governance must remain
responsive and that negli-
gence affecting citizens
would not be tolerated.

Reiterating her position
after the transfers, the Chief
Minister said that transparen-
cy and accountability remain
central to her government’s
functioning. She stressed that
there would be zero toler-
ance towards corruption,
administrative negligence,
and irregular practices.

She also indicated that
surprise inspections would
continue in the future to
ensure that departments
function efficiently and
remain answerable to the
public. Officials failing to
meet their responsibilities,
she said, would face 
strict action.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

The Delhi Traffic Police, in
coordination with the New
Delhi Municipal Council, has
launched a targeted initiative
to decongest key arterial
roads in Lutyens Delhi
through a series of engineer-
ing interventions to improve
traffic flow and road safety,
officials said on Friday.

The move follows discus-
sions held on Thursday, during
which senior officers pro-
posed strategic engineering
solutions at identified choke
points that could significant-
ly streamline vehicular move-
ment in the high-footfall zone.

Senior officials from the
Traffic Police and NDMC,
including the chief engineer
and other senior engineers,
subsequently met to finalise
immediate action points,
focusing on areas prone to

congestion and traffic viola-
tions. “Among the priority
measures, central verges will
be installed at stretches iden-
tified as wrong-side driving
hotspots, including San
Martin Marg and Janpath.

The intervention is likely to
curb erratic driving behav-
iour, reduce gridlocks, and
enhance overall road safety,”
the senior police officer of
the Traffic Police said.

In another key step, the
department will upgrade
existing bus stops on SP Marg
into dedicated bus bays,
enabling buses to halt
without obstructing the main
carriageway,  ensuring
smoother traffic movement
along the busy corridor.

Efforts are also being made
to ease congestion on Baba
Kharak Singh Marg, particu-
larly near Bangla Sahib
Gurudwara, which witnesses
heavy footfall.

Traffic police, NDMC roll out engineering
measures to ease Lutyens Delhi congestion

Government transfers 162 GST officials 
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PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

Barely a year after losing
power to the BJP in Delhi, AAP
suffered its greatest jolt on
Friday with seven of its Rajya
Sabha MPs including Raghav
Chadha quitting the party. 

The seven Rajya Sabha MPs
to quit the Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP) and who once formed
the party’s public and organ-
isational face included
Sandeep Pathak, former
cricketer Harbhajan Singh,
Swati Maliwal, Ashok Mittal,
Rajinder Gupta and Vikram
Sahney besides Chadha. 

With this, the NDA on
Friday got a boost after seven
AAP MPs switched sides, but
the ruling alliance is still 18
members short of a two-
thirds majority in the Rajya
Sabha, and the BJP is 10 MPs
short of a simple majority of

its own in the Upper House.
The NDA now has the

support of 145 MPs in the
upper house. The two-thirds
majority mark in the house,
which has a total strength of
244, now stands at 163. 

Once the NDA gets a two-
thirds majority in the Upper
House, it won’t be difficult for
it to clear crucial legislation
requiring constitutional
amendments. 

The NDA does not have a
two-thirds majority in Lok
Sabha too, even though it
enjoys a simple majority. It
needs the support of 363
MPs for a two-thirds majori-
ty in Lok Sabha. 

After  Rajya Sabha
Chairman C P Radhakrishnan
approves the merger of the
AAP Parliamentary Party into
the BJP, the ruling party will
have a total of 113 MPs. At
present, the BJP has 106 MPs.

The ruling party is also likely
to get the support of seven
nominated members and
two independent MPs, which
puts the number of those
who are in the BJP’s support

at 122, exactly the halfway
mark.

Chadha, who joined AAP at
its inception in 2012, was
among the party’s founding
members and helped draft

the Delhi Lokpal Bill the same
year. A chartered accoun-
tant by profession, he later
emerged as the party’s tele-
vision face and became its
youngest national

spokesperson.
Maliwal was elected to the

Rajya Sabha from AAP in
2024. Before that, she served
as the chairperson of the
Delhi  Commission for
Women. The BJP bagged a
Rajya Sabha seat after a long
wait of 26 years, she switched
sides. The BJP had sent three
Rajya Sabha MPs in 1994, and
no leader was elected in the
Upper House after that. The
BJP’s Om Prakash Kohli, K R
Malkani and Vijay Kumar
Malhotra represented Delhi
as Rajya Sabha MPs from
January 1994.

She became critical of the
party in May 2024 after alleg-
ing that she was assaulted at
the residence of the then
Delhi chief minister Arvind
Kejriwal. She reported being
slapped and kicked at the
CM’s residence, calling it a
traumatic experience.

Sandeep Pathak, one of
the MPs who quit AAP, said
his academic journey began
at Cambridge University
before he moved to the
University of Oxford and later
the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology (MIT). 

He returned to India and
became a professor at the
Indian Institute of
Technology (IIT). Pathak
joined AAP in 2022 and was
elected to the Rajya Sabha
the same year. He was also
appointed the party’s in-
charge for Gujarat and co-in-
charge for Punjab.

Former cricketer
Harbhajan Singh joined AAP
in 2022 before entering the
Rajya Sabha. He is also
known for his work as a
sports commentator and
actor. Ashok Mittal, founder
and chancellor of Lovely
Professional University, also

joined AAP in 2022 and was
elected to the Rajya Sabha. In
2024, he was chosen as a
member of  the
Parliamentary Standing
Committee on Finance.

Rajinder Gupta, a busi-
nessman and industrialist,
became a Rajya Sabha MP
from AAP in 2025. 

He was awarded the
Padma Shri for his contribu-
tions to trade and industry.
Vikram Sahney, also a Padma
Shri awardee, joined the
party in 2022. He had earlier
received the International
Peace Award from the
President of Mauritius. 

AAP lost the Delhi assem-
bly elections held on
February 5, 2025. While the
BJP won 48 out of 70 seats,
AAP was victorious on 22
seats. The BJP returned to
power in the national capital
after 26 years.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

The Delhi Development
Authority (DDA) plans to
establish five multi-level car
parking (MLCP) facilities
across the city. According to
DDA, these are proposed at
strategic locations across
the city — Karkardooma,
Okhla Industrial Area Phase-
I, Dilshad Garden, Dwarka
and Saini Enclave areas in
Delhi. All these projects are
expected to be completed
within the next three years.

With a combined capac-
ity of 1,261 Equivalent Car
Spaces (ECS), the projects
are designed to ease on-
street parking pressure and
enhance traffic flow in
densely populated zones.
The distribution includes
248 ECS at Karkardooma,
362 at Okhla Industrial Area
Phase-I, 232 at Dilshad
Garden, 134 at Dwarka, and
285 at Saini Enclave.

In a statement, the author-
ity said that the total project
area spans 11,048.87 sq. m.
across Delhi. To ensure

financial viability and create
vibrant urban spaces, a
portion of each develop-
ment has been earmarked
for commercial use. The
commercial component will
allow general commercial
activities in accordance with
the provisions of MPD-21.

A differentiated pricing
structure has been adopted
for parking and commercial
components to enhance the
attractiveness and feasibil-
ity of  the projects for
prospective bidders.

The Karkardooma MLCP
will complement DDA’s
ongoing high-rise develop-
ment in the area, support-
ing its transformation into
a modern, high-density

urban hub with integrated
infrastructure. Similarly, the
Dwarka MLCP aligns with
DDA’s continued efforts to
strengthen Dwarka as a
well-planned sub-city with
robust civic and transport
infrastructure.

This initiative forms part
of DDA’s broader vision to
create a more organised,
efficient, and sustainable
urban environment. 

The Authority remains
committed to enhancing
ease of living for residents
and visitors by continuous-
ly strengthening urban infra-
structure and promoting
planned,  sustainable
growth in the national
Capital.

NDA boost, Kejriwal’s AAP bleeds as seven MPs quit

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

The Aam Aadmi Party (AAP)
on Friday termed the resig-
nation of seven of its Rajya
Sabha MPs a “betrayal of
Punjab”, accusing the BJP of
engineering the split and
using fear of central agencies
to poach its leaders.

The party said the people
of Punjab would not forgive
those who “stabbed the
state in the back” after being
elevated to Parliament. In a
post on X, AAP chief Arvind
Kejriwal said, “The BJP has
once again betrayed
Punjabis.”

AAP leader Manish Sisodia
said the MPs who “bowed
before the BJP” and betrayed
the people of Punjab due to
“fear, greed and personal
compulsions” would not be
forgiven by the state.
“Punjab never forgives trai-
tors,” Sisodia said. 

He said that while party
workers in Gujarat were
risking their lives to strength-
en AAP’s ideology, some
leaders chose to become
turncoats.

Reacting to this decision,
Punjab Chief Minister
Bhagwant Mann dubbed
AAP’s Rajya Sabha members,
who quit the party and
announced joining the BJP,
as “gaddars” (traitors). “BJP
was trying to break the AAP
and had betrayed the people

of Punjab. When they did not
find anything against
Bhagwant Mann, they tried
to break AAP, said Mann

According to him, they
are perturbed why Mann is
becoming the leader of
people. “People of Punjab
are with AAP; they firmly
stand with the party,” he
said, while adding that the
party is bigger than an indi-
vidual, and 6-7 people who
have left do not comprise
Punjab.

AAP Rajya Sabha MP
Sanjay Singh accused the
top BJP leadership, including
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi and Union Home
Minister Amit Shah, of trying
to weaken the party by
poaching its leaders. 

“They have betrayed the
people of Punjab. The people
of Punjab must remember
these seven names. They

will never forgive those who
have betrayed the state,”
Singh said.

He said that the AAP and
the people of Punjab helped
these leaders rise from the
grassroots to Parliament,
but they “stabbed Punjab in
the back.”  The very person
on whom the ED was con-
ducting raids until a few
days back is now in the BJP,
he said, adding, “This, then,
implies that this is
‘Operation Lotus’.”

Earlier in the day, AAP
Rajya Sabha MPs Raghav
Chadha and Sandeep
Pathak,  addressing a 
joint press conference,
announced their exit from
the party to join the BJP.
Chadha claimed that nearly
two-thirds of AAP’s Rajya
Sabha MPs had quit the party
and would function as a
separate faction.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

The BJP Friday said the AAP
is in “complete disarray”
and has become a “den of
corruption” after seven of its
Rajya Sabha members,
including Raghav Chadha
and Sandeep Pathak, quit
and announced they are
joining the BJP. 

The BJP accused party
chief Arvind Kejriwal of
running the organisation in
an authoritarian manner
and straying from its found-
ing ideals.

In a post on X, BJP nation-
al spokesperson Pradeep
Bhandari said, “No one
believes in the corrupt AAP.
The party, which started by
claiming to be a party with
a difference, has become a
den of corruption.” BJP IT
department head Amit
Malviya said on X, “The Aam
Aadmi Party is in complete
disarray. The collapse is no
longer speculation; it is
unfolding in real time.”

Delhi BJP president
Virendra Sachdeva launched
a direct attack on Kejriwal,
alleging that the party,
formed in the name of polit-
ical change, had drifted into
corruption under his leader-
ship. He said Kejriwal had
transformed from a party
convener into what he
described as a “dictator,”
leading to growing dissatis-

faction among founding
members. Sachdeva claimed
that several early leaders of
the party had already dis-
tanced themselves over
time. 

He also linked the report-
ed resignations to what he
called growing disillusion-
ment within the party ranks.
“The developments reflect
the voice of their con-
science,” he said, referring to
the MPs who are said to
have exited.

Delhi cabinet minister
Kapil Mishra also reacted
strongly, welcoming the
reported decision of the MPs
to leave AAP. In a social
media post, he said that
only corrupt individuals
remain within the party and
claimed that those with a
conscience would not stay
for long. Mishra described
the move by leaders such as
Raghav Chadha, Sandeep
Pathak, and others as a bold
decision. He said it could
prove decisive in what he
termed as protecting Punjab
from alleged exploitation.

He also shared a state-
ment attributed to Raghav
Chadha, which claimed that
more than two-thirds of
AAP’s Rajya Sabha MPs had
merged with the BJP in
accordance with constitu-
tional provisions. According

to the statement, seven MPs
signed the required docu-
ments and submitted them
to the Chairman of the 
Rajya Sabha.

Echoing similar criticism,
BJP MP Ramvir Singh Bidhuri
said the reported exit of MPs
had exposed what he
described as the “true
nature” of the AAP leader-
ship. He alleged that the
party was being run in a
highly centralised manner
and accused Kejriwal of
sidelining leaders within his
own organisation. 

Bidhuri further claimed
that internal dissatisfaction
had been building for some
time, leading to leaders
leaving one after another. 

He said the situation has
now reached a point where
the party’s future appears
uncertain.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

The Delhi Pollution Control
Committee (DPCC) has utilised
only around 43 per cent 
of the Environmental
Compensation fund collected
over the past decade, accord-
ing to information obtained
under the Right to
Information (RTI) Act.  

The fund, collected from
fines on pollution-causing
entities, is primarily used for
ecological restoration and
mitigation of pollution in the

national Capital.  
The RTI filed by environ-

mental activist Amit Gupta
has revealed that `158.88
crore was collected between
2015-16 and 2025-2026, and
only `68.07 crore was spent
during the same period.

Year-wise data shared in
the RTI reply showed that
collections were highest in
2025-26 (up to February) at
`36.53 crore, while expendi-
ture peaked in 2024-25 at
`35.93 crore, marking a sharp
spike compared to previous
years.

The data showed that in
2015-16, `3.58 crore was col-
lected, and only `71 lakh was
spent. Whereas in 2016-17,
`16.74 crore was collected,
and ̀ 1.29 crore was utilised. In
2017-18, `3.42 crore was col-
lected, and `2.55 crore was
spent, and in the following
year, 2018-19, ̀ 5.60 crore was
collected, and only ̀ 1.34 crore
was utilised.

In 2019-20, collections rose
to ̀ 19.84 crore and ̀ 1.39 crore
spent, while `9.17 crore was
collected in 2020-21 and ̀ 2.90
crore utilised. The figures for

2021-22 showed `16.84 crore
collected and `1.23 crore
spent, and for 2022-23, ̀ 19.14
crore collected and ̀ 1.45 crore
utilised.

The RTI data further
showed that ̀ 11.32 crore was
collected in 2023-24, of which
`7.84 crore was spent. In
2024-25, ̀ 16.63 crore was col-
lected and `35.93 crore
utilised. In 2025-26 up to
February, ̀ 36.53 crore was col-
lected while `11.38 crore 
was spent.

The DPCC, however, did
not provide details of the

specific works or projects on
which the funds were spent,
the RTI reply said.

“Why is such a large
amount not being utilised?
Where is the money parked?
What environmental work
has actually been carried out
on the ground?” Gupta said,
questioning the underutili-
sation of funds meant for
pollution control in Delhi.

“The city is consistently
among the most polluted in
the country, yet nearly 57 per
cent of the allocated or col-
lected funds remain unspent.

This is not a question of short-
age of money, but of lack of
long-term vision and plan-
ning,” the activist added.  

The pollution control
boards impose Environmental
Compensation (EC) as fines on
industrial units and other enti-
ties causing pollution, based
on the “Polluter Pays
Principle.” The penalty is
imposed to deter environ-
mental damage and is often
based on the CPCB guide-
lines, with funds deposited
into a designated 
DPCC account.

Punjab will not forgive: AAP

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

Delhi Congress president
Devender Yadav on Friday
accused the Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP) of being the “B team” of
the BJP, claiming its formation
dashed public hopes of service
to common people.

“This was bound to happen
and we have been saying this
from the beginning that this
Aam Aadmi Party is complete-
ly the B team of the BJP. Today
that veil has been removed
and what we have been
saying from the beginning
has come in front of everyone,
when these people have gone
and joined the BJP,” the
Congress leader said.  His
remarks followed AAP MP
Raghav Chadha and six other
MPs joining the BJP.

He noted that even at incep-
tion, doubts lingered about
AAP’s intentions, especially
after its Delhi government
took office and key leaders
either quit or were ousted.

“Over the past 12 years, we
have seen only nautanki
instead of good governance,”
Yadav said. “If anyone has
borne the brunt of this
gimmick, it is Delhi—its people
trusted AAP to form the gov-
ernment, only to be betrayed.”

AAP is BJP’s 
B team, veil
finally lifted:
Delhi Congress

Den of corruption: BJP lashes out at AAP

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

Delhi Chief Minister Rekha
Gupta on Friday directed all
departments to step up heat-
wave preparedness, ordering
immediate measures such
as special cooling rooms in
hospitals, widespread access
to drinking water, and public
awareness drives as temper-
atures rise across the capital.

Chairing a high-level
review meeting at the
Secretariat, the Chief Minister
said the government is on full
alert and aims to bring heat-
related deaths down to zero
by 2030. She instructed offi-
cials to ensure readiness at
every level under the Heat
Wave Action Plan 2026. 

“The focus is on prevention
and preparedness. Every
department must act with
urgency to protect people
from extreme heat,” the Chief
Minister said.

Senior officials, including
Chief Secretary Rajiv Verma,
attended the meeting. The
Chief Minister directed hospi-
tals to maintain adequate
bed capacity for heatstroke
and related illnesses. She
also said all ambulances must

be equipped to handle heat
emergencies.

A key part of the plan is
expanding access to clean
drinking water. The Chief
Minister ordered that water
facilities be ensured at hospi-
tals, schools, construction
sites, bus stands, police sta-
tions, post offices, and public
canteens. She stressed that
water tankers, coolers, and
water ATM units must func-
tion without disruption
across the city.

Schools have been asked to
introduce a “water bell”
system to remind students to
drink water at regular inter-
vals. The Chief Minister also
said oral rehydration solution
packets should be made avail-
able at schools and public
places wherever needed.

The Government will also
launch a citywide awareness
campaign to educate resi-
dents on heatwave safety
and preventive steps. Officials
said the campaign will focus
on early recognition of heat-
related symptoms and basic
precautions.

The Heat Action Plan is
being implemented through
the Delhi Disaster
Management Authority in

coordination with multiple
departments and more than
17 partner organisations,
including non-government
groups. Authorities said this
approach ensures a coordi-
nated and science-based
response.

The Chief Minister high-
lighted the rising severity of
heat conditions in recent
years. She noted that temper-
atures touched 43.7 degrees
Celsius in 2025 and remained
above 40 degrees for nearly
40 days over the past few
years. In response, the gov-
ernment has adopted a struc-
tured monitoring system
using alerts issued by the
India Meteorological
Department.

The colour-coded alert

system includes green,
yellow, orange, and red warn-
ings. These alerts are shared
in real time with depart-
ments and the public to
enable timely action. 

On the health front, officials
said more than 339 health
centres have been stocked
with ORS packets, ice packs,
and related supplies. Over 30
hospitals have created dedi-
cated cooling rooms for treat-
ing heatstroke patients. 

In addition, 174 medical
officers and ASHA workers
have received training to
manage heat-related illness-
es. Emergency services have
also been strengthened.
Around 330 ambulances have
been kept ready for rapid
response across the city.

Infrastructure measures
are being expanded to
reduce heat exposure in
public spaces. Authorities
said drinking water points,
shaded shelters, and cooling
stations are being set up in
various locations. Delhi Police
has already installed over
11,000 air coolers and more
than 1,900 water coolers
across the city.

Special attention is being
given to vulnerable groups,
especially outdoor workers.
The Chief Minister directed
that working hours at con-
struction sites be adjusted to
avoid peak afternoon heat.
Employers have been told to
provide shade, rest breaks,
drinking water, and ORS to
workers.

The Chief Minister also
stressed the need for coordi-
nation among departments
to ensure effective imple-
mentation on the ground.
She said all agencies must
work together to minimise
the impact of the heatwave. 

Officials said the
Government’s focus remains
on reducing health risks and
ensuring that residents are
protected during extreme
weather conditions.

Delhi on heat alert: CM orders cool rooms, water access across city DDA plans to establish five 
multi-level car parking facilities

DPCC used only 43% of Environmental Compensation fund collected over past decade: RTI

THE BJP ACCUSED
KEJRIWAL OF
RUNNING THE
ORGANISATION IN
AN AUTHORITARIAN
MANNER AND
STRAYING FROM ITS
FOUNDING IDEALS

Kapil Mishra Virendra Sachdeva Ramvir Singh Bidhuri 
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Women and a child cover themselves while walking amid heat during
the summer season in Surat, Gujarat PTI

IN FOCUS

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n Surat

Amid the ongoing campaign
for local self-government
elections in Gujarat, Chief
Minister Bhupendra Patel on
Thursday expressed strong
confidence in a decisive
victory for the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP).

Addressing a massive
public gathering in the
Katargam Assembly area of
Surat, the Chief Minister said
that an atmosphere of enthu-
siasm similar to Surat pre-
vails across the State. He
asserted that the BJP is
poised for a resounding win
in the elections.

Speaking at a rally held
near Ved Road-Singanpor
Cross Road, Patel empha-
sised that the BJP’s com-
mitment to development-
oriented politics and public
service has been the driving

force behind Gujarat ’s
progress .  “Gujarat  has
emerged as the growth
engine of  a  developed
India,” he said, adding that
the State continues to lead
in employment generation
and economic strength.

Highlighting Surat’s con-
tribution, the Chief Minister
described the city as the
“growth engine of a devel-

oped Gujarat.” He noted
that Surat has consistently
maintained a leading posi-
tion and is set to advance
even further.  

With campaigning in full
swing, Patel’s remarks under-
line the BJP’s strategy to focus
on development achieve-
ments while mobilising voter
support across key urban
centres.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

Noida International Airport
on Friday announced the
appointment of its Chief
Financial  Officer,  Nitu
Sarma, as the interim Chief
Executive Officer. “This
change follows directions
issued by the Bureau of Civil
Aviation Security (BCAS) that
the Chief Executive Officer of
an airport in India is
required to be an Indian
national,” a statement said.

Christoph Schnellmann, a
Swiss national who has led
Noida International Airport
as its CEO since August 2020,
will join the airport’s Board
of Directors as Executive
Vice Chairman.

“With immediate effect,
Nitu Samra has been
appointed as Chief
Executive Officer on an
interim basis, until the
Board of Directors can con-
clude a formal selection
process,” the statement

issued by Noida
International Airport said.

Sarma has been serving
as Chief Financial Officer 
of  the airport since 
October 2021.

Nitu has been serving as
Chief Financial Officer of
Noida International Airport
since October 2021 and has
been closely involved in the
airport’s  development
journey, overseeing finan-
cial stewardship, gover-
nance, and strategic plan-
ning during a key phase of
the project.

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi inaugurated the
airport last month.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE
n Patna

The first BJP-led government
in Bihar on Friday won a vote
of confidence in the State
assembly, as Chief Minister
Samrat Choudhary moved
the motion seeking a vote of
confidence which won over
through voice vote in the
243-strong House, where the
ruling NDA enjoys a majori-
ty with 202 seats.

Choudhary became the
first BJP leader to head a
Government in the state,
and soon after winning the
trust motion gave assurance
of speedy economic devel-
opment, with investments
worth `5 lakh crore in one
year. The House also passed
another motion censuring
the opposition's stance on
the women's reservation
bill. The debate on the
motion of confidence saw
acrimonious exchanges
between the ruling side and
the opposition,  which
seemed resolute to make its

voice heard, moving past
the trauma of decimation it
faced in the assembly polls
held last November.

Leader of the Opposition
TejashwiYadav gave a brief
speech, in which he touched
upon various issues, includ-
ing the raging debate on
reservation for women in

the legislatures, which has
been revived since a bill
seeking to link the quotas to
delimitation fell  in
Parliament as it did not get
a two-thirds majority.

However Samrat
Choudhary countered the
allegation and reminded
Yadav that his predecessor

Nitish Kumar, "the most
popular leader of Bihar who
continues to guide our gov-
ernment," had played a key
role in helping the RJD
leader's father, Lalu Prasad,
become the chief minister in
the 1990s.  Choudhary,
whom Yadav had sought to
belittle by calling him "a
product of Laluji's school", a
reference to the BJP leader
having begun his career with
the RJD, also claimed, "I am
a victim of your party's high-
handedness, while it was in
power. Several members of
my family, including myself,
had been named in fake
cases, forcing me to enter
public life."

"I had the opportunity to
serve as a Deputy CM in
charge of the Finance
Department under Nitish
Kumar. People may not be
aware that we have attract-
ed investments worth `1.36
lakh crore in the past year.
That figure will climb up to
`5 lakh crore in the next one
year," the CM said.

Nitu Sarma appointed interim
CEO of Noida airport

BJP confident of sweeping Gujarat
local polls, says Bhupendra Patel

Gauhati HC rejects Pawan Khera’s bail plea
TONY DAS n Guwahati

The Gauhati High Court on
Friday rejected the anticipa-
tory bail petition of Congress
leader Pawan Khera in con-
nection with his allegations
that Assam Chief Minister
Himanta Biswa Sarma's wife
possessed multiple pass-
ports and undisclosed prop-
erties abroad.

The single bench of Justice
Parthiv Jyoti Saikia rejected
Khera's application filed on
Monday after the Congress
leader was asked by the
Supreme Court to approach
the Gauhati High Court.

Rejecting Khera's petition
the High Court pointed out
that the petitioner had
claimed that the accusa-
tions he had brought are
based on certain docu-
ments, which he has in his
possession, while the police
claimed those documents
were already proven to be
false. After the case was
filed Chief Minister's wife

Riniki Bhyan Sharma, the
petitioner had not made
any assertion that the police
had made fabricated claims,
the court said.

''The claim of the Advocate
General that the case of the
petitioner falls within the
category of the possession of
forged documents or elec-
tronic records (Section 339
of the BNS) seems to have
force in it,'' the judge said.

''If Khera had raised those
accusations against the Chief
Minister, the matter would
have been a political
rhetoric. But in order to gain
political mileage, he has

dragged an innocent lady
into the controversy," the
order stated. He has not yet
proved beyond doubt that
Riniki Bhuyan Sharma has
passports of three other
countries while he has also
not yet proved beyond
doubt that she had opened
a company in the United
States of America and invest-
ed a huge amount of money,
the judge said. 

The court said that it is of
the opinion that under the
given circumstances, this
case cannot be termed as
one of 'defamation sim-
pliciter', a plain claim of
defamation without any
accompanying factors such
as malice or conspiracy.

There are materials for a
prima facie case under
Section 339 of the BNS,
which addresses the posses-
sion of forged documents or
electronic records, it said
adding that the petitioner
has been avoiding police
investigation.

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
n Jammu

Lt Governor Manoj Sinha on
Friday highlighted the
achievements of the ongoing
'Nasha Mukht Jammu and
Kashmir Abiyaan' over the
past 12 days in the Jammu
division, saying a large
number of cases have been
registered and several drug
smugglers arrested.

The L-G also urged police
and enforcement agencies
to recognise the nexus
between drug trafficking
and terrorism, stressing that
both should be treated as
allied threats.  

“Our response should be
decisive, thorough and
unyielding. Every route
exploited by drug smug-
glers must be monitored,
every financial chain dis-
mantled, and every asset
stripped away until their
networks are completely
destroyed,” Sinha said while
addressing an anti-drug rally
in Reasi district.  

Noting the success of the
anti-drug drive, the L-G said,
“In Jammu division, between

April 11 and 22, large number
of cases were registered
and several drug smugglers
were arrested. Narcotics
worth nearly Rs 3 crore were
seized, around Rs 1 crore in
movable and immovable
properties were attached.”
“Properties of drug smug-
glers have been demolished.
As many as 187 driving
licences and four vehicle
registrations have also been
cancelled. Financial investi-
gations have been initiated
against 48 drug peddlers,”
he added.  Sinha further
said drug and chemist shops
are being inspected as part
of the campaign, with
several under the scanner
for irregularities, while 15
drug-store licences have
been cancelled over alleged
malpractices. 

“Drug users have been
referred to de-addiction and
rehabilitation centres, with
counselling also being pro-
vided,” he added.  

Sinha further said over
two dozen drug traffickers
have already been identified
and will be tracked down
and prosecuted. 

Drug trafficking, terrorism
allied threats, says J&K LG

BJP wins trust vote in Bihar

Bihar Chief Minister Samrat Choudhary showing a victory sign after winning
the vote of confidence in Patna PTI

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Lucknow

Samajwadi  Party  president
Akhilesh Yadav on Friday accused
the BJP-ruled Uttar Pradesh
Government of being “undemoc-
ratic and inhumane” and ineffec-
tive in solving crimes against
women. 

Addressing a press conference at
the party’s State headquarters in
Lucknow, the former UP chief min-
ister called the Government “anti-
people” and claimed that inci-

dents of violence against women
in districts such as Ghazipur,
Hathras, and Hardoi did not end in
the victims getting justice.

He also alleged that the admin-
istration was targeting Samajwadi
Party delegations visiting victims’
families and registering FIRs
against them.

Yadav said the party and its
workers have a “big responsibili-
ty” to ensure justice for margin-
alised communities and to safe-
guard democracy  and the
Constitution.

He claimed that BJP leaders
acquire land ahead of develop-
ment projects to capitalise on
price hikes. Water bodies in
Lucknow have been encroached
upon, he also alleged.

Yadav alleged that despite the
Government spending around
`7,000 crore on a green corridor in
Lucknow, traffic congestion persists.

He alleged irregularities in the
rollout of smart electricity meters
and claimed that the Government
was burdening consumers while
benefiting private players. He said

no new power plants had been set
up since 2017, when the BJP came
to power in the State.

The SP chief said Government
hospitals, primary health centres
and community health centres
were afflicted with shortages of
doctors and medical facilities.

He alleged that the procure-
ment of wheat from farmers was
inadequate due to limited pur-
chase centres and restrictive con-
ditions, forcing farmers to sell
produce through middlemen to
large private firms.

BJP Government undemocratic, anti people, alleges Akhilesh

FROM PAGE - 1
BJP sees victory in West
Bengal after historic...
Claiming that the Mamata Banerjee-led TMC’s exit
is imminent, Shah said the BJP will form a
Government in the state with an absolute
majority. Asserting that people voted with
enthusiasm for a change in the first phase of the
West Bengal Assembly elections, Shah said
‘Anga, Banga and Kalinga’, the ancient kingdoms
that ruled present-day eastern India, will have
BJP Governments next month. Addressing a press
conference, Shah said the BJP will bag more than
110 of the 152 seats that went to the polls in the
first phase on Thursday.

Having come to power in Odisha in 2024, the
BJP is now seeking a third consecutive term in
Assam and aiming to unseat the 15-year-old TMC
Government in West Bengal. The party’s first chief
minister in Bihar, Samrat Choudhary, won a floor
test in the Assembly earlier in the day.

Chadha, six MPs quit
AAP, merge with BJP
Crucially, such a merger is legally recognised only
if at least two-thirds of the members of the leg-
islature party agree to it.

The anti-defection law, introduced through the
52nd Constitutional Amendment in 1985, was
designed to curb political defections motivated
by office or power. It sets out conditions under
which legislators can be disqualified for switch-
ing parties. The Tenth Schedule of the
Constitution states explicitly that a merger is
deemed valid “if, and only if, not less than two-
thirds of the members of the legislature party
concerned have agreed to such merger.”

In the present instance, if Chadha resigned
alone — or even as part of a small group — he
would have been immediately liable for disqual-
ification under the anti-defection law. His RS
membership would have been at risk.

Instead, by ensuring that at least two-thirds
of AAP’s RS MPs acted in cohesion, the group
effectively shielded itself from disqualification.
In constitutional terms, their move qualifies not
as defection, but as a merger or split recognised

under the Tenth Schedule.
Chadha, addressing a press conference stated

that the leadership of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, the Government has taken several strong
decisions that earlier leaders were perhaps hes-
itant to take, whether it is uprooting terrorism
or bringing India among the top global
economies. “The people have endorsed this lead-
ership not once, not twice, but three times. We
all feel fortunate to work under the leadership
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi and with the
determination of Home Minister Amit Shah, and
we will continue to work tirelessly for the
nation,” Chadha said.

“To those who felt disappointed that, as a
Member of Parliament, I might not be able to
raise the issues of ordinary citizens because my
own party had silenced my voice, I want to assure
them not to worry. I will continue to raise all your
issues with the same commitment, enthusiasm,
and energy,” he added. 

Sky-high protest ends
after notification...
Once the notification was issued, preparations
began for a carefully coordinated descent. The
high-stakes rescue operation commenced at 7.25
am on Friday under heavy security. Teams
from the fire services, district police, and civil
administration deployed specialised equip-
ment, including a crane-lift and hydraulic
turntable ladder, to safely secure Khalsa at the
upper platform.

Officials fastened him with chains and a
safety belt before lowering him in stages from
the dizzying height. Within minutes, he stepped
onto the ground at around 7.35 am — frail but
conscious — greeted by chants of “Jo Bole So
Nihal, Sat Sri Akal” from supporters who show-
ered flower petals in celebration.

Moments after touching ground, Khalsa
declared the protest a victory, attributing his sur-
vival to faith and expressing gratitude to the State
Government for enacting the law he had fought
for. He specifically thanked Chief Minister
Bhagwant Mann and Assembly Speaker Kultar
Singh Sandhwan for pushing the legislation

forward. He was immediately shifted to a hos-
pital in an ambulance for medical examination,
while supporters continued celebrations outside.

The newly-enacted law introduces stringent
punishment for sacrilege offences. It prescribes
a minimum of seven years’ imprisonment,
extendable up to 20 years, for offences involv-
ing desecration, along with fines ranging from
`two lakh to `10 lakh. In cases involving crimi-
nal conspiracy intended to disturb communal
harmony, punishment can extend to life impris-
onment, accompanied by fines of up to ̀ 25 lakh.

Behind the towering spectacle lay a family
living in uncertainty. His wife, Gurpreet Kaur,
watched the descent with visible relief, recall-
ing that what began as a protest expected to last
days stretched into nearly two years. Their son,
Ashmeet Singh, completed his matriculation
examinations during his father’s time atop the
tower, while Khalsa’s brother managed the
family’s dairy business in his absence.

Khalsa’s protest — unusual in scale, duration,
and symbolism — drew attention across Punjab
and became a defining image of agitation pol-
itics centred on religious sentiment. His descent
marks not just the end of a physically perilous
vigil, but the culmination of a sustained strug-
gle that reshaped the legal framework govern-
ing sacrilege offences in the State.

Iran mocks Trump, urges
India visit 
In the clip, Savage was criticising US birthright
citizenship laws.

Responding sharply, the Iranian mission
posted a video on X highlighting the cultural and
geographical diversity of Maharashtra. The
visuals ranged from the fast-paced life of
Mumbai to vibrant Ganesh Chaturthi celebra-
tions, as well as the serene plateaus of Satara and
the scenic Tapi River valley in Khandesh.

In a pointed caption, the consulate suggest-
ed that Trump could benefit from visiting India,
calling it a “cultural detox.” The post read: “Maybe
someone should book a one-way cultural detox
for Mr. Trump, it might just reduce the random
bakwaas Kabhi India aa ke dekho, phir bolna.”

(Come to India and see, then speak).”
A day earlier, Iran’s Consulate in Hyderabad

had also issued a strong statement defending
India and China, describing them as “the cradles
of civilisation.” It further criticised Trump,
stating that “the real hellhole” is a place where
its “war-criminal president threatened to deci-
mate the civilisation in Iran.”

The diplomatic remarks came after Trump
reposted content from Savage’s podcast Savage
Nation, where the host argued against birthright
citizenship. Savage claimed that migrants from
countries like India and China travel to the United
States late in pregnancy to secure automatic cit-
izenship for their children.

The controversy has added to ongoing debates
in the US over immigration and citizenship laws,
with Savage calling for a national referendum
instead of leaving the issue to the courts. He also
criticised the US Supreme Court, which is current-
ly examining related legal questions.

Following the backlash, the American Embassy
in New Delhi clarified Trump’s position, stating
that he considers India “a great country” and
shares a friendly relationship with its leadership.

The episode underscores rising diplomatic sen-
sitivities around public rhetoric, particularly
when it involves countries with deep historical
and cultural significance like India and China.

Opposition makes fresh
bid in RS to oust CEC
Referring to complaints by political parties and
concerned citizens on the PM’s address, the
notice claims, “As on the date of this notice,
Gyanesh Kumar has issued no show-cause
notice, no advisory, and no public response to
any of the said complaints.” It said this is in “stark
contrast” to the “alacrity of action in respect of
analogous complaints filed by the Bharatiya
Janata Party against Opposition leaders”.

The notice mentions the poll panel’s post on
microblogging platform X on April 8 following
a meeting with a delegation of TMC leaders,
where it claimed it gave a “straight talk” to the
party. The notice says it was the first occasion
in the constitutional history of India when an offi-

cial communication channel of a constitution-
al body “publicly named and denigrated” a recog-
nised political party engaged in an ongoing elec-
toral contest.

Mentioning the TMC’s charge that Kumar
asked them to “get lost” when the party dele-
gation had gone to meet the full bench of the
Election Commission, the notice alleges that the
CEC’s conduct is “unbecoming” of a constitution-
al functionary. The charges also include a
reported incident involving the use of the BJP
state unit’s seal on an official document in Kerala.

It further raises serious concerns over the han-
dling of electoral roll revisions, especially in West
Bengal and Uttar Pradesh, alleging large-scale
deletion of voters and the use of questionable
criteria, calling it “mass disenfranchisement”.

Additionally, the MPs have raised concerns
over the transfer and posting of bureaucrats in
poll-bound states, alleging that these actions
exceeded the constitutional mandate of the
Election Commission.

Members of Opposition parties such as the
Congress, TMC, SP, DMK, Left parties, Shiv Sena
(UBT), NCP (SP), RJD, IUML and “like -minded”
parties have signed the notice, sources said.

The move comes days after similar notices sub-
mitted by Opposition MPs in both Lok Sabha and
Rajya Sabha were rejected by the respective pre-
siding officers. It was the first time that a notice
seeking the removal of a CEC was submitted in
Parliament.

In its earlier notices, the Opposition had
accused CEC Kumar of “failure to maintain inde-
pendence and constitutional fidelity” and of
acting under the “thumb of the executive”.

However, in almost similar responses, Lok
Sabha Speaker Om Birla and Rajya Sabha
Chairman C P Radhakrishnan had rejected the
notices, holding that even if the allegations were
assumed to be true, they did not meet the high
constitutional threshold of “misbehaviour”
required for his removal.

The Opposition urged the Rajya Sabha chair-
man to admit the notice and constitute a three-
member inquiry committee to investigate the
charges against Kumar. It further sought Kumar’s
recusal from election-related duties pending the
outcome of the inquiry.
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Andhra Pradesh Chief Minister N Chandrababu Naidu has
directed officials to develop Amaravati as a major
economic hub and growth engine for the State.
Chairing the 60th meeting of the Andhra Pradesh Capital
Region Development Authority (APCRDA), he emphasised
that all constructions in the Capital city must reflect
Telugu culture and traditions.
“Officials should develop Amaravati as a major economic
hub and growth engine for Andhra Pradesh. The capital
should become a hub for investments and economic
activity, with plans for high-rise and iconic buildings,”
Naidu said in an official release late on Thursday.

Nation Focus

Amaravati to be built as key
economic hub: CM Naidu

The Congress on Friday claimed that the RSS was
fundamentally at odds with the idea of India, and despite
the outfit’s “pretentious nationalism”, it desperately seeks
acceptance abroad. The Congress’s reaction came on a day
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) general secretary
Dattatreya Hosabale said at an event in the US that the
organisation was not an Indian version of the Ku Klux
Klan, the American white supremacist group.
In a post on X, Congress general secretary in-charge
communications Jairam Ramesh said while the RSS tried
to show that it was no ‘Ku Klux Klan’, there is “abundant
evidence” to show how it derived inspiration from
European fascist movements.

RSS desperately seeks
acceptance abroad: Congress

MOHIT KANDHARI 
n Jammu

62-year-old Fazal Hussain
Tahir, labelled as the ‘Hero of
Hill Kaka’, was laid to rest in
his native village of Murrah in
the frontier district of Poonch
with the highest respect and
military traditions late
Thursday evening.

Tahir passed away on
Wednesday in Uttarakhand
after suffering a cardiac arrest.

In 2003, Tahir played a key
role in Operation Sarp Vinash,
launched by the Indian army
to clear terrorist strongholds
in the Hill Kaka area of
Poonch-Rajouri.

Over a period of two long
months, between April and
May 2003, the Indian Army
launched a major offensive in
which they flushed out over
70 battle-hardened Pakistani

terrorists and destroyed their
bunkers and natural caves in
the Hill Kaka bowl of Poonch-
Surankote.  

According to Shafiq Mir, a
senior journalist who later
contested the Panchayat elec-
tions, Fazal Tahir joined
hands with the Indian Army
along with several young-
sters in the summer of June
2002 to avenge the killing of
his elder brother at the hands
of Pakistani terrorists.

Initially, the locals were
trained by the Indian army to
share real-time human intel-
ligence about the movement
of terrorists inside the forest-
ed areas. Later, they were
trained to operate weapons
and recruited as Special
Police Officers (SPOs). Fazl
Hussain was credited with
establishing one of the first
Village Defence Committees

in the region.
One of the groups led by

Fazl Hussain Tahir played a
crucial role in the success of
Operation Sarp Vinash.
Deeply familiar with the local
topography, the group was
strategically deployed by
army officers in key posi-
tions, significantly contribut-
ing to the effectiveness of the

anti-terrorist operations.
The mortal remains of the

braveheart were shifted to
his native village late Thursday
evening. Before the final rites
took place, a wreath-laying cer-
emony was held, and a two-
minute silence was observed
to honour his memory.

The people of Murrah and
Kulali expressed gratitude

for the Army’s support, as the
region mourned the loss of a
true hero.

Paying tributes to Fazl
Husaain, the army officers
who attended his last rites in
his native village said, “He
was a symbol of courage and
unity, playing a pivotal role in
the successful operation that
eradicated terrorism in the
Hill Kaka and Murrah areas of
Jammu & Kashmir in 2003”.
The Army officers also
acknowledged the role of the
local Gujjar-Bakarwal commu-
nity in supporting the counter-
terror operations and main-
taining peace in the region.

The local community
members also paid rich
tribute to Tahir’s sacrifice,
acknowledging his extraordi-
nary courage in the fight
against terrorism.

Cabinet Minister Javed

Ahmed Rana, in his condo-
lence message, said, “Deeply
saddened by the passing of
Tahir Fazal Choudhary, the
‘Hero of Hill Kaka’ and a leg-
endary figure of our Pir Panjal
Region.

Tahir Fazal was an unsung
warrior whose unparalleled
courage during Operation
Sarp Vinash (2003) helped
the Army reclaim the high-
lands from militancy.

His leadership of the Indian
Pir Panjal Scouts and his
unwavering patriotism were
pivotal in restoring peace to
the Hill Kaka Bowl. He was
not just a warrior but a stead-
fast advocate for the develop-
ment and security of Tribals
with dignity. His legacy of
bravery and selflessness will
continue to inspire genera-
tions in Jammu & Kashmir
and beyond”.

Hero of Hill Kaka Fazal Hussain Tahir laid to rest in J&K

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n New Delhi

Indian Navy’s Sail Training
Ship INS Sudarshini has made
a port call at Las Palmas as
part of  its  ongoing
transoceanic deployment
under ‘Lokayan 26’, officials
said on Friday, adding that
the visit underscored the
growing maritime coopera-
tion and engagement
between the navies of India
and Spain.

The port call to the Canary
Islands archipelago is signif-
icant as it marks the maiden
visit of an Indian naval ship to
the archipelago, they said.

INS Sudarshini arrived at
Las Palmas on April 23, as part
of its ongoing transoceanic
deployment under ‘Lokayan
26’, a spokesperson of the
Indian Navy said.  

“The stopover serves as a

strategic pause before the
ship embarks on her ambi-
tious trans-Atlantic passage,”
the official said.

During the visit ,  the
Commanding Officer of INS
Sudarshini is scheduled to
hold professional interac-
tions with Spanish naval
authorities. Strengthening

people-to-people ties, the
ship will also be open to vis-
itors from the local Spanish
community and the Indian
diaspora, the officials said.

The visit underscores
growing maritime coopera-
tion and engagement
between the Indian Navy and
the Spanish Navy, they said.

INS Sudarshini halts at Canary Islands
before embarking on trans-Atlantic voyage

Indian Navy sail training ship INS Sudarshini during its port call at Las
Palmas, Canary Islands, Spain on Thursday PTI

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n New Delhi

People are no longer 
surprised by the achieve-
ments of ISRO and want to
become a part of the space
agency’s missions, astro-
naut Shubhanshu Shukla
said on Friday.

He said that earlier, when
the country’s space pro-
gramme was at a nascent
stage,  people did not 
expect it to successfully
execute missions such 
as Chandrayaan and
Mangalyaan.

“The surprise element is
gone. People are now
expecting from us. They are
saying that we would like to
fly with you and like to go
with you in Gaganyaan,”
said Shukla, who became
the first Indian to visit the
International Space Station

as part of the Axiom Mission
4 in July 2025.

The astronaut made the
comments during his
address at the final day of
the Indian Defence Space
Symposium (IDS) 2026,
organised by the Indian
Space Association (ISpA).

Shukla also highlighted
that there is a need to
adopt space technology
breakthroughs in  the

defence sector.
“For example, space tech-

nology solutions such as
light-weight composites and
alloys can be used for pro-
tection against high-speed
projectiles. Environmental
control systems used in
extreme conditions can be
deployed on ground as
well,” said Shukla.

The astronaut also sug-
gested that India could
establish a central agency
solely focused on utilising
space for different purposes,
including defence, agricul-
ture, and disaster manage-
ment.

“If we align our resources
and vision effectively, there
is a real opportunity for
India not just to participate,
but to lead with unique,
future-ready frameworks
that others look to adopt,”
said Shukla. 

Expectations from India’s space
programme rising: Astronaut Shukla

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Nagpur

Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS) chief Mohan
Bhagwat on Friday said India
will certainly become a
‘Vishwaguru’ and guide the
world, and nobody should
harbour any doubts about
the country’s future.

He also said that earlier,
people doubted if  Ram
temple would ever be built,
but it came into being. In the
same way, India becoming a
‘vishwaguru’ (teacher to the
world) is certain to happen. 

Bhagwat was speaking
after laying the foundation
stone of ‘Bharat Durga Shakti
Sthal’ temple coming up on
the premises of the National
Cancer Institute (NCI) in the
Jamtha area on the outskirts
of Nagpur city in the evening. 

T h e  v i s i o n  o f  I n d i a
becoming a vishwaguru
would be realised through
consistent efforts and col-
lective discipline, he said,
expressing confidence that
such a transformation could
be witnessed in the present
generation. 

Doubts about India’s future
should be abandoned, the RSS
chief said. “Don’t doubt India’s
future. Live with courage and
self-reliance and practise these
values in daily life. India will be
strong and will guide the world.
People doubted if Ram temple
will be built, but it happened.
Similarly, India becoming a
Vishwaguru is certain,” he said.

“There should be no confu-
sion whether it will happen
or not. What is destined will
happen,” he said, citing the
Ram temple movement as an
example of perseverance
leading to eventual success.

“If we act according to our
resolve step by step, India will
become strong, virtuous and
a global guide,” he added.

Bhagwat said that to truly
understand India, people must
first understand Bharat deeply
and then begin to practise it in
their everyday lives.

“To worship Bharat Mata,
we must become Bharat our-
selves,” he said, adding that
the country must be under-
stood from its own civilisation-
al values rather than through
a colonial or Western lens
developed over 150 years.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

The Union Ministry of Social
Justice and Empowerment is
set to launch the upgraded
Nasha Mukt Bharat Abhiyaan
(NMBA) App 2.0 to strength-
en monitoring and coordina-
tion under the National
Action Plan for Drug Demand
Reduction (NAPDDR).

The enhanced application
has been designed as a cen-
tralised digital platform to
facilitate real-time report-
ing, monitoring and coordi-
nation among stakeholders
at the national, State, district
and institutional levels, the

ministry said in a statement
on Friday.

The Nasha Mukt Bharat
Abhiyaan (NMBA), launched on
August 15, 2020, in 272 vulner-
able districts, has since been
expanded to cover all dis-
tricts across the country, with
the aim of spreading aware-
ness on substance abuse.

According to the state-
ment, more than 26 crore
people have been sensitised
under the campaign so far
through over 8.3 lakh activi-
ties conducted nationwide.
This includes over 9.5 crore
youths, 6.47 crore women
and more than 28,000
master volunteers.

The existing NMBA App,
accessible to authorised
users, enables States, dis-
tricts, spiritual organisations
and other stakeholders to
upload and track campaign
activities through a consoli-

dated dashboard with near
real-time visibility.

It also provides informa-
tion, education and commu-
nication (IEC) material and
support for onboarding and
management of volunteers,

besides facilitating aware-
ness activities and access to
de-addiction and mental
health helplines.

The upgraded NMBA App
2.0 will introduce several
new features, including
access for citizens to take e-
pledges, view IEC content,
access helpline support and
locate de-addiction centres.

Grant-in-aid (GIAs) institu-
tions will be onboarded with
role-based access to enable
real-time reporting and mon-
itoring of activities at de-
addiction facilities, the state-
ment said.

The app will also provide
real-time status of ‘Anudan’

(grants) for such institutions,
ensuring transparency and
improved tracking of fund
utilisation.

A ‘nearest de-addiction
centre’ feature will allow
users to locate treatment
facilities easily, while a feed-
back mechanism will enable
the public to share inputs for
further improvement.

The launch of the NMBA 2.0
App underscores the
Government’s commitment
to strengthening institution-
al mechanisms and leverag-
ing digital platforms for 
effective implementation of
drug demand reduction, the
statement added.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

Over 6.68 lakh applications
have been received for the
second edition of the CBSE
class 10 board exams, a
majority of which are for
improvement of scores
received in the main exam
whose results were declared
earlier this month, the CBSE
said on Friday.

A total of 6,68,854 regular
candidates have applied for
the second edition of CBSE
boards, including 5,25,655 for
improvement, 85,285 under
compartment, and 57,914
under both compartment
and improvement categories.

CBSE has introduced a two-
edition system for class 10
board examinations from
2026, under which students
are required to mandatorily
appear in the first (main)
examination, while the
second examination serves
as an additional opportunity
for those in the compart-
ment category or those
seeking improvement.

The best marks among
both examinations will be
reflected in the mark sheet-

cum-certificate issued by the
board.

Students who pass the first
examination can improve
their performance in up to
three subjects (Science,
Mathematics, Social Science,
and Languages).

According to official data,
1,92,508 candidates have
opted to take the test for one
subject, 2,79,227 for two sub-
jects, and 1,97,119 for three
subjects.

In addition, 9,765 private
candidates have applied,
including 8,323 under the
third chance category and
1,442 under the first chance
category.

A total of 2,66,209 female
candidates and 4,02,643 male
candidates have registered
for the exams, while two
candidates fall under the
‘other’ category.

The Central  Board of
Secondary Education (CBSE)
said the Second Examination
is scheduled from May 15,
2026, onwards, with exami-
nations to be conducted till
May 21, 2026. The date sheet
was released on April 23,
2026 and is available on the
official CBSE website.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n Sukma

The Central Reserve Police
Force (CRPF) on Friday ded-
icated a memorial built in
honour of its 25 personnel
killed in a 2017 Maoist
ambush in Sukma district of
Chhattisgarh and asserted
that their ultimate sacrifice
helped free the State from
the Naxal menace.

CRPF Deputy Inspector
General (Sukma) Anand
Rajpurohit dedicated the
memorial at the headquar-
ters of the central force’s
74th battalion at Dornapal in
the district.

In one of the deadliest
attacks on security forces in
the history of insurgency, 25
personnel, belonging to the
CRPF’s 74th battalion, were
killed on April 24, 2017, when
Maoists ambushed them in
Burkapal under Chintagufa
police station limits while

they were providing security
for road construction work.

DIG Rajpurohit said 
sacrifices of the fallen
jawans symbolise their
unwavering commitment
to the unity, integrity and
security of the nation.

“On April 24, we remem-
ber our brave colleagues
who laid down their lives
while ensuring security for
development works. Their
courage and dedication con-
tinue to inspire future gen-
erations,” he declared.

“It is due to their sacrifice
that Chhattisgarh has

become Maoist-free. We
once again pay tribute to
them,” the IPS officer stated.

The memorial was for-
mally inaugurated with
rituals and ceremonies, fol-
lowed by a guard of honour
by officers and personnel of
the CRPF. A two-minute
silence was observed in
memory of the fallen jawans.

The Bastar region, where
Sukma is located, had once
witnessed intense Maoist
activity, particularly during
the construction of the
Dornapal-Jagargunda road,
which required heavy secu-

rity deployment. Several
security personnel had laid
down their lives during the
road construction, which
was targeted by Naxals,
said officials.

The sacrifices of these
personnel have significant-
ly contributed to improving
security in the region. The
memorial has been estab-
lished to preserve the
legacy,  courage and
supreme sacrifice of the
fallen jawans, they said.

Commandant of the
CRPF’s 74th battalion,
Himanshu Pandey, officials
and personnel of the 159th,
223rd and 226th battalions
of the force were present at
the dedication ceremony.

Notably, a similar memo-
rial dedicated to 76 securi-
ty personnel killed in a 2010
Maoist ambush in the
Tadmetla area of Sukma
district was inaugurated on
April 6 this year.

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n New Delhi

Karnataka Deputy Chief
Minister DK Shivakumar on
Friday met Union Defence
Minister Rajnath Singh,
urging a review of height
restrictions imposed within
a 20-km radius of defence air-
ports in Bengaluru, which he
said were hampering the
city’s vertical growth.

Bengaluru has four oper-
ational airports, two of
which are defence airbases

— HAL Airport  and
Yelahanka Airbase.

Authorities seeking con-
struction permits on their
premises are required to
obtain a No Objection
Certificate (NOC) from these
airport authorities.

In a formal representa-
tion to the Union Minister,
Shivakumar pointed out that
while GSR 751 (E) restricts
building heights to 150
metres only up to a 15-km
radius around defence air-
ports, the concerned author-

ities have been enforcing
the same limit up to 20 km,
effectively substituting the
rules prescribed under the
notification.

He said this amounts to
bringing an additional 78
per cent of areas, falling
within the 15-20 km radius,
under height restrictions that
go beyond what the rules
mandate.

The Deputy Chief Minister
warned that curbing vertical
development in the city’s
core would push growth

outward in an unplanned
manner, undermining the
State Government’s efforts to
ensure systematic urban
expansion.

“I request you to kindly
review the restrictions being
imposed in the 20-km radius
of the defence airports in
Bengaluru, keeping in mind
both flight safety and the
city’s development needs,”
Shivakumar said. The Deputy
Chief Minister is likely to
meet other Union ministers
over the next two days.

Government to launch NMBA 2.0 app to combat substance abuse

CRPF honours 25 fallen jawans with memorial in Sukma 6.68 lakh register for CBSE
class 10 second board exam

No doubt on India’s future, will
become Vishwaguru: Bhagwat

Union Minister Nitin Gadkari, Maharashtra CM Devendra Fadnavis, RSS
Chief Mohan Bhagwat and Maharashtra Minister Chandrashekhar
Bawankule during the ‘Bhoomi Pujan’ ceremony of Multi-Speciality and
Super Speciality Hospital, NHCI in Nagpur, Maharashtra on Friday PTI

Karnataka Dy CM urges Rajnath to ease height curbs near Bengaluru defence airports

Defence Minister Rajnath Singh, during a meeting with Karnataka Deputy
Chief Minister DK Shivakumar in New Delhi PTI
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The Election Commission of India (ECI) ordered the
suspension of the officer-in-charge (OC) of the Hingalganj
police station in North 24 Parganas district following
allegations that he was acting in a partisan manner. In a
communication to West Bengal Chief Secretary Dushyant
Nariala, the ECI said it had examined a report sent by
State Chief Electoral Officer (CEO) Manoj Agarwal on April
21 regarding complaints of bias and an alleged nexus
between the OC and “local elements”.

“After considering the facts and circumstances of the
matter, the Commission directs that Sandip Sarkar, Officer-
in-Charge, Hingalganj Police Station, be suspended and
disciplinary proceedings be initiated against him
immediately,” said the order dated April 23.

States Focus

ECI SUSPENDS HINGALGANJ 
OC FOR PARTISAN CONDUCT

Congress general secretary KC Venugopal on Friday
accused the ECI of acting like a “BJP department,”
alleging that it swiftly issued a notice to party chief
Mallikarjun Kharge over his remarks against the prime
minister, while taking no action on Narendra Modi’s
recent public address.

Venugopal claimed that the prime minister’s recent
public address, following the defeat of bills related to
women’s reservation and delimitation in Parliament,
was “a clear violation of election rules and the Model
Code of Conduct.”

ECI ACTING LIKE DEPARTMENT OF
BJP, ALLEGES CONGRESS LEADER

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n Kolkata

Prime Minister Narendra Modi
on Friday morning took a
boat ride on the Hooghly
river here and said its divine
waters carry the timeless
spirit of an entire civilisation.

Modi also asserted that he
was committed towards the
development of West Bengal
and the prosperity of the
“great Bengali people”.

The PM posted a few pho-
tographs of his river trip on
social media, in which he is
seen seated on a wooden
boat with a camera in hand,
and the iconic Howrah Bridge
and the Vidyasagar Setu are
visible in the background.

“Tried my hand at pho-
tographing this great river.
Also caught a close glimpse of
the Vidyasagar Setu and
Howrah Bridge,” the Prime
Minister said on X.

For every Bengali, the
Ganga occupies a very special
place, he said.

“One can say that the Ganga
flows through the soul of

Bengal. Her divine waters carry
the timeless spirit of an entire
civilisation. This morning in
Kolkata, I spent some time on
the banks of the Hooghly river,
an opportunity to express
gratitude to Maa Ganga,” Modi
said on social media.

The Hooghly is the distribu-
tary of the Ganga river. The
Prime Minister said he had the
opportunity to “meet boatmen,
whose hardworking nature is
admirable, and morning
walkers” during the trip.

State BJP sources said Modi
spent the night at Lok Bhavan
here after he had led a road-

show from Howrah to
Kolkata on Thursday evening.

He headed straight to the
Princep Ghat this morning to
have a boat ride, they said.

“Yesterday evening,
during the long roadshow
from Howrah to Kolkata, I
was on Howrah Bridge. And
this morning, I saw this
bridge from the Hooghly
River!”, he said.

Modi also said, “On the
Hooghly, reiterated our com-
mitment to work towards
the development of West
Bengal and the prosperity of
the great Bengali people.”

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n Kolkata

Union Home Minister Amit
Shah on Friday accused the
Trinamool Congress of allow-
ing a suspended party leader
to build a mosque modelled
on the Babri Masjid of
Ayodhya in West Bengal, and
asserted that the BJP would
not allow its construction as
long as one party worker is
alive in the State.

Addressing back-to-back
poll rallies, Shah also assert-
ed that after the BJP comes
to power in the State, those
involved in cattle smuggling

will be dealt so severely
that their next three gener-
ations would not dare to
engage in this.

He also mounted a sharp
attack on the Mamata
Banerjee Government, alleg-
ing failure on governance,
law and order and employ-
ment fronts, and said the
upcoming assembly election
is crucial for making Bengal
free from terror, riots and
infiltrators.

“Mamata didi, remem-
ber that till one BJP worker
is alive in Bengal, we will
not allow construction of
Babri Masjid here,” Shah

s a i d  i n  U t t a r p a r a  i n
Hooghly district.

The BJP leader hit out at

Banerjee, also the TMC
supremo, Mamata Banerjee,
alleging that a former party

MLA Humayun Kabir was
allowed to initiate construc-
tion of a mosque modelled
on the Babri Masjid in
Murshidabad district.

Kabir, after being suspend-
ed from the Trinamool
Congress, has formed a new
outfit, Aam Janata Unnayan
Party, which is contesting
several seats in the assembly
elections.

Shah alleged that infiltra-
tors are taking away jobs and
rations of the poor, and they
will be identified and jailed
after May 5, he said, express-
ing confidence in the BJP’s
victory in the State.

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Chennai

As the ECI shifted EVMs to
the strong rooms following
polling on April 23, political
parties including ruling DMK
and the AIADMK and have
decided to maintain 24/7
shift-based vigil at the des-
ignated centres.

Ahead of the May 4 count-
ing of polled votes, the
Election Commission has
shifted the Electronic Voting
Machines (EVMs) and voter
verifiable paper audit trail
(VVPATs) to the strong
rooms.

Though multiple security
systems including central

armed police force, Tamil
Nadu special police teams
were in place, political
parties have deployed their

cadres to ensure the safety
of EVMs.

R M Babu Murugavel, Joint
Secretary, AIADMK Legal

Wing told PTI that “our
cadres will be in the campus
round-the-clock on shift
basis where the EVMs and
VVPAT were stored”.

Stating that all the entry
and exit points will be mon-
itored thoroughly, he said
strong rooms wil l  be
guarded till counting starts
on May 4.

“We have also ensured
pure drinking water facili-
ties and food supply to our
cadres, who will be ensur-
ing the safety of EVMs and
VVPATs,” G Venkatesan, a
senior DMK functionary of
Pallavaram constituency in
Chennai said.

He said that the party

workers, who will be “on
duty” near the strong
rooms, were given ID cards.
“We have also instructed
our cadres to be friendly
with other political parties’
functionaries so that there
will be smooth monitoring
activities”, he added.

Election Commision (EC)
sources here said that the
strong rooms have been
sealed in the presence of
political party representa-
tives and election observers
with required documenta-
tion and video recording.
Besides deploying armed
forces, CCTV cameras have
been installed in all the
strong rooms across the

State and they would be
monitored round the clock.

A senior official said that
the State election authori-
ties have given permission
with certain terms and con-
ditions for the representa-
tives of the political parties
to keep vigil on the strong
rooms where the EVMs are
stored.

Elections to 234 Assembly
segments in Tamil Nadu
were held on Thursday.

The DMK, which heads
the Secular Progressive
Alliance,  is seeking to retain
power, and is leading a
multi-party coalition that
includes Congresss, Left
parties and the VCK.

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Kolkata

BJP leader Suvendu Adhikari
on Friday alleged that a BJP
worker was intimidated and
threatened at her residence
in South Kolkata by ruling
TMC supporters,  and
demanded immediate action
from the Election
Commission of India.

In a post on X, Adhikari
claimed that BJP worker Bina
Das was targeted by a group
of “goons” who surrounded
her house on late Wednesday
evening and harassed her
for conducting door-to-door
campaigning for the party.

“This is a blatant attempt
to stifle the Opposition and
terrorise women party
workers who are standing up
against this corrupt regime,”
Adhikari, the leader of the
Opposition in the West
Bengal Assembly, said.

He linked the incident to
the high voter turnout of
nearly 93 per cent recorded
in the first phase of the West
Bengal Assembly elections
on Thursday, claiming the

ruling party was “scared” fol-
lowing what he described
as an “imminent rout.”

Adhikari, who is contesting
from the high-profile
Bhabanipur constituency, the
seat held by Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee, said a com-
plaint had been filed at
Kalighat police station and
urged the ECI to take “imme-
diate cognisance” and ensure
strict action against the per-
petrators.

Adhikari had won from the
Nandigram seat in the 2021
Assembly elections, defeating
Banerjee. She later went to
the Assembly after winning a
bypoll from Bhabanipur. The
BJP leader is contesting from
Nandigram this time too.

“If the local police remain
silent spectators to this hooli-
ganism, we will not sit back,”
he warned, adding that 
TMC’s threats will  not 
stop change. The TMC was
not immediately available
for comment. Bhabanpur will
go to the polls in the second
and final phase of voting on
April 29. Results will be out on
May 4. 

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Srinagar

National Conference (NC)
president Farooq Abdullah
claimed on Friday that oppo-
sition parties are winning
Assembly polls in the three
key states of West Bengal,
Tamil Nadu and Kerala.

“I tell you, and the rest,
god knows, Mamata
Banerjee is winning in
Bengal, Congress is winning
in Kerala and (MK) Stalin’s
party (DMK) is winning in
Tamil Nadu. This is God’s
blessing,” Abdullah told
reporters at Hazratbal when
asked about the ongoing
elections.

Responding to a question
on the conflict in the Middle
East, the NC chief said peace
is essential and expressed

hope that the war would
end as soon as possible.

“If peace does not return
to the Middle East, tragedies
for this world are major and
everyone — every country,
every leader — must try and
see that this war comes to
an end immediately. I hope
that the US president has
realised that Israel was not
right in pushing him towards

war. I hope to god that he
will move quickly and China
and Russia will also see to it
that this war comes to an
end as quickly as possible,”
he said.

On the Centre’s Nasha
Mukt Bharat Abhiyaan, the
former Jammu and Kashmir
chief minister said people’s
support is imperative to win
the war against drugs.

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Chennai

Chief Minister MK Stalin on
Friday met the DMK candi-
dates a day after Tamil Nadu
voted enthusiastically record-
ing 85.15 per cent voting.

He interacted with the can-
didates from Chennai,
Kancheepuram and Tiruvallur
districts at the party head-
quarters Anna Arivalayam
here regarding the unprece-
dented voter turnout on April
23, a source in the party said.

According to sources,
Stalin, who is the president of
the DMK, is likely to go on a
short trip with his family to
Kodaikanal on April 25. He
had hectically campaigned
for the DMK-led Secular
Progressive Alliance candi-
dates during the month-long
campaign.

His son and Deputy Chief
Minister Udhayanidhi had
left for Dubai along with his
family for a short vacation.

A source in the AIADMK
said the party general secre-
tary Edappadi K Palaniswami
is in his hometown of
Siluvampalayam in Salem
district, while BJP State chief
Nainar Nagenthran is in his
home district of Tirunelveli.

Sustaining the pitch raised
during the Assembly elec-
tion, BJP candidate from
Mylapore and former
Governor Dr Tamilisai
Soundararajan accused Stalin
of not holding local body
elections.

“But as leader of the
Opposition he had demand-
ed the conduct of local body
elections on time,” she said in
a post on the ‘X’. 

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Chennai

Actor-politician and TVK
chief Vijay on Friday said
that the 85 per cent voter
turnout recorded in the
April  23 Tamil  Nadu
Assembly election redefined
election politics and shat-
tered myths.

The State saw an enthu-
siastic turnout of voters
never seen before, he said,
and remarked that the
“election is a festival of
democracy” was truly felt

yesterday.
Tamil Nadu recorded a

voting percentage of 85.15,

its highest ever, on Thursday
when elections were held to
234 Assembly segments,

according to EC figures.
“As the people of Tamil

Nadu have redefined Tamil
Nadu election politics, I
offer my gratitude to them,”
Vijay said in a statement
posted on ‘X’.

He noted that families,
including first-time voters,
flocked to polling stations
with enthusiasm usually
witnessed during temple
festivals.

Also, he thanked the
Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam
polling agents and party
members and lauded their

work carried out despite
their political adversaries
mocking them for lack of
political experience.

He said the myths
created by those who con-
fined politics within the
realm of the powerful or
experienced have now
been shattered by ordinary
people.

Vijay exuded confidence
that the TVK would emerge
victorious in the polls. “Let’s
remain optimistic. Good
things will follow. Victory is
certain,” Vijay said. 

Hooghly river carries timeless
spirit of civilisation: PM Modi PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 

n Kolkata

West Bengal Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee on Friday
said Prime Minister
Narendra Modi could enjoy
a boat ride on the Hooghly
in the State because its
waters were clean, unlike
the Yamuna in Delhi, which
she alleged was polluted.

Addressing an election
meeting in Howrah, Banerjee
said Modi would not be able
to undertake a similar boat
ride on the Yamuna in the
national capital due to pollu-
tion, blaming the BJP-led
administration there for the
river’s condition.

She said it was good that
the prime minister chose
to take a boat ride on the
Hooghly River, where river-
front areas had been beau-
tified by the State
Government and civic
bodies, including the Kolkata
Municipal Corporation.

Responding to Modi’s
claims about women’s
safety in Bengal, Banerjee
said he should assess the sit-
uation himself and compare

it with BJP-ruled States.
“See how safe women are

here -- in the city, in the State,
on the streets -- unlike BJP-
ruled places like Delhi, Uttar
Pradesh and elsewhere,
where incidents of attacks
on women are reported
every day,” she said.

“Why do you forget about
Hathras and Delhi? Please go
to Manipur,  which is
burning. Why are you silent
on Manipur?” she asked.

Referring to alleged
remarks by Union Home
Minister Amit Shah that “TMC
tormentors will be hung
upside down publicly” after
May 4, Banerjee questioned
whether a Union minister
could issue such threats.

“With all decorum and
respect, may I ask if a Union
minister can issue any such
threat?” she said.

PM could enjoy Hooghly ride as its
water is clean unlike Yamuna: Mamata

MODI BIGGEST BRAND
AMBASSADOR FOR BENGAL’S
TOURISM: ABHISHEK

HHoowwrraahh: Senior TMC leader

Abhishek Banerjee on Friday

took a swipe at Prime

Minister Narendra Modi,

saying he had inadvertently

become the “biggest brand

ambassador” for West

Bengal tourism by

showcasing the State’s Ganga

ghats, roads and street food

during campaign visits. 

Addressing election

rallies in Jagatballavpur and

Domjur Assembly

constituencies in Howrah

district, Banerjee said

Modi’s public appearances,

including eating muri on a

pavement in Jhargram and

walking along the Ganga,

had done more to promote

the State than official

tourism campaigns. 

“If Bengal had not been

promoted this way — how

beautiful the Ganga is, how

developed the roads of

Jhargram are — people of

the country would not 

have known or understood,”

he said.

BJP will stop Babri-model mosque in West Bengal: Amit Shah

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Palakkad (Kerala)

Senior CPI(M) leader AK Balan
on Friday called former LDF
MLA PV Anvar a “political
creature who changes colour
like a chameleon” in connec-
tion with the latter’s recent
reported claims that more
Left leaders will join the TMC.

Balan said that after leaving
the LDF, Anvar first went to the
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam
(DMK) and then to the
Trinamool Congress (TMC). 

“Now, who knows where
he will go,” the CPI(M) leader
said while speaking to a TV
channel here. He also said all
this was the consequence of
“cheating the Left front”.

“This is proof of how the
identity and credibility of a
person is lost,” he said.

Anvar has not reacted to
Balan’s comments yet.

TN poll parties to keep vigil on strong rooms storing EVMs

TMC threatened BJP worker
in Kolkata: Suvendu Adhikari

CPI(M)’s AK
Balan calls 
Ex-MLA Anvar
chameleon over
TMC switch claim

TN voters redefined election politics, shatter myth: TVK chief Vijay

CM Stalin meets
DMK candidates
after record
high TN turnout

Union Home Minister Amit Shah addressing a press conference ahead of
the second phase of the West Bengal Assembly elections in Kolkata PTI

PM Narendra Modi during a boat ride on the Hooghly river ahead of the
second phase of the West Bengal Assembly elections in Kolkata PTI

Mamata winning polls in Bengal, Congress
in Kerala, DMK in TN: Farooq Abdullah

AAP strong alternative in Gujarat,
will win Rajkot civic polls: Sisodia
PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Rajkot

Aam Aadmi Party (AAP)
leader Manish Sisodia on
Friday said that his party
has emerged as a strong
alternative in Gujarat and
will sweep the upcoming
Rajkot Municipal
Corporation election.

Speaking to reporters
here on the last day of
campaigning for the April
26 polls, Sisodia accused
the BJP-led state
Government of systemat-
ically weakening public
hospitals and governance
over the last 30 years.

Elections to local bodies in
Gujarat, including 15 munic-
ipal corporations, will be
held on April 26, and votes
will be counted on April 28.

“AAP has now emerged
as a strong alternative. This
time it will win in the Rajkot
Municipal Corporation,”
the former deputy chief
minister of Delhi said.

He targeted the ruling
party, alleging that the
condition of Government
schools in Rajkot is
“extremely poor”.

While some school
buildings had undergone
improvements after AAP
raised the issue, the
quality of  education
remains poor, he said.
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The Supreme Court on Friday asked the appellate
tribunals to give out-of-turn hearing to those who make
out a case of urgent hearing for addition in voter lists
after the Special Intensive Revision of rolls in West
Bengal. At the start of the hearing, Chief Justice of India
Surya Kant expressed happiness over the high voter
turnout in the first phase of West Bengal Assembly polls
held on Thursday. West Bengal registered a record voter
turnout of 92.72 per cent in the first phase of assembly
polls for 152 constituencies. “As a citizen of India, I was
very happy to see the voting percentage. When people
exercise the right to vote, this strengthens democratic set
up,” the CJI said. The bench, also comprising justices
Joymalya Bagchi and Vipul M Pancholi, was hearing a
batch of petitions, including the one filed by Chief
Minister Mamata Banerjee related to the SIR of electoral
rolls in the state. Solicitor General Tushar Mehta also
hailed the high voter turnout besides commending the
role of central forces in ensuring peaceful elections in the
state which has a history of violence-hit elections in the
past. The top court also asked the persons excluded from
the voter lists to approach the court-appointed 19
appellate tribunals for redressal of pending issues,
including the deletion of names from the voters list.
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SIR: CJI hails record 
voter turn out in first
phase of West Bengal polls

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE
n New Delhi

The Supreme Court on Friday
referred to another bench a
plea of alleged middleman
Christian Michel James in the
`3,600-crore AgustaWestland
VVIP chopper scam case
seeking his release from jail.

The Delhi High Court had
on April 8 dismissed the peti-
tion of the British national in
the case, saying there was no
merit in the plea of James
who was extradited from
Dubai in December 2018.

A bench comprising Chief
Justice Surya Kant and justices
Joymalya Bagchi and Vipul M
Pancholi took note of the fact
that the earlier pleas of the
accused were heard by
another bench headed by
Justice Vikram Nath.

“Let this matter be referred
to a bench headed by Justice
Vikram Nath,” the CJI said.

In his petition, James

assailed a provision of the
India-UAE extradition treaty.
He also challenged a trial
court order of August 7, 2025
by which his application
under Section 436A of the
Code of Criminal Procedure
(CrPC) for his release from jail
was rejected. 

James challenged Article 17
of the treaty, signed in 1999,
which allows the requesting
state (in this case India) to
prosecute extradited persons
not only for the specific
offence for which extradition
was done, but also for con-
nected offences.

It was argued before the
high court that an extradited
person can be prosecuted
only for the offences for which
extradition took place, and
not for connected offences.

James, in its petition, also
submitted that he completed
seven years in jail  on
December 4, 2025 and has,
therefore, already undergone

the maximum sentence pos-
sible for the offences for
which he was extradited, ren-
dering his continued deten-
tion in India illegal.

The high court, in his order,
stated that it was not permis-
sible for James to re-agitate
issues pertaining to the treaty

which, at least on a prima
facie basis, have already been
considered by the Supreme
Court.

It nonetheless considered
provisions of the treaty and
ruled that James was extradit-
ed for facing trial for offences
which directly arises from

the factual background in the
present case, and therefore,
his prosecution fell within
the scope of the treaty.

After his extradition, James
was arrested by the CBI and
the Enforcement Directorate
(ED). James is among the
three alleged middlemen
being probed in the case,
and the other two are Guido
Haschke and Carlo Gerosa.

He was granted bail by the
Supreme Court in the CBI
case in February 2025. The
high court granted him bail in
the ED case in March that year.

James, however, continues
to be in jail as he was unable
to fulfil the bail conditions.

A trial court directed James
to furnish a personal bond of
`5 lakh and a cash surety of
the same amount to secure
his release in the CBI case. In
the ED case, the high court
asked him to furnish a person-
al bond of `5 lakh and a cash
surety of `10 lakh.

The high court also clarified
that James could be released
without depositing the pass-
port, which has expired
immediately .

The authorities concerned
were asked to deposit the
fresh passport, whenever
ready, with the trial court
directly, it added.

The high court also asked
the Foreigners Regional
Registration Office (FRRO) to
ensure that James does not
leave the country.

The CBI, in its charge sheet,
has alleged an estimated loss
of 398.21 million euros (about
`2,666 crore) to the exchequer
due to the deal that was
signed on February 8, 2010, for
the supply of VVIP choppers
worth 556.26 million euros.

The ED, in its charge sheet
filed against James in June
2016, alleged that he had
received 30 million euros
(about `225 crore) from
AgustaWestland.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE
n New Delhi

The Supreme Court on Friday directed
the Uttar Pradesh DGP to constitute a
special investigation team to probe
the case of a four-year-old girl, who was
allegedly raped and killed in Ghaziabad
last month.

Observing that the victim’s parents
were dissatisfied with the probe conduct-
ed by Ghaziabad police, a bench headed
by Chief Justice Surya Kant said the
special investigation team (SIT) should be
notified preferably on Friday or by 11 am
on Saturday. The bench, also comprising
Justices Joymalya Bagchi and Vipul M
Pancholi, directed that the SIT should
consist of women police officers and be
headed by an officer of the rank of com-
missioner or inspector general. 

The SIT will look into all the grievances
raised by the victim’s parents and also
probe the role of two private hospitals,

which allegedly denied treatment to the
victim, the bench said. 

The SIT will file its supplementary
report before the concerned trial court
within two weeks, the bench said, as it
asked the trial court to keep the ongoing
proceedings in the case in abeyance till
then. The bench passed the order while
hearing a plea filed by the victim’s father
seeking a court-monitored probe into the

case, either by an SIT or the CBI.
Additional Solicitor General Aishwarya

Bhati, appearing for the police, told the
bench that a chargesheet has already
been filed in the case and the trial has
also commenced.

While hearing the matter on April 13,
the top court had flagged the “reluc-
tance” of Ghaziabad police in lodging an
FIR and conducting an investigation
into the case. On March 16, a neighbour
allegedly lured the victim on the pretext
of buying her chocolates. When the
child did not return, her father launched
a search and found her lying uncon-
scious, soaked in blood.

On April 10, the apex court had lam-
basted Ghaziabad police’s “insensitive
approach” in the investigation of the
case. The court had expressed dismay
that two private hospitals in Ghaziabad
had refused to admit the bleeding child,
who was eventually declared dead at a
Government hospital.

SC directs Uttar Pradesh DGP to form SIT to
probe minor’s rape and murder in Ghaziabad

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE
n New Delhi

Observing that no court can
force a woman, especially a
minor, to carry a pregnancy
against her will, the Supreme
Court on Friday allowed a 15-
year old girl to medically
terminate her over seven-
month pregnancy.

A bench of Justices BV
Nagarathna and Ujjal Bhuyan
said the choice of the preg-
nant woman is relevant
rather than that of the child
to be born and stressed that-
continuation of such a preg-
nancy could have long
lasting repercussions on the

minor’s mental health, edu-
cational prospects, social
standing and overall devel-
opment.

The top court remarked
that the reproductive auton-
omy of a woman must be
accorded the highest impor-
tance and if a woman, carry-
ing an unwanted pregnancy,
is compelled to continue it
then her constitutional rights
would be breached.

“The right to make deci-
sions concerning one’s body
particularly in matters of
reproduction is an integral
facet of personal liberty and
privacy under Article 21 of the
Constitution.  The right

cannot be rendered ineffec-
tive by imposing unreason-
able restrictions especially in
cases involving minors and
unwanted pregnancies such

as in the instant case.
“No court ought to compel

any woman and more so a
minor child to carry a preg-
nancy to full term against her

express will. Such compul-
sion would not only disre-
gard her decision autonomy
but also inflict grave mental
emotional and physical
trauma in case she is com-
pelled to give birth,” the
bench said.

In the circumstances
denying relief would compel
the minor to endure irre-
versible consequences and
such an approach would be
contrary to the constitution-
al and settled principles
recognising reproductive
choice is a fundamental right.

The apex court said the
choice of the pregnant
woman is relevant rather

than that of the child to be
born.  “It is easy to say that
if the pregnant woman is not
interested in raising the child
she may give away the child
in adoption and, therefore,
she must give birth to the
child.

“That cannot be a consid-
eration particularly in cases
where the child to be born is
unwanted. In such a situa-
tion, directing the pregnant
woman to give birth to the
child against her wishes and,
therefore, continue her preg-
nancy would negate the
welfare of the pregnant
woman and make it subordi-
nate to the child yet to be

born,” the bench said.
It said the constitutional

courts must weigh the cir-
cumstances in which a case
in relation in relation to the
welfare of the pregnant
woman has to be considered
rather than the child to be
born. “The constitutional
Court ought to weigh all
facts and circumstances from
the lens of the party who
intends to terminate the
pregnancy and is willing to
undertake the medical risks
rather than directing comple-
tion of the pregnancy and
giving birth to an unwanted
child. “If the constitutional
Court states that even an

unwanted pregnancy has to
be continued then instead of
approaching the court for
permission parties then visit
illegal abortion centres or
secretly undergo termina-
tion of such a pregnancy
which would make the preg-
nant woman more vulnera-
ble and exposed to dangers,”
the bench said.

The top court said the
minor in this case is 15 years
old and the pregnancy is
unwanted and continuing
the pregnancy is not in the
interest of the pregnant
minor particularly when she
has attempted to foreclose
her life on two occasions.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

The Supreme Court on
Friday refused to entertain
a fresh plea filed by Indrani
Mukerjea, accused of killing
her daughter Sheena Bora,
seeking to travel abroad.

A bench of Justices M M
Sundresh and N Kotiswar
Singh told senior advocate
Mahesh Jethmalani, appear-
ing for Mukerjea, that the
apex court has already
asked her to move the trial
court, where proceedings
against her are pending, for
any relief.

Jethmalani said that last
year, the top court had not
decided her plea to travel
abroad on merit, but there
is some urgency now.

The bench said that last
year’s order was intended
only to enable the petition-
er to file an application
before the trial court, and
not before the apex court.

It ordered, “In view of
the above, we grant liberty
to the petitioner to file an
application before the trial
court, which, if filed, shall be
decided in accordance with
our order. Considering the
urgency, the application
may be disposed of within
four weeks.”

On February 12, last year,
the top court dismissed a
plea by Mukerjea, a former
media executive, to travel
abroad, observing that there
was no guarantee that she
would come back.

It directed the trial court
to conduct the proceedings
in the case within a year and

upheld a Bombay High
Court order refusing her
plea. Noting that the trial
against her was at an
advanced stage, the top
court had directed the lower
court to expedite the
hearing and conclude it
within a year.

The apex court had given
liberty to Mukerjea to
approach the trial court for
any relief concerning over-
seas travel.

The travel restriction
came before the Supreme
Court last year after a special
court on July 19, 2024,
allowed Mukerjea’s plea to
visit Spain and the United
Kingdom for 10 days.

The Bombay High Court,
however, intervened in the
matter and set aside the
order on September 27,
2024, after the CBI filed an
appeal.

Mukerjea had then
moved the apex court chal-
lenging the high court order.

This year, she has filed a
fresh plea seeking permis-
sion to travel abroad.

Mukerjea was arrested in
August 2015 after the
murder of Bora came to
light. The Supreme Court
granted her bail in May 2022
after she spent more than
six years in custody. 

SC refuses to entertain Indrani
Mukerjea’s plea to travel abroad

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE
n New Delhi

Noting that no prosecution
witness had been examined
for 35 years, the Supreme
Court has stayed proceedings
against a police officer in a
case of rioting and voluntar-
ily causing hurt dating back
to 1989. The top court said it
was inclined to quash the
proceedings on the ground of
delay alone, but would like to
hear the State before pro-
ceeding further.

A bench of Justices J B
Pardiwala and Vijay Bishnoi
issued a notice to the
Uttarakhand Government on
the police officer’s plea chal-
lenging an Allahabad High
Court order refusing to quash
the criminal proceedings.

“We are informed that in
all, five accused came to be
chargesheeted, including the
present petitioner. Out of
five, two co-accused passed
away, and the other two co-
accused have already been
acquitted as the prosecution
failed to produce any of the
prosecution witnesses for
the purpose of recording oral
evidence.

No court can force minor to carry pregnancy against her will: Supreme Court

SC stays
proceedings
against cop 
for rioting

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE
n New Delhi

The Supreme Court on Friday
refused to entertain pleas
filed by several individuals
from West Bengal, including
65 persons on election duty,
against the deletion of their
names from the voter list fol-
lowing the Special Intensive
Revision of electoral rolls.

The apex court asked
them to approach the appel-
late tribunals constituted to
decide appeals against the
deletion or exclusion of
names from the voter list.

“You have to raise these
arguments before the (appel-
late) tribunal,” a bench com-
prising Chief Justice Surya

Kant and Justices Joymalya
Bagchi and Vipul M Pancholi
told the counsel appearing
for the petitioners in two
separate pleas.

The counsel for the peti-
tioners argued that the dif-

ference in these petitions
was that 65 petitioners were
on election duty in the state.

“The order issued for elec-
tion duty mentioned the
EPIC (electors photo identi-
ty card) number, which was

deleted subsequently. Now,
the people on election duty
cannot vote. This, on the
face,  is  arbitrary,” the
counsel argued.   He said
deletion of their names from
the electoral rolls following
the Special  Intensive
Revision (SIR) exercise was
“arbitrary” as no show-cause
notice was issued to the
petitioners. 

The counsel argued that
the petitioners have already
filed their appeals before
the appellate tribunal.
“Appropriate orders will be
passed by the appellate tri-
bunal,” the bench said. “We
will examine the more valu-
able right to remain on the
rolls,” it added.

SC refuses to entertain pleas of those on election
duty in West Bengal, asks them to move tribunal

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE
n New Delhi

Zee5 on Friday told the Delhi High Court that
the central Government has asked it not to
go ahead with the release of a docuseries
on gangster Lawrence Bishnoi, which is
scheduled to air on its OTT platform on April
27. Justice Purushaindra Kumar Kaurav was
hearing a petition by Bishnoi against the
release of ‘Lawrence of Punjab’ on Zee5.

“MIB (Ministry of Information and
Broadcasting) has now issued an advisory
advising us not to go ahead with the release.
MIB has issued an advisory at 12 o’clock
asking us not to release,” the counsel for the
platform said. In view of the development,
Justice Kaurav deferred hearing on the
petition till Monday.

According to the makers, the show “traces
the journey of a criminal identity through the
lens of culture, systems, and visibility” and
treats Bishnoi as a case study in the ecosys-

tem of student politics, music, ideology and
media amplification”. Bishnoi, 33, current-
ly lodged in a Gujarat jail, is facing multiple
criminal cases. He is one of the main
accused in the murder of singer Sidhu
Moosewala.

Earlier, the Punjab Police wrote to the
Centre and urged it to direct ZEE5 to refrain
from airing the docuseries on Bishnoi,
saying it poses a significant risk to public
order. 

MIB blocked release of Lawrence
of Punjab docuseries, Delhi HC told

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE
n New Delhi

The Supreme Court on Friday
permitted the NIA to file its
charge sheet on completion
of investigation in the sensa-
tional incident of April 1 in
West Bengal in which seven
judicial officers were illegal-
ly confined by a mob in
Malda district.

As many as 700 judicial
officers from West Bengal,
Odisha and Jharkhand are
deployed in the ongoing SIR
process to deal with over 60
lakh objections of those
excluded from the voter list.

The top court had taken

suo motu cognisance of a
letter from the Chief Justice
of Calcutta High Court
detailing a harrowing inci-
dent of April 1 night, where
seven judicial officers,

including three women, and
a five-year-old child were
held captive by a mob for
over nine hours without
food or water.

Later,  the National

Investigation Agency (NIA)
took over the probe into the
case on a complaint of the
Election Commission at the
instruction of the top court.

On Friday, a bench com-
prising Chief Justice Surya
Kant and justices Joymalya
Bagchi and Vipul M Pancholi
was informed by Additional
Solicitor General S V Raju,
appearing for the NIA, that a
fresh status report was filed
by the probe agency giving
details of the investigation
carried so far.

The bench took note of the
submissions of the law
officer and said, “The NIA will
be at l iberty to fi le

chargesheet in a court of
competent jurisdiction.”

It also permitted the NIA
not to file any further status
report in the case for the
time being after Raju said
that the investigators will be
“neckdeep into the investiga-
tion”. On April 13, the bench
made it clear that the secu-
rity cover provided to judicial
officers engaged in the
Special Intensive Revision
(SIR) of electoral rolls in 
West Bengal will remain in
place until the conclusion 
of the upcoming assembly
election and cannot be 
withdrawn without its 
prior permission.

Gherao of judicial officers: SC permits NIA to file chargesheet

Christian Michel in custody coming to court FILE PHOTO

SC refers Christian Michel’s plea for release to another bench

Indrani Mukerjea



We were in Berlin during the last leg of our vacation in
Europe with friends, and boarded a train to Frankfurt for
our return flight. A group of young men were already in
the coach, and to describe them as merely boisterous would
be an understatement. They carried enough bottles of beer
to last the journey, and their voices travelled easily
across the entire coach.

We requested the conductor for a change of seats. He
empathised, but could do little beyond politely asking them
to lower their volume. Fortunately for us, the group got
down after a couple of hours, leaving behind spilled beer,
tissues, and a collective sense of relief among the passen-
gers. They were football players and their supporters, carried
away by the euphoria of the moment, but indifferent to
the discomfort they caused.

The previous evening, we had dined at an upscale restau-
rant in Germany, where another group of young men and
women were celebrating a birthday with equal exuber-
ance. The laughter was loud and the celebration unre-
strained, and the rest of the diners watched with a mix of
indulgence and annoyance. It was only when the waiter
quietly intervened that the group moderated itself.

These were, after all, Europeans-often perceived, and not
infrequently by themselves, as more disciplined and better
behaved than the rest of us from what is
loosely termed the developing world. We,
too, are quick to accept that hierarchy, and
even quicker to criticise our own people
for similar behaviour.

And yet, the truth is less flattering and
far more universal, for the line between restraint and excess
is not defined by geography.

I was reminded of a lunch with old friends at a club in
Delhi. We had begun our careers together over four
decades ago, and were meeting again after many years.
Seated at the centre of the dining hall, we were no less
animated and no less loud, despite having crossed the age
of sixty. It took a gentle but firm message from older diners
for us to recognise that we, too, had crossed a line.

There is, therefore, a thin and often invisible boundary
between celebration and disregard, between expression
and imposition.

However, what we witnessed in the train coach was

something more than mere exuberance. It was not just
noise; it carried with it a certain assertion-the confidence
that comes from being part of a group, the ease with which
individual restraint dissolves into collective excess.

We have seen this more starkly across the globe, and
in our own country. There have been instances where
individuals, backed by political power or sheer numbers,
have occupied spaces not meant for them and respond-
ed with aggression when questioned. The authority of

position, or the anonymity of the crowd,
often emboldens behaviour that would oth-
erwise be unthinkable.

It is in such moments that the issue
ceases to be one of manners and becomes
one of responsibility. Perhaps the question,

then, is not about where such behaviour occurs, or whether
it belongs to the so-called developed or developing
world, but about how easily we slip into it ourselves. The
distinction we often draw between societies begins to blur
in such moments, revealing that civility is not a function
of geography or economic status, but of individual
restraint. If there is to be any meaningful change, it will not
come from comparing cultures, but from recognising that
the discipline we expect in public spaces must first be prac-
tised within.

DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 
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for women in the Lok Sabha and State
Assemblies. Yet, a crucial caveat was insert-
ed: the reservation would only take effect after
a new Census was conducted and a subse-
quent delimitation for redrawing of con-
stituency boundaries was completed. 

The government logic is simple by adding
new seats; the state can carve out a 33 per
cent quota for women without unseating
current male representatives. It was a win-win
situation which the opposition’s short sight-
edness derailed it. The DMK
and the Congress raised the
spurious issue of demographic
dominance of North which is a
frivolously diversionary Politics
as the proposal has equal share
for each state in the ratio of 50%. The oppo-
sition parties merged the divisive politics of
federalism with the women reservation at a
time when the women were about to get their
share as agreed by all parties after the 2023
bill was passed.  

As of April 2026, this delimitation clause has
become the epicentre of Indian politics high-
lighting the critical fault lines of Indian pol-
itics. Now many critics are asking the oppo-
sition parties why they did not raise the issue
of reservation based on existing seats in 2023
when the Bill was passed and why they sup-
ported delimitation clause at that time and
now finding fault with it. Many women orga-
nizations claim that it is a case of gender bias
to deliberately deny the women their right by
hook or crook. 

Many family based parties raised the issue
of reservation within reservations especial-
ly sub-quota for backward classes. The 
opposition fear is that the redrawing of
boundaries could be used to strategically
weaken opposition strongholds under the
guise of gender empowerment. The politics
of women’s reservation is not just about seats;

it is about the gate keeping of political
power. Even without a formal quota, politi-
cal parties have the power to field more
women candidates. However, data from
recent assembly elections shows that women
constitute only about 10% of total candidates.
Parties often cite winning prospects as a
reason for not nominating women, a logic
that reservation aims to break. Furthermore,
there is the well known phenomenon of
"Sarpanch Pati" (husbands of elected women
exercising actual power) seen at the grass root
democracy. Critics argue that without sys-
temic changes in the internal structures of
parties and the elimination of muscle politics,
a seat-based quota might only lead to "proxy"
representation.

Let us also discuss about the tricky issue of
delimitation which is mandated under Article
82 for the Parliamentary Constituencies and
Article 170 for the State assemblies based on
census data. The 42nd Amendment Act (1976)
froze the allocation of seats to states and the
division of constituencies at the 1971 census
level until the year 2000. Further, 84th
Amendment Act (2001) & 87th Amendment
(2003) extended the freeze on seat allocation
until 2026, though it permitted re-adjusting
constituency boundaries within states based
on the 2001 census. The current seat alloca-
tion is based on the 2001 Census, with the next
delimitation exercise due after the first
census conducted after 2026.

However, before the next step is taken the-
government of Prime Minister
Narendra Modi must think of
amending the constitution to
lay out a broader framework
for delimitation and abandon
the sole criteria of census

based population for delimitation of con-
stituencies as the population control has
become a prime national need of the present
time. 

Already the Southern states who have
controlled the population growth well 
have been demanding the change in
approach. Similarly, Uttarakhand and
Himachal were at loss in the past as their dif-
ficult terrains were not taken into consider-
ation while allocating seats.  

A case in point is in 1950 Delhi with an area
of 1489 sq km with a population in 1950 of
little above four lakh after partition of the
country was allocated seven Lok Sabha seats
as against five to Uttarakhand with an area
of 55,000 sq km and a population of around
29 lakh in 1950.

In case of Himachal four seats of allocat-
ed as against a population of 23.86 lakhs in
1950. Such distortions need to be corrected
but require a very bold vision. 

A futuristic pragmatic and innovative solu-
tion is the need of the hour but in any case
the 2026 delimitation should be the last delim-
itation exercise. 

Editor’s

Tamil Nadu voted to choose its next Assembly on April 23,
2026, and the results would be out on May 4, with the rest of
the States that went to polls in the recently held Assembly
election. However, the southern politics is way different from
what it is in the North. The biggest difference is the absence of
the largest ruling party at the centre — the Bharatiya Janata
Party, which has sway over most of the northern states, yet still
needs to make its presence felt in the southern states.

For long, the Dravadian politics has been dominated by
cult figures like MGR, Jayalalitha and has its own dynamics.
The chessboard of Tamil Nadu politics has only two players —
a bipolar axis dominated by M. K. Stalin’s Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam and the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam, which was headed by charismatic J Jayalalitha.
The 2026 election, however, marks a decisive break from that
tradition. This time, a new entrant, equally charismatic and
sharp, actor-turned-politician Vijay, might well be the third
vertex of Tamil Nadu’s politics.

Vijay’s Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam has transformed the
electoral battlefield into a triangular contest. Vijay represents a
generational and structural shift. With a projected vote share of
15-20 per cent, TVK may become a serious contender with its
leader’s charisma, whose messaging and organisational
groundwork may disrupt the well-entrenched political parties.
Having said that, it is not to suggest that Vijay is the top runner;
he is not, at least for now, but his presence would be felt by all.
Ironically, TVK may hurt the Opposition party more than the
ruling one. The AIADMK, still recovering from the leadership
vacuum left after J. Jayalalithaa, relies heavily on consolidating
anti-incumbency sentiment and would have secured all the
disgruntled voters, but with Vijay present as a counter force
competing in the same space, that vote might get divided as
Vijay’s appeal among young, urban, and first-time voters is
immense. For Stalin and the DMK, Vijay is good news.

The DMK party continues to benefit from a strong governance
narrative, welfare schemes, and a stable social coalition. TVK’s
focus on youth, employment, and anti-corruption messaging
could erode the DMK’s urban and aspirational voter base, but it
would be marginal and impact the fence-sitters. As for the
Bharatiya Janata Party, its role in Tamil Nadu remains limited.
Unlike in northern states, the BJP has struggled to establish a
deep social and cultural foothold in the South. The deeper
question is why Tamil Nadu’s politics differs so sharply from that
of northern India. The answer lies in history and identity.
Welfare politics here is  part of a broader social contract. Leaders
are judged as much by their ability to deliver governance as by
their ideological commitments. This contrasts with the North,
where caste alignments, religious polarisation, and national
narratives often play a more dominant role. Moreover, Tamil
Nadu’s electorates have traditionally favoured regional
leadership over national parties. In all likelihood, Vijay would
be a serious contender in the next assembly election, and the
era of bi-polarity may become a relic of the past!

The 2026 Assembly election may not immediately
dethrone the Dravidian majors, but it signals the

beginning of a more fragmented and competitive era

Vijay disrupts
Dravidian duopoly

Halt malaria in its tracks
Zealous health workers and professionals, with an active
participation of the government, have slowed down the
incidence of malaria.  The WHO’s Global Technical
Strategy 2016--2030 has undertaken several steps to halt
malaria in its tracks. It expects a ninety percent reduc-
tion in malaria incidence and mortality rates by the year
2030.  Diagnosis, surveillance, risk monitoring and cost-
benefit analysis are systematically mapped.   Infants,
children under 5, pregnant women, HIV AND AIDS
patients, travellers are at high risk. Seventy per cent of
the world’s malaria burden is borne by ten African coun-
tries and India.  

Female anopheles mosquito  vector control, there-
fore, cannot be de-escalated by any means as is the
elimination of Plasmodium falciparum malarial par-
asites, the causative agent.  There are as many as thirty
malaria transmitting anopheles vectors; so the chal-
lenge is huge.  Insecticide resistance is another issue.
The so-called high burden to high impact strategy of
the WHO aims to deliver an optimal anti-malarial
response to appropriate areas.  Climate watch, rain-
fall assessment,  elimination of places where the vector
mosquitoes have high propensity to thrive and grow,
and human immunity matter. 

GANAPATHI  BHAT | AKOLA

Ban tobacco consumption 
Tobacco consumption is directly linked to a range of
life-threatening diseases, including Lung, oral,throat &
esophageal Cancer. Recognising this, the UK Parliament
has enacted the Tobacco and Vapes Bill, a pioneering
measure introducing a generational ban on tobacco
sales. Under this law, individuals born after 01Jan2009,
will never legally be permitted to purchase tobacco, with
the legal age rising incrementally each year.
Championed by Wes Streeting, the policy aims to
prevent future addiction and reduce long-term health-
care costs by creating a smoke-free generation.

For India, adopting a similar framework must extend
beyond limiting consumption to decisively addressing
supply through the phased closure of tobacco manu-
facturing. A carefully structured, time-bound transition
is essential to safeguard the livelihoods of those
dependent on tobacco cultivation and trade.
Simultaneously, crop diversification, alternative employ-
ment avenues, and large-scale reskilling programmes
must be implemented. Allowing production to contin-
ue while restricting access would risk fuelling illicit
markets, undermining policy objectives. A gradual but
firm wind-down of manufacturing is indispensable for
meaningful impact.

RS NARULA | PATIALA

TAKE

The Constitutional (131 Amendment Bill), 2026
aimed at implementation of 33 per cent
women reservation in the Lok Sabha and State
Assemblies by 2029  fell through in the Lok
Sabha on 17th April 2026 as the government
could not muster the two third majority
required to pass the Bill. It has dashed the
hopes of 50% of the population of the country
at the altar of political rivalry and thus an his-
torical opportunity for gender equity in
running the country’s legislatures was lost. One
of the contentious issues was the delimitation
being proposed by the government to increase
the Lok Sabha seats to 850 from the present
543 seats. The opposition Congress and DMK
opposed it on specious ground with no solid
reasons that the seats of Southern States
would be reduced. Rather the seats are
indeed increasing after adjusting the women
reservation in each state. 
In fact Southern states as stated by Andhra
Chief Minister Mr Chandra Babu Naidu have
lost an historical opportunity for increased par-
ticipation in the Parliament as there was a
simple formula to increase seats by 50 per cent
in each State to accommodate 33 per cent
reservations for women. It was a well inten-
tioned decision by the Narendra Modi govern-
ment. The opposition parties have given a self
defeating blow to them and committed a polit-
ical hara-kiri of worst kind. While the princi-
ple of gender parity is widely celebrated in
public discourse, the legislative journey of the
Women’s Reservation Bill reveals a complex
landscape of federal friction, identity politics,
and the strategic survival of the existing
political class.

Though since Independence India’s journey
in gender equity has been far better than the
western democracies like USA and Britain. It
is actually quite a point of pride in Indian
history that India adopted Universal Adult
Suffrage immediately upon the commence-
ment of the Constitution in 1950. Unlike
Britain or the United States, which forced
women to fight for decades or even centuries
for the right, India enfranchised all women and
men equally from day one. In that sense,
India’s "starting line" was more progressive
than the long, staggered journey the British
had to endure. Britain though allowed sketchy
women franchise in 1921 but one person one
vote came only after 1948 Act

In India the historical breakthrough was
reached in September 2023, the Constitution
(106th Amendment) Act was passed by the
Parliament. It promised 33 per cent reservation
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The Who’s Who of the saffron

brigade, who are bizarrely

accusing TMC government of

"colluding with the Bangladeshi

infiltrators", are not only

advertising their own blatant

failure in preventing the alleged

infiltration as maintaining the

sanctity of the international border

form the sole responsibility of the

Centre only; but also zealously

engaged in fomenting hatred in the

name of religion and nationality,

often bizarrely equating the

Bangla speakers as "Bangladeshis"

as well! No wonder why

innumerable Bengalis are facing

physical economic mental

atrocities in several "Double

Engine" states for around a year,

compelling several of them to

escape to Bengal from the saffron

states of their very own country!

Even many have found themselves

deported to Bangladesh as well

and the greatest tragedy remains

that far from protesting against

assault upon humanity; majority of

the population are either enjoying

it or offering tacit approval

through silence! 

In such a heartless perspective,

it is most natural that releasing

dangerous reptiles like crocodiles

and poisonous snakes in the

riverine frontier of the

international border can also be

contemplated without giving it a

thought that those creatures

cannot distinguish between Indian

and Bangladeshi citizens and can

even invade Indian villages during

flood! Actually when undiluted

hatred calls the last shot, who

cares about human lives!

When will human beings be

allowed natural access across

borders without hurdles just like

air cloud birds fishes!

KAJAL CHATTERJEE | KOLKATA

BENGALIS ARE FACING PHYSICAL & MENTAL
ATROCITIES IN ‘DOUBLE ENGINE’ STATES
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The Women’s Bill’s failure is not just a legislative setback — it is a revealing moment, exposing how even widely 
endorsed ideals can falter when they threaten entrenched interests
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Voter tsunami shakes Bengal polls
Due to Voters Tsunami in the first phase of Bengal assem-
bly electionseveryone whether it is a political pundit
or a layman has been surprised to which way the wind
will blow. as the turnout figures had clocked about 95
percent. Samserganj in Murshidabad district, the
Assembly seat in the first phase of polling in West Bengal
which had the highest deletions in the SIR adjudication
phase, had recorded 96.04 per cent turnout until 11.30
pm, according to the ECINET app. The  central question
is not who will be voted to power, but who will be
allowed to vote. The principal political contenders - the
Trinamool Congress and the Bharatiya Janata Party have,
predictably, drawn their own cheerful conclusions about
such an unprecedented participation of the people in
the polls. What cannot be denied though is that the high
turnout was the consequence of public anxiety regard-
ing the exclusionary nature of the SIR.  

In Tamil Nadu, the high turnout unfolded amid a
three-cornered contest between the DMK, AIADMK-led
alliance and actor-politician Vijay’s TVK. The emergence
of Vijay as a third factor energised younger voters and
triggered visible movement across districts, with
reports of people crowding into buses and travelling
long distances to vote in their native constituencies.

YASH PAL RALHAN | JALANDHAR
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When behaviour crosses the line



As renewed ten-
sions in West Asia
disrupt shipping
lanes, raise insur-
ance costs, and
unsettle energy
markets, an old
truth is reasserting
itself: geopolitics is
inseparable from
economics. From
the Red Sea to
Eastern Europe,

trade is no longer shaped solely by comparative
advantage, but by strategic alignment, resilience,
and trust. For India, this presents both an opening
and a test. In an era where economic credibility
underpins geopolitical influence, foreign policy is
increasingly anchored in domestic performance.
The clearest signal India can offer to global
investors lies not just in its external positioning,
but in the consistency, speed, and reliability of exe-
cution at home.

The Jan Vishwas (Amendment of Provisions) Bill,
April 2026, represents a paradigm shift in how India
governs its economy. While the first iteration in
2023 decriminalised 183 provisions, the 2.0 version
covers 784 provisions across 79 central Acts (PIB).

This is not merely a legal housekeeping exercise;
it is a competitive necessity. For decades, the
“inspector raj” and the threat of imprisonment for
technical errors were significant deterrents to FDI.
By converting these criminal provisions into civil
penalties, India is aligning its regulatory environ-

ment with global peers like Vietnam and
Indonesia. In Vietnam, aggressive expansion of
National Single Window clearances and amended
IP law implementation have streamlined investor
entry, contributing to disbursed FDI reaching $5.41
billion in Q1 2026, a 9.1 per cent year-on-year
increase (Vietnam General Statistics Office).

India’s response, EoDB 2.0, moves towards
“silent compliance.” The objective is to reduce the
compliance thicket, where a typical MSME still nav-
igates up to 1,450 annual requirements
(TeamLease RegTech, 2025-26). By introducing adju-
dicating officers under Jan Vishwas 2.0, the gov-
ernment is signalling that procedural lapses are
no longer treated as crimes against the state, but
as administrative errors. But the next phase of
reform must go beyond this. For global investors,
the real question is not how quickly a company
can be incorporated, but how efficiently it can scale:
can land be acquired without prolonged uncertain-
ty? Can approvals be secured without delays? Can
firms expand across states without navigating frag-
mented compliance systems?

The reform challenge now is clear: India must
shift from ease of doing business to ease of growing
business. This requires harmonised regulations
across states, streamlined compliance systems, and
a consistent on-ground experience that matches
policy intent.

The trinity of productivity
Judicial  efficiency  as  economic  infrastructure
In global boardrooms, contract enforcement is a
core investment parameter. India continues to face

significant gaps here. Historically, World Bank data
indicated that enforcing a contract in India took
approximately 1,445 days, nearly four years, sig-
nificantly longer than in peers like China.

The implications are immediate and material,
including higher costs of capital, firms hesitating
to enter long-term contracts, and shallow supply
chains. At the same time, India’s courts are bur-
dened at scale. Over 5.5 crore cases are pending
across all court levels. The vast majority-approx-
imately 4.9 crore-clog the district and subordinate
courts, often involving minor procedural matters
or long-standing land disputes (National Judicial
Data Grid, March 2026).

The Jan Vishwas 2.0 logic of “executive adjudi-
cation” is the first real pressure-release valve for
this system. By moving minor economic offences
out of the courtroom, the judiciary can focus on
high-stakes commercial disputes. But more must
be done. Judicial efficiency must be treated as eco-
nomic infrastructure, with faster commercial
courts, stronger arbitration frameworks, and
time-bound dispute resolution. Without this,

India risks losing out in sectors where trust and
long-term contracts matter most.
Logistics:  The  cost  of  competitiveness
India’s ambitions to become a global manufactur-
ing hub will ultimately be tested on its cost com-
petitiveness. Logistics sits at the heart of that equa-
tion. India has made significant progress. Logistics
costs have declined from 13-14 per cent of GDP to
7.97 per cent in 2023-24 (DPIIT-NCAER Assessment
Report, September 2025), closer to the global
benchmark of 8 per cent. Investments in highways,
dedicated freight corridors, port modernisation,
and digital platforms such as PM Gati Shakti are
beginning to yield results.

The competitive landscape is tightening, with
Vietnam, Mexico and Indonesia gaining ground.
Marginal differences in logistics costs, port dwell
time and cargo clearance now determine supply
chain decisions. India must prioritise multimodal
integration, reduce bottlenecks, and ensure coor-
dination across ministries and states. The National
Logistics Policy offers a strong framework; its exe-
cution will be decisive
Regulatory  certainty  in  an  uncertain  world
In a volatile global environment, predictability is
often more valuable than incentives. India’s
macro-policy direction has been stable. But busi-
nesses continue to encounter uncertainty from reg-
ulatory changes, varying interpretations, and
compliance complexity, especially when operat-
ing across multiple states. The government’s
commitment to “Minimum Government,
Maximum Governance” through the reduction of
47,000 compliances in November 2025 and the Jan

Vishwas Bill represents a shift towards trust-based
regulation. An important next step is to institution-
alise this approach. This includes systematic reg-
ulatory impact assessments, stakeholder consul-
tation before major policy changes, time-bound
approvals and clear implementation timelines, and
reduced multiplicity of regulators.

Regulatory certainty is not about slowing
reform; it is about making reform predictable and
credible. In today’s world, every domestic reform
sends a global signal: a contract enforced in one
year instead of four signals reliability; a logistics
system operating at 8 per cent of GDP instead of
12 per cent signals competitiveness; and a regu-
latory system based on trust rather than criminal-
isation signals maturity. Taken together, these
define how India is perceived: not just as a large
market, but as a dependable partner. 

Countries that combine scale, stability, and speed
will define the next phase of globalisation. India
is well positioned to be among them. But this is
not guaranteed. The Jan Vishwas reforms show
what is possible when policy shifts from control
to trust. The next step is to embed this philosophy
across the entire economic system. Because in
today’s turbulent world, domestic reforms are no
longer just an economic priority; rather, they are
India’s most powerful foreign policy tool.

Democracy, as a formal system, is indifferent to what
produced the vote it counts. This indifference is usually
a virtue, for it is what prevents the powerful from
assigning themselves additional weight. But there are
circumstances in which this same indifference
becomes its own form of injustice: when the system’s
arithmetic rewards precisely the communities that
declined to invest in their own people, and penalis-
es precisely those that did. India is approaching one
such circumstance, and the approach has acquired
both urgency and a specific political shape.

On April 17, 2026, the Constitution (131st Amendment)
Bill was defeated in the Lok Sabha. Opposition
speakers framed the package as a backdoor rewrite
of federal arithmetic; the government called it demo-

cratic correction. Neither characterisation resolves the harder question, which the bill’s
defeat has deferred but not answered: when the constitutional freeze on parliamen-
tary seat allocation expires this year, what principles should govern the redrawing of
India’s political map? The 42nd Constitutional Amendment of 1976, passed during the
Emergency, locked Lok Sabha seat allocation to the 1971 census. The 84th Amendment
in 2001 extended this freeze to the first census after 2026: fifty years of grace. The implic-
it promise embedded in this arrangement was convergence. That kind of change is not
commanded by constitutional amendment. It is chosen or refused, and across fifty years,
the choice was predominantly refusal. If delimitation proceeds now on a purely pop-
ulation-based formula, the Carnegie Endowment’s projection of a Lok Sabha expand-
ed to approximately 848 seats on 2026 population figures shows Uttar Pradesh alone
gaining 63 seats and Bihar 39, while the five southern states-Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka,
Andhra Pradesh and Telangana-would see their collective share of the House fall from
roughly 24 per cent to under 20 per cent. States that lagged on every development metric
would gain the most political weight. States that led on every metric would practical-
ly be penalised for having done so.

The statistics that explain this outcome are
not the record of geographic fortune; they are
the record of accumulated decisions. SRS 2021
data places Tamil Nadu’s Total Fertility Rate at
1.5 and Uttar Pradesh’s at 2.7. Kerala’s literacy rate
stands at 95.3 per cent against Bihar’s 74.3 per
cent. Kerala receives 852 education loan appli-
cations per lakh of population annually; Bihar
receives 30. The South’s advantage is not
resource endowment but the decision, made
repeatedly over generations, to invest in human
beings rather than simply produce more of them.

CBDT data for 2021-22 shows Karnataka contributed approximately `1.26 lakh crore
in direct tax collections, Tamil Nadu `86,000 crore. Uttar Pradesh contributed `23,000
crore and Bihar ̀ 6,000 crore. A population-based delimitation would add political dis-
possession to fiscal dispossession, completing a double penalty on the communities
that built what everyone else spent.

Harder still is what the population data conceals about gender. The United Nations
Population Fund estimates that nearly 4.6 crore women are missing from India’s pop-
ulation, overwhelmingly from North and West India-the demographic residue of decades
of sex-selective discrimination. A society that erases its daughters and then presents
its headcount as a democratic credential is not demonstrating vitality; it is performing
the oldest substitution: compensating through accumulation what is absent in quality.

The South was not born progressive. What changed it was reform: the Dravidian move-
ment’s social revolution, the temple-entry agitations in Kerala, radical public investment
in education, and a political willingness to break from orthodoxy even at the cost of
social friction. What the North refused was not resources but examination.

In this context, the “grow your population” narrative circulating with renewed inten-
sity across parts of the Hindi heartland is not demographic strategy; it is the ego’s oldest
reflex dressed in civilisational language: when examination is declined, accumulation
is offered in its place. At the Battle of Plassey in 1757, Siraj-ud-Daulah’s army of fifty thou-
sand outnumbered Clive’s three-thousand-strong force seventeen to one, and lost.
Numbers, without the education and institutional investment that transforms numbers
into capability, do not constitute power; they constitute a census.

When a democracy counts a vote, what has it counted? A body. In such an arithmetic,
the Buddha, who fathered one son before walking out of the palace to examine his life,
is outvoted by any householder who fathered twelve without once pausing to examine
anything. The Indian tradition itself, from the Upanishads forward, has insisted that a
human being is not reducible to a body, that what makes a person a person is the capac-
ity for self-examination, and that a life which has declined examination is barely a life
at all. If that is even partly true, headcount is measuring the wrong variable. The ques-
tion worth asking before the next map is redrawn is not which states have grown their
population fastest but which states have grown their people.

India is not the only democracy to have grappled with this tension. The United States
Senate gives every state two seats regardless of population, a design explicitly intend-
ed to prevent pure demographic weight from dissolving the federal compact. A federal
union in which one category of states can permanently outvote another on every matter
of national consequence-not because their governance record is stronger but because
their numbers are larger-does not remain a genuine federation for long.

A workable alternative exists within the current constitutional framework. The more
consequential reform is to attach Lok Sabha seat revision to measurable convergence
rather than to the passage of time. A 2051 framework could set threshold benchmarks
that northern states must demonstrably approach before their parliamentary weight
is permitted to grow: total fertility rate at or below 2.1, female
literacy above 85 per cent, sex ratio at birth above 940, and
per capita income at least 60 per cent of the national average.

What the next Delimitation Commission decides will
either honour fifty years of sacrifice by communities that chose
the harder path, or confirm what they have begun to
suspect: that in this democracy, the harder path was never
worth the effort. What is at stake is not only the political stand-
ing of five southern states, but the question of whether the
Indian republic intends to remain a country that rewards self-
examination, or a country that rewards only its refusal.

This is not the design of a better India. It is a refusal to ratify
a worse one.
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and convincing the Iranian regime that the US is not a unified
negotiating partner. The International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) reported as recently as last week that while Iran’s pro-
gramme is “ambitious,” there is no definitive proof it has
crossed the threshold into weaponisation. Domestic critics
in the US are using this fact to challenge the legitimacy of con-
tinued strikes, arguing that the administration is overreach-
ing.

Tehran has rejected the US ceasefire framework outright,
demanding reparations for the February strikes, security guar-
antees, and strategic control over the Strait of Hormuz. Iranian
officials are deeply sceptical of the ceasefire extension, calling
it a strategic delay-a tactic by the US to buy time while main-
taining a strangling naval blockade.

The economic consequences of this 2026 conflict are no
longer theoretical; they are manifesting as a fundamental shift
in the global financial architecture.

With the Strait of Hormuz effectively a battlefield, Brent
crude has spiked to $115 per barrel, with projections reach-
ing $130 if the blockade persists through the summer. This
has triggered “green inflation,” where the cost of the energy
transition has skyrocketed. Petroleum-derived components
needed for manufacturing everything from solar panel plas-
tics to turbine lubricants have doubled in price, threatening
global climate goals. Perhaps the most significant long-term
shift is the accelerated “de-dollarisation” of the Global
South. In response to the US using the SWIFT system as a
weapon, the BRICS+ bloc has fast-tracked the “BRICS Pay”
system. China and India are increasingly settling oil trades
in yuan and rupees, bypassing the greenback entirely.

This is creating a bifurcated global economy: a Western-
led “Dollar Zone” and an Eastern-led “Commodity Zone,”
where trade is backed by physical assets rather than US
Treasury debt. The IMF recently cut its 2026 global growth fore-
cast, warning that the UK and Eurozone face the sharpest
downgrades due to their energy dependence. The persistent
threat of war has led to a “liquidity trap” where private invest-
ment in the Middle East has frozen, and capital is fleeing to
“safe havens” like gold and decentralised digital assets, which
have hit record highs.

As of April 22, 2026, the world is at a crossroads. The US finds
itself in a paradoxical position: it possesses overwhelming mil-
itary superiority, yet its internal cohesion is fraying due to leaks
and policy disputes. Iran, though battered and economical-
ly haemorrhaging, remains defiant, betting that the global
financial pain caused by the blockade will eventually force
the West to blink.

The “inebriated” revelations of war secrets symbolise a
larger truth: in modern warfare, the lack of a unified diplo-
matic front is as dangerous as a lack of ammunition. If the
Islamabad talks do not resume with a coherent American pro-
posal, the “temporary” ceasefire of April 2026 may be
remembered as the final quiet moment before a global eco-
nomic and military storm. On top of this, there are several
threats emanating from around Hormuz, ranging from
unmanageable underwater mines to the possibility of disrup-
tion to underground international data cable networks. The
next 72 hours will determine whether the blockade eases or
if the 2026 Iran war enters its most destructive phase.

As of late April 2026, the
geopolitical landscape
is defined by a fragile,
high-stakes standoff
between Washington
and Tehran. What
began as a series of
targeted strikes in
February has devolved
into a “grey zone” con-
flict that threatens to
reshape the global
financial order and dis-
mantle established
maritime security pro-

tocols. The situation is a volatile mix of tactical military
manoeuvres, internal US political instability, and a fun-
damental shift in how the world’s rising powers inter-
act with the Western-led financial system.

The conflict reached a fever pitch in mid-April.
Following the expiration of the first two-week cease-
fire, the situation on the ground remains volatile. On
April 13, the US initiated a naval blockade of Iranian ports
after negotiations stalled. Iran responded by declaring
the Strait of Hormuz a “closed military zone,” effective-
ly choking off 20 per cent of the world’s oil supply. On
April 21, the US Navy seized the Iranian-flagged cargo
ship Touska in the Sea of Oman, citing sanctions vio-
lations. Tehran branded this as “piracy” and retaliat-
ed immediately. On April 22, an Iranian Revolutionary
Guard (IRGC) gunboat opened fire on a commercial
vessel near the entrance to the Strait. According to the
UK Maritime Trade Operations (UKMTO), the vessel’s
bridge was hit without warning, directly contradicting
Tehran’s claim that it was merely enforcing maritime
law.

Despite these escalations, President Trump has
indefinitely extended the ceasefire “at the request of
Pakistan”. However, this “peace” is purely nominal. Both
sides are using the lull to reposition assets: the US is
bolstering its regional missile defence and naval pres-
ence, while Iran is signalling endurance. In a display
of calculated defiance,  Tehran paraded its
Khorramshahr ballistic missiles through civilian streets-
a range of 2,000 km-demonstrating that it is not nego-
tiating from a position of weakness. For 50 consecu-
tive nights, large-scale rallies have filled Iranian
squares, projecting a sense of national unity and resis-
tance despite the heavy economic toll of the conflict.

Meanwhile, there have been mishaps galore in the
internal US administrative and military hierarchies, with
several honchos preferring to wash their dirty linen in
public. Several senior US officials and officers resigned
or were removed during the 2026 US-Iran conflict, most
notably Joe Kent,  Director of  the National
Counterterrorism Center, who resigned in March 2026,
citing opposition to the war. Additionally, Navy
Secretary John Phelan stepped down in April 2026 amid
a Pentagon shake-up, while Army Chief of Staff Gen.
Randy George was asked to step down. The most dam-
aging “hiccup” in recent negotiations stems from
reports of a massive intelligence breach involving senior
US officials. Rumours have circulated regarding a high-
ranking member of the Middle East policy team who
allegedly disclosed sensitive “war secrets”-including
contingency plans for strikes on Iranian hardened sites
and the specific “red lines” for a ground intervention-
while in an inebriated state at a private diplomatic gath-
ering.

This lapse has been personified in the recent inves-
tigation of Andrew Hug, a branch chief for nuclear and
chemical security in the US Army. Caught in an under-
cover sting, Hug reportedly discussed nuclear launch
procedures, chemical nerve agents, and even alleged
plans to target Iranian leadership, all while under the
influence. While the White House has scrambled to
contain the fallout, this lapse has highlighted a deeper,
more systemic issue: policy schizophrenia. There is a
widening chasm between the “Maximum Pressure 2.0”
hawks, who believe Iran’s leadership is on the verge
of collapse, and the “de-escalation” pragmatists. The
latter group, composed of career diplomats and mili-
tary leadership, argues that the current path is unsus-
tainable. They contend that the “all-or-nothing”
demands presented in the April Islamabad talks were
designed to fail, serving as a pretext for a naval block-
ade rather than a genuine diplomatic exit ramp.

These internal disagreements have led to a “leaky”
administration where conflicting signals are being sent
to Tehran, confusing Omani and Pakistani mediators
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Life of a gig worker remains under a socio-
economic veil. Mysteries, intrigues, paradox-
es, and contradictions surround her life. This
has prompted several researchers to
conduct controlled ethnographic studies by
following them 24x7 for several days and
weeks. Experts realise that watching the gig
workers from a distance, or engaging with
them via short and long interviews does not
provide a full picture. This is visible from a
survey, which interviewed 1,355 employees
across Karnataka, and whose excerpts were
captured by a media website. More than
clarity, the picture that emerges is foggy.

Most feel that the gig workers are paid a
pittance, and their incomes fluctuate every
month since they get commissions based on
volumes and values of deliveries. Indeed,
these were the major complaints during the
recent protests in several cities, including
Bengaluru in Karnataka. However, in the
survey, almost everyone, nearly 95 per
cent, seems satisfied with their incomes. This
is not because, as is the common impression,
gig work forms a second layer of revenue for
those who pursue multiple income streams.
In the survey, 84 per cent said that gig work
accounted for “primary income,” or is the
main source.

Hence, one may assume that while a
miniscule section of the workers in the larger
cities, like Bengaluru, may be unhappy
with their incomes, the others are not for
several reasons. In the smaller cities, as in
the bigger ones, opportunities are limited.
Despite the hardships, like roaming around
in the heat or cold through the day, and
minus the social security net, gig work is
more stable because the demand for more
employees invariably exists. The incomes
may seem small for the aspirants in cities,
but are substantial in smaller ones.

More importantly, unlike the more stable
work, like 9-to-5 one, gig work offers flexi-
bility and freedom. Competition has inten-
sified, say, in the delivery business, especial-
ly with the onset of 10-minute quick-deliv-
ery commerce. Hence, there is enough
demand, which allows the workers to
change jobs, and apps, quite rapidly, and in
a dash, from Rapido to DoorDash. Gig
workers are able to jump jobs for better
remuneration, which keeps their hopes up
of getting into decent-income brackets.
The attrition rates are high, and job tenures
are low, as many of them switch apps within
a few months, if not a few weeks.

As is the case with some jobs, gig work,
especially delivery, conjures up pathways
that allow the employees to escape present
trajectories. In construction, a worker feels

he can become a mason, and a mason thinks
he can emerge as a contractor. The same is
true about gig workers, who experiment
with various job profiles, and revenue
streams, and are invariably aware that a
genuine break is round the corner. They take
a left here, and there it will be. This explains
why three-fourths of the people in the
survey confidently espouse that they “do not
wish to stay on (in the delivery
business) for long.”

Indeed, one of the authors of
the survey indicated that anec-
dotal evidence shows that gig
workers do graduate to high-end jobs. “I
have somebody working in my office now
who was earlier working with Rapido, and
now is doing high-end ETL transformations
for one of the AI things that we are trying
to push out,” he explained. Thus, this shows
a more systemic problem with the economy,

ie, lack of proper jobs for the highly-educat-
ed people, and the pressures to take up
something that is flexible, and wait patient-
ly for the right job.

In the media report, which highlights the
survey, there is a negative connotation
that the gig economy workers do not save.
Just over half of the surveyed employees say
that they have “zero savings.” Couple this

with a lack of social net, and
social security, or minimal mech-
anism, and it seems like a danger-
ous trend. But two issues are
crucial. The first is that most of

the gig workers are young and, hence,
have time to shore up savings, investments,
and think of  ret irement planning.  
The second, as mentioned before, is that they
do not intend to do the same work 
for longer periods.  

More importantly, the mindset with which

we see a gig worker, as opposed to someone
who works in a corporate set up, has
changed. While the images of the latter
include questions about the employee’s
family, children, lifestyle, and spending
pattern, those for the former are about their
ability to either get jobs, or be exploited.
Today, the four labour codes, and genuine
understanding about the gig economy has
helped to bridge this mentality, and under-
standing gap. Now, the gig workers are
looked at similarly to others, who work in
temporary capacities in offices, or at the fac-
tories. Both are workers.

But there is obviously more to gig jobs, and
gig workers than what we can see from the
outside, and comprehend. What is required
is serious and rigorous ethnographies that
provide more insights. Educated youngsters,
of Gen Z, for instance, feel more comfortable,
even confident with flexible, freelance, and
consultancy jobs. They aim for multiple jobs
to increase incomes, and combat boredom
and monotonous feelings. One is not sure
if the flexible hours, and jobs that gig
workers enjoy, or stay unhappy with, provide
them with similar emotions. Possibly, the
delivery boys and girls relate more to 
construction workers.

More studies, rather than mere surveys,
which feel like -touch-and-go, hide-and-seek,
or instant reactions, are crucial to study the
gig economy. In many cases, as pollsters find
out, the people interviewed tend to give
answers that they feel are expected from
them. They do not speak the entire truth, and
fabricate it with falsehoods. This may or may
not happen deliberately, but it does. This is
especially so when sentiments are involved,
rather than objective truths, like in an elec-
tion, or job-related satisfaction, or salaries.

However, things are changing, as more
people tend to treat the gig workers better,
and try to understand them. In the recent
past, tipping in some sectors has gone up,
especially in the case of apps where the
money goes directly to the employees.
Anecdotal evidence shows that households
treat the delivery girls better, especially in
summers. Even one of the authors of the
survey changed after the report. “I have
started to tip more. I think we should tip
more. As a country only we should tip
more….” He wants the others to do the same.

Critics and observers have commented on the
growing practices among the ruling regimes to
dole out cash to woo voters, and take attention
away from policy and governance failures.
Now, a renowned global brokerage house,
Bernstein, has written an open and stinging
letter to Prime Minister Narendra Modi about the
same issues. Cash transfers, states the letter,
side-steps genuine concerns among the masses
that are related to the lack of jobs, and social
security. They signal either the “ills of democ-
racy,” or “economic failure of the nation.”

But this does not imply that regimes need to
ban, or do away, with cash-led welfare schemes.
The letter adds that there is evidence from expe-
riences, and studies that “well-designed cash
transfers” can reduce fears and insecurity
among the poor and underprivileged, ensure
sustainable consumption, and boost demand,
especially in rural areas, on a regular basis. They
help in assuaging the elevated emotions during
crises. During the LPG shortages, low-income
sections were happy to receive unexpected cash
transfers. As a Delhi-based house-help said, 
“The sarkar (ruling regime) remembers us in
times of toubles.”

However, there are two long-term issues with
regular cash transfers. The first signifies that gov-
ernment revenues that need to be spent on
roads, healthcare, education, low-cost-housing,
and re-skilling are diverted as doles and incen-
tives for political ends. The economic benefits
are temporary, and hard to define. More impor-
tantly, the multiplier effects of these are higher,
productive gains are durable, and a rupee
spent on infrastructure is worth two rupees as
doles. Second, money is snatched away from tax-
payers to pay subsidies. There are sections that
are burdened with higher-than-expected taxes.

Indeed, among the middle-class sections, as
was earlier restricted to the richer classes, there
are voices that question some of the subsidies,
especially those that pertain to free food,

almost-free homes, and random and non-pro-
ductive cash transfers. “Most of our incomes are
spent on rents or home EMIs, education, and
healthcare. The poor get them for free. They get
the subsidies, and my incentives are systemat-
ically reduced. Why should I finance them?”
questions a Noida-based professional. “Let the
regimes help the poor. I have no problem. But
do it by curbing corruption, and not by putting
the squeeze on my family,” laments another
middle-class bread-earner.

According to the letter, cash
transfers have almost emerged as
a governance habit. A system that
was aimed to benefit the direct ben-
eficiaries, plug distribution loop-
holes, and eliminate corruption, has become a
systemic way to woo voters before the elections.
In West Bengal, before the ongoing assembly
elections, the debate among the low-class
voters was that while the BJP has promised cash,
Trinamool Congress already gives cash, and
other assets through several schemes. “It is
better to support something that is genuine than
depend on future promises,” was a retort by a
Trinamool supporter.

Data reveals that in more than half the
states, cash transfers to women before the elec-
tions amount to an outgo of `1,75,000 crore a
year, or 0.5 per cent of GDP. Both central and
state regimes pursue these practices. In Madhya
Pradesh, the Ladli Behna scheme promises 
`1,500 a month to nearly 13 million women. In
Maharashtra, the Ladki Behin scheme pays a
similar amount to 25 million. Ahead of the
assembly elections last year, Bihar announced
`10,000 to women. The collective outgoes are
massive, `70,000 crore in Madhya Pradesh, 
and `1,25,000 crore in Bihar (combined 
pre-election transfers).

“Put together, just these (above-mentioned)
cash schemes across States are now in the same
fiscal ballpark as some of India’s largest social-

sector programmes. That is money which could
otherwise be compounding in hard infrastruc-
ture, urban capacity, human capital, or research
and development,” warns the letter. The cash-
transfer initiatives have scaled up to the levels
where they are likely to squeeze the fiscal
spaces, reshape priorities, and harm states’
finances. Studies still have not been able to link
doles with either growth, more jobs and skills,
and general upliftment of the poorer sections.

“The concern is about making large, uncon-
ditional, election-synchronised trans-
fers a permanent feature of state
budgets. If that happens, we risk
locking into a low-productivity equi-
librium where a rising share of tax

funds is consumed today rather than capabili-
ties for tomorrow,” explains the letter. The main
fallout, as is visible over the past three decades,
is that while GDP growth zooms and even
booms, the per capita incomes stutter and
remain stunted. The wealth of the nation
grows, as it emerges as an economic superpow-
er. The people, or large sections, remain 
unsatisfied, unhappy, and unfulfilled.

What is equally significant is that the cash
transfer scheme came into existence to ensure
that the money that is promised to certain sec-
tions, say, for education scholarships, low-cost
housing, pensions, insurance claims, and sub-
sidies (fertilisers and energy) are legitimately
transferred to the certified bank accounts of the
genuine beneficiaries. Over a decade or two,
several regimes combined biometric identity,
bank accounts, and other documents to stream-
line and perfect the process. But once the gov-
ernments realised that they possessed the
details of the bank accounts of the various ben-
eficiaries, it was easy to merely transfer cash for
no rhyme or reason to woo specific sections.

In effect, the system became a perfectly
legal mechanism to provide cash incentives to
voters before the elections. In the past, the voters
were bribed by cash, liquor, and other means.
But as legal pressure mounted, these practices
reduced, or visibly so. Now, cash is officially
transferred without questions about motives,
morality, means, and legality. Everything is fair
in this brave, new world of cash transfers. The
governments are happy, so are the masses. The
thugs, hoodlums, and middlemen required
earlier were gracefully eliminated. No one can
question the transfers, which are genuine,
clean, and transparent.

Global experts are still unsure about the pros
and cons of cash transfers. Some contend that
the process is effective and efficient, and allows
the beneficiaries to decide “how to allocate
funds.” Others think that the devil lies in this
freedom because in the mostly patriarchal
societies, the cash is misused and diverted for
unproductive purposes. This explains why the
Indian practice is to transfer the money in the
bank accounts of the women, who are more
likely to spend it judiciously, rather than the men
who may waste it. Unlike the oft-spoken
thought that cash transfers are corruption-free,
the opposite may be truer. They are as, or more,
susceptible to official corruption.
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A rupee gained, two rupees lost

Left-Handed Economist

Cash-driven welfare for electoral gains equals economic failure

New rules, protests put the spotlight on gig workers, and their lives
Work minus gigs equals less giggles

It was bound to happen. Day before night, when it was
daytime in the US, the American stock markets fell, and
the indices were down. Taking cues from there, as the
Indian equities have done over the past 2-3 weeks, and
so have some of Asian markets, the Sensex, or the
Bombay Stock Exchange Index, was down by nearly
1,000 points yesterday. April seemed like a lucky month
for the index, which crept up rapidly from below 72,000
on March 30 to over 79,000 on April 21. But since then,
the Sensex lost 2,600 points. Over the past one year,
the difference between the 52-week high and low is
an unbelievable more than 14,500 points. Who would
have imagined, as late as January, when the index was
almost 86,000, that it would be down in the dumps,
or seemingly so? The road to 1,07,000 points by the end
of 2026, or a massive hike of 40 per cent from the
present, as predicted by a leading brokerage house,
seems unreachable, with the top covered in blinding
storm. But who knows, Indian indices, markets, and
equities have performed amazing and blinding 
miracles in the past.

Of course, the war is a factor, and so are the crude
oil prices. The second round of talks failed, or did not
take place, and as the US offered to extend the tem-
porary ceasefire, Iran captured a few ships in the Strait
of Hormuz, and America did the same with Iranian ships
around Kharg Island. The war-like feeling escalated,
which triggered bearish sentiments. Well, in some
senses, it was not because the conflict continued. It was
because the investors, and others expected peace.
Expectations clashed with realities. The moment the
shipping disruptions became headlines, crude oil
reacted, and jumped several dollars to reach $106 per
barrel, from below $100. A few brokerage houses
claimed that $100 was the new normal, and $95 was
the lowest benchmark that oil would touch, before
shooting up, unless peace prevails. In addition, crude
will continue to hover $10-20 over the pre-war prices
in the post-conflict period, which may extend for
months or even years. Hence, the end of war may not
signify the end of energy challenges for the 
consumers, although the producers are likely to
make a killing on Brent.

Despite the restrictions and strictures, some of which
seemed like ones followed by closed, socialist
economies, the Indian central bank was unable to
control or support the rupee. After breaching `95 to a
dollar, the currency did strengthen to `92-plus, but later
weakened to breach `94. The earlier `95 benchmark
is on the horizon. This happened immediately as some
of the restrictions were eased. This indicates that
traders and speculators expect the currency to reach
`100 to a dollar by the end of this year, if not earlier.
The central bank will try to prevent this, with more
restrictions later, if required, and hope that once the
Iran war ends, the pressures on the rupee will ease,
especially in terms of higher crude prices, lower exports,
expensive imports, lower GDP growth, and lower
foreign exchange outgo. Everything rides on the war,
and slippery and slick oily roads. The currency is unlike-
ly to be stable in the midst of these fluctuating fortunes
on both sides of the conflict. If the war does not stop,
its trajectory is downward, or towards weaker entropy.

Foreign investors remain sellers in Indian equities,
as they possibly do in other Asian markets, and those
in the emerging economies. Last Thursday, they sold
shares worth more than `3,000 crore. Domestic
investors are trying to take them on. But they face an
uphill task under the shadows of the war. Data indi-
cates that retail investors shied away from the markets
in March, as is evident from the number of SIP
accounts that were either not renewed or lapsed, com-
pared to the new ones. Some experts feel that the insti-
tutions, which believe in regularly buying on the lows,
and constantly selling on the highs, may be pushing
more Indian money into the markets. This explains why
the indices rebound with zest and ferocity, even as the
whiff of good news reaches the markets. The net equity
outflows by foreign investors, higher trade deficit, and
outflows via other mechanisms, push the rupee
down, and it does the same with equities despite the
support from domestic investors. It is a never-ending
game, which will stop when the war does.

As mentioned earlier, the Indian and Asian markets
take their cues largely from the American ones.
“KOSPI in South Korea fell by about one per cent, while
Japan’s Nikkei 225 advanced roughly 0.4 per cent. In
China, the Shanghai Composite Index declined 0.6 per
cent, and Hong Kong’s Hang Seng Index also traded
lower, though losses remained modest. Overnight,
Nasdaq Composite led the decline on Wall Street,
ending nearly 0.9 per cent lower. Futures tied to the
Dow Jones Industrial Average were also in negative ter-
ritory, suggesting a cautious start for US markets later
in the day,” stated a media report. Bond yields in the
US were up due to fresh war concerns. 
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PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n New Delhi

France’s Groupe ADP is selling
up to 7.3 per cent stake in
GMR Airports to the GMR pro-
moter group for more than
`10,100 crore.

Once the multi-layered
deal is complete, the overall
stake of Groupe ADP, the
Paris airport operator, in GMR
Airports will come down to 25
per cent from 32.3 per cent.

GMR Airports Ltd (GAL), the
airports business arm of the
GMR Group, operates various
airports, including at Delhi
and Hyderabad.  

Groupe ADP has entered
into agreements for sale of its
securities representing 7.3
per cent stake in GAL to the
GMR promoter group, accord-
ing to a statement issued by
the French group.  

The deal will be executed
through an initial sale and
entry into options relating to
ordinary or preference shares
as well as the early purchase
by GMR Group of the convert-
ible bonds issued by GAL and
currently held by Groupe
ADP. “The overall cash pro-
ceeds generated by this trans-

action are estimated to be
924 million euros,” the French
group said in a statement on
Thursday.  At current
exchange rates, 924 million
euros translates to around $
1.08 billion or over Rs 10,100
crore. 

There was no comment
from the GMR Group on the
transaction.  

Currently, GMR promoter
group holds 34.9 per cent in
GAL and the holding will rise
to 42.2 per cent post the deal.
While Groupe ADP’s stake
will come down to 25 per
cent, the public shareholding
in GAL will remain at around
32.8 per cent.

Under the deal, Groupe
ADP sold 3.4 per cent of GAL’s

ordinary equity shares for
256 million euros on
Thursday.  

GMR promoter group has
call options and Groupe ADP
a corresponding put option
exercisable to purchase and
sell, respectively, securities
representing 3.9 per cent of
GAL’s ordinary equity shares
for an estimated 285 million
euros. Any sale resulting from
the exercise of these options
should be completed by April
30, 2027. 

Also, the early purchase 
by GMR Group of the convert-
ible bonds (FCCBs) for a
nominal (face) value of 301
million euros, plus accrued
interest at the date of the
transaction is to be complet-

ed by March 31, 2027, the
statement said.  

“Upon completion of the
transaction, Groupe ADP’s
governance rights in GAL and
its co-promoter status will
remain unchanged. 

This transaction, by rebal-
ancing the economic expo-
sure of GMR Group and
Groupe ADP in GAL, bolsters
this partnership and
enhances the company’s
position for future develop-
ment, without the need for
any additional capital injec-
tion,” it said.  Groupe ADP said
the transaction is part of its
strategy to optimise the
financial contribution of its
international assets and
added that it does not intend
any further divestment of its
stake in GAL and is engaged
in a balanced long-term part-
nership.  

In 2020, Groupe ADP
snapped up a 49 per cent
stake in GAL, which was then
a subsidiary of GMR
Infrastructure Ltd (GIL), for
around 1.3 billion euros. 

Later, in July 2024, GAL was
listed as a separate entity on
the Indian bourses after a
restructuring of GIL. 

France’s Groupe ADP to sell
7.3% stake in GMR Airports PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 

n New Delhi

Seamless, barrier-free tolling on several
national highways across the country will
be implemented by December, road trans-
port and highways minister Nitin Gadkari
said on Friday.

Addressing the second edition of
Logistics Shakti Summit & Awards 2026,
Gadkari said India will have to develop
good infrastructure to reduce logistics cost.

“We plan to put up several seamless
barrier-free tolling systems on several
national highways across the country by
December,” Gadkari said.

This new system facilitates barrier-free
tolling using integrated technologies,
including Automatic Number Plate
Recognition (ANPR) with AI analytics and
RFID-based Electronic Toll Collection
(FASTag).

Under this, vehicles will be charged
based on their identification through 
high-performance ANPR cameras and
FASTag readers, without needing to stop
at toll plazas.

In case of non-compliance, e-notices will
be served to violators, non-payment of
which may result in suspension of FASTag
and other VAHAN-related penalties.

Gadkari noted that if India wants to
become a global power, the country will
have to reduce logistics cost to single digits.

He said a recent report prepared by IIT
Chennai, IIT Kanpur, and IIM Bangalore has
revealed that India’s construction of
expressways and economic corridors has

helped reduce the country’s logistics cost
to 10 per cent from 16 per cent earlier.

The Road Transport and Highways
Minister said logistics cost is 12 per cent in
the US, 12 per cent in European countries
and 8-10 per cent in China.

Referring to the West Asia crisis, Gadkari
said India relies on imports to meet 87 per
cent of its oil requirement.

“We import fossil fuels worth `22 lakh
crore, which is also causing pollution... so
we need to work on increasing production
of alternative fuel and bio-fuel,” he said.

Noting that green hydrogen is the fuel
of the future, Gadkari said there is a need
to reduce the cost of running a hydrogen
fuel station to make it financially viable.

He said India is the fastest-growing
major economy and it is a dream of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi to make the
country a $ 5-trillion economy. 

Barrier-free tolling on several
NHs from December: Gadkari

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Mumbai

Equity benchmark indices
Sensex and Nifty tumbled
over  1  per  cent  on 
Friday, falling for the third
consecutive day, as a sharp
rally in crude prices and
massive selling in IT counters
weighed heavi ly  on
investors’ sentiment.

Unabated foreign fund out-
flows, a negative trend in
global markets amid pro-
longed conflict and contin-
ued disruption in the Strait of
Hormuz added to the gloom.

The 30-share BSE Sensex
dropped 999.79 points, or
1.29 per cent, to settle at
76,664.21. During the day, it
plunged 1,260.13 points or
1.62 per cent to 76,403.87.

The wider gauge NSE Nifty
slumped 275.10 points, or 1.14
per cent, to end at 23,897.95.

“Indian equity markets
extended their decline for a
third consecutive session, as
renewed risk-off sentiment
weighed on investor confi-
dence. Ongoing tensions in
the Middle East, coupled with
persistent weakness in the IT

sector, continued to pres-
sure an already fragile
market backdrop.

“Volatility also increased,
with the India VIX rising 6 per
cent, reflecting heightened
fear and uncertainty amid the
prolonged conflict and con-
tinued disruption in the Strait
of Hormuz, with no meaning-
ful signs of de-escalation,”
Ponmudi R, CEO of Enrich
Money, an online trading and
wealth tech firm, said. 

From the Sensex con-
stituents, Infosys dived 7.09

per cent after its revenue
growth forecast for FY27
came in lower than market
expectations.

HCL Tech, Tata Consultancy
Services, Tech Mahindra, Sun
Pharma, Asian Paints and
ICICI Bank were also among
the major laggards.

Trent, Bajaj Finance, State
Bank of India, HDFC Bank
and Kotak Mahindra Bank
were the winners. Brent
crude, the global oil bench-
mark, traded 2.17 per cent
higher at $ 107.3 per barrel. 

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n New Delhi

India’s peak power demand
surged to a seasonal high of
240 GW on Thursday, driven
by intense heat and increased
air conditioner usage, accord-
ing to the latest power min-
istry data.

The country’s peak power
demand met (the highest
supply in a day) was record-
ed a tad higher at 240.12 GW
on April 23, up from 239.70
GW on April 22, the highest
during this summer.

According to experts, the
peak power demand may
soon breach the second-
highest recorded at 243.27
GW in September 2023, with
rising mercury levels and an
increase in the intensity of
heat waves in the country.

The record high of 250 GW
of peak power demand was
recorded in May 2024.

Last year, the peak power
demand was 242.77 GW,
which was recorded in June,
2025.

In the first fortnight of this
month, the peak power
demand remained lower
than the 235.32 GW recorded
in April last year.

The peak power demand
met, or the highest supply in
a day, was recorded at 234.81
GW on April 16 this year, but
surged to 238.94 GW the next
day.

On April  18,  demand
remained almost at the same
level of 238.80 GW, but fell to
225.69 GW on April 19, before
rising again to 237.43 GW on
April 20. It had slipped to
236.73 GW on April 21, the
data showed.

Experts are of the view
that the demand and con-
sumption of electricity will
increase in the remainder of
this month due to more fre-
quent use of air-conditioners,
air coolers, and other appli-
ances by domestic as well as
commercial consumers with
rising mercury levels in the
country.

Peak power
demand crosses
240 GW in April
amid soaring
mercury levels

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n New Delhi

A majority of Indian trav-
ellers surveyed across key
cities are seeking better
hospitality services, with
slow resolution of issues,
insufficient compensation
and inconsistent communi-
cation emerging as critical
pain points, according 
to a survey by US-head-
quartered Vertex Group
released on Friday.

The survey was conduct-
ed among 10,000 travellers
in Mumbai,  Delhi,
Bengaluru, Hyderabad, and
Kolkata recently.

While 45 per cent of trav-
ellers reported satisfaction
with recent hospitality expe-
riences, a majority, 55 per
cent, said their expecta-
tions remain unmet.

Timeliness is a significant
factor for customer satisfac-
tion. The survey found that
just 38 per cent of problems
were resolved within an
hour, 29 per cent of trav-

ellers said their issues were
never resolved at all, high-
lighting the urgent need
for faster, more decisive
action from brands.

When help was needed
most, 42 per cent of those
surveyed turned to tradi-
tional phone support for
the quickest response, com-
pared to 27 per cent for in-
person assistance, 18 per
cent for mobile apps and

only 13 per cent for social
media.

Moreover, only 22 per
cent of them received gen-
erous compensation like
refunds,  vouchers,  or
upgrades after service
lapses, while 46 per cent
said they received little or
no compensation, or that
their issue was ignored.

Communication emerged
as another weak spot in

the survey, with just 14 per
cent of respondents stating
that brands “always” kept
them pro-actively informed
about delays or disruptions,
while nearly half said such
outreach was “rarely” or
“never” provided.

Gagan Arora, Founder
and President of Vertex
Group, said, “This survey
signals a turning point for
India’s hospitality and travel
brands. While nearly half of
customers are satisfied, the
other half is sending a clear
message: they want faster
solutions and honest, proac-
tive communication... The
future of this industry lies in
how quickly companies can
close the gap between
expectation and delivery”.

Times Square-headquar-
tered Vertex Group is a tech
company helping global
hospitality and travel enter-
prises navigate customer
experiences across the US,
the UK, India,  the
Philippines, Nepal, the UAE,
and Nigeria. 

Majority of travellers seek better services,
timely issue resolution, says Survey

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Mumbai

The domestic Commercial
Vehicle (CV) industry is
expected to clock a record
overall volume of around
12.4 lakh units this fiscal, sur-
passing the previous peak of
the financial year 2019,
ratings agency Crisil said 
on Friday.

The expected growth in
the domestic Commercial
Vehicle CV industry follows a
strong 13 per cent rebound 
in the just-concluded 
financial year.

According to Crisil, financial
year 2026 was marked by a
strong domestic recovery,

driven by several factors,
such as the GST rate cut from
28 per cent to 18 per cent in
September 2025, which signif-
icantly improved purchase
economics.

Additionally, easing of
interest rates, improving

freight utilisation, and a
pickup in infrastructure and
mining activity reinforced
the recovery, it stated.

“Domestic demand
momentum is expected to
continue this fiscal, albeit
with some growth modera-

tion owing to the higher
base.

“LCVs, accounting for
around 60 per cent of the
industry volume, are project-
ed to grow 5-6 per cent,
driven by e-commerce and
last-mile delivery demand,
while MHCV volumes are
expected to expand 4-5 per
cent, supported by freight
movement and infrastruc-
ture spending,” said Anuj
Sethi, Senior Director, Crisil
Ratings.

According to Crisil, domes-
tic demand will remain sup-
portive, driven by infrastruc-
ture-led activity, steady
replacement demand, and
continued benefits from

improved affordability fol-
lowing the rationalisation of
Goods and Services Tax (GST)
rates last year.

Exports, however, could
see some near-term disrup-
tions due to the ongoing
developments in West 
Asia, it said.

Crisil said its analysis is
based on four CV manufactur-
ers, who account for as much
as around 94 per cent of
industry volumes.

The CV industry is broadly
categorised into light com-
mercial vehicles (LCVs) and
medium and heavy commer-
cial vehicles (MHCVs), with
buses forming a sub-segment
within each.

Domestic commercial vehicle industry to see record volume: Crisil
PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n New Delhi

National highway construction in the last
fiscal year stood at 9,380 km, below the
target of 10,000 km, a senior road transport
and highways ministry official said on
Friday. The official told PTI that the shortfall
was mainly due to delays in land acquisition
and securing other clearances.

Last fiscal year saw the shortest length of
highway construction since 2017-18, when
9,829 km of highways were built.

The Ministry of Road Transport and
Highways is primarily responsible for the
development  and maintenance of
National Highways (NHs), including
National Expressways.

The ministry constructed 10,660 km of

national highways in 2024-25, 12,349 km in
2023-24 and 10,331 km in 2022-23.

This slowdown is largely due to a sharp
fall in the pace of awarding new highway
projects. The pace of awarding highway con-
tracts fell from 12,376 km in 2022-23 to 7,538
km in FY25.

Govt misses FY26 highway construction
target due to delay in land acquisition

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Mumbai

The rupee extended its losing
streak for the fifth day in a
row, depreciating 22 paise to
close at 94.23 (provisional)
against the US dollar on
Friday due to higher crude oil
prices and strengthening
American currency, with
prospects of West Asia peace
talks hanging in the balance.

Despite a ceasefire being in
place between the United
States and Iran, ship move-
ment through the Strait of
Hormuz remained uncertain,
unsettling the global fuel
prices, while the upheaval
triggered a massive selling in
domestic equity markets and
outflow of foreign funds,
forex analysts said.

President Donald Trump
has also ordered the US mil-
itary to “shoot and kill” small

Iranian boats that deploy
mines to choke traffic
through the Strait of Hormuz.

At the interbank foreign
exchange market, the rupee
opened at 94.25 and stayed
range-bound throughout the
session, hitting the day’s high
of 94.18 and the low of 94.31

against the greenback.
The currency settled for

the day at 94.23 (provisional),
registering a loss of 22 paise
from the previous closing
level. The rupee settled 23
paise lower at 94.01 against
the US dollar on Thursday, the
fourth consecutive day of
decline. In the past five ses-
sions, the domestic unit has
lost over 1 per cent, since the
closing level of 92.91 record-
ed on April 17.

Anuj Choudhary, Research
Analyst at Mirae Asset
ShareKhan, said the rupee fell
on risk aversion in global
markets as the US blockade
of the Strait of Hormuz con-
tinued to keep the tensions
high. “A strong dollar and
surge in crude oil prices
weighed on the rupee,” he
said, adding,” $-INR spot price
is expected to trade in a
range of `94 to `94.62.”

Rupee ends 22 paise weaker
at 94.23 against US dollar

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n New Delhi

Shares of IT major Infosys on
Friday slumped 7 per cent
after its revenue growth
forecast for FY27 came in
lower than market expecta-
tions. The stock declined
7.09 per cent to settle at
`1,154.45 on the BSE.  
During the day, it dropped
7.26 per cent to hit a 52-week
low of `1,152.35.

At the NSE, the stock
tanked 6.93 per cent to Rs
1,154.60. The company’s
market valuation declined
by `35,746.38 crore to
`4,68,201.44 crore.

As per a report by JM
Financial  Institutional
Securities Limited, Infosys
reported 4QFY26 results —
revenue and margins were
below expectations.

“Forward-looking indi-
cators —Infosys guided for
1.5 per cent-3.5 per cent YoY
cc revenue growth for FY27
(includes 20-25bps of acqui-
sition), lower than our
expectation of 2 per cent to
4 per cent, margin guid-
ance was in-line at 20-22
per cent,” it said.

Infosys on Thursday
reported a 20.8 per cent rise
in consolidated net profit to
`8,501 crore in the January-

March quarter and guided
for 1.5 to 3.5 per cent revenue
growth for FY27, pinning its
optimism on momentum in
financial services, utilities,
and AI services.

The top management
spoke of the calendar year
starting on a strong note, but
pointed out that there was a
“change in economic envi-
ronment” amid the West
Asia conflict, though things
appear to be stabilising now.

Infosys shares tank 7% after
earnings announcementPRESS TRUST OF INDIA 

n New Delhi

Major ports have collective-
ly handled 915.17 million
tonnes of cargo in 2025-26,
surpassing the annual target
of 904 MT, Union Minister
Sarbananda Sonowal said
on Friday.

The ports, shipping and
waterways minister further
said that this marks a year-
on-year growth of 7.06 per
cent, reaffirming the sector’s
strong recovery, enhanced
efficiency, and sustained
growth trajectory.

He said that during 2025-
26, overall capex by the
Shipping Ministry and its
attached organisations was
`14,953 crore compared to
`9,708 crore in 2024-25.

“During 2025-26, 94 ships
were added to the Indian
Flag with the addition of
25.67 lakh Deadweight

Tonnage (DWT) compared
to 45 ships with 7.72 lakh
DWT during 2024-25,” the
minister said at an event 
to exchange of MoU
between the Delhi School 
of Economics and think 
tank RIS (Research and
Information System for
Developing Countries).

There are 12 major ports
wholly-owned by the
central Government and
governed by the provisions
of the Major Port Authorities
Act, 2021. 

Major ports handled 915.17 million
tonnes of cargo in FY26: Sonowal

Markets slump for 3rd day
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A 32-year-old man who
had pleaded guilty to the
religiously aggravated
rape of a Sikh woman in
UK’s Walsall was
sentenced to life
imprisonment at
Birmingham Crown Court
on Friday. John Ashby, a
British man arrested last
October days after the
attack that sent
shockwaves within the
West Midlands
community, had initially
denied charges of sexual
assault, strangulation,
racially aggravated actual
bodily harm and robbery
before admitting the
crimes. He has now been
jailed for life, with a
minimum term of 14
years behind bars before
he can be considered for
parole. The judge
described Ashby as a
“deeply unpleasant racist
and Islamophobe” after
the court had previously
heard that he had
directed anti-Muslim
rants at the woman
during the attack.

Man sentenced
to life for rape

UK

China can build up to 50
nuclear reactors
simultaneously, the
country’s atomic authority
has said as Beijing gears
up to rapidly expand the
nuclear power sector to
reduce dependence on
fossil fuels amid the US-
Iran war. China has the
ability to run dozens of
nuclear projects
concurrently spanning
the full project life cycle -
from design to
construction — according
to a latest report released
this week by the country’s
Nuclear Energy
Association. “China’s
nuclear technology
capabilities have moved
from ‘following’ to
‘keeping pace’, and in
some areas to ‘leading’,”
the report said. China’s
total installed nuclear
power capacity has
reached 125 million
kilowatts (KW), ranking
first globally, state-run
CCTV said, quoting the
China Nuclear Energy
Association report.

Atomic panel
claims advances

CHINA
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ASSOCIATED PRESS 
n Washington

Speaking to reporters on
Friday at the Pentagon,
Hegseth said the US block-
ade of Iranian shipping will
continue “as long as it takes”
to accomplish Americas
“bold and dangerous”
mission to end Irans threat
to global security.

US officials say that so far,
the blockade has turned back
34 ships, but ship-tracking
data shows Iran has still been
able to move some of its sanc-
tioned oil. 

Lloyds List Intelligence said
“a steady flow of shadow fleet
traffic” has passed in and out
of the Persian Gulf, including
11 tankers with Iranian cargo
that have left the Gulf of Oman

outside the strait since April 13.
The maritime intelligence

firm Windward said this
week that Iranian traffic con-
tinues to flow “via decep-

tion.” Iranians are able to
evade the blockade by faking
tracking data and by travel-
ling through Pakistani territo-
rial waters.

ASSOCIATED PRESS 
n Washington

An appeals court on Friday
blocked President Donald
Trump’s executive order sus-
pending asylum access, a
key pillar of the Republican
president’s plan to crack
down on migration at the
southern border of the US.

A three-judge panel from
the US Court of Appeals for
the District of Columbia
Circuit found that immigra-
tion laws give people the
right to apply for asylum at
the border, and the presi-
dent can’t  circumvent
that.The panel concluded
that the Immigration and

Nationality Act doesn’t
authorize the president to
remove the plaintiffs under
“procedures of his own
making,” allow him to
suspend plaintiffs’ right to
apply for asylum or curtail
procedures for adjudicating

their anti-torture claims.
“The power by proclama-

tion to temporarily suspend
the entry of specified foreign
individuals into the United
States does not contain
implicit authority to override
the INA’s mandatory process

to summarily remove foreign
individuals,” wrote Judge J
Michelle Childs, who was
nominated to the bench by
Democratic President Joe
Biden. ACLU attorney Lee
Gelernt said in a statement
that the appellate ruling is
“essential for those fleeing
danger who have been
denied even a hearing to
present asylum claims under
the Trump administration’s
unlawful and inhumane exec-
utive order.” 

Judge Justin Walker, a
Trump nominee, wrote a
partial dissent. Judge Cornelia
Pillard, who was nominated by
Democratic President Barack
Obama, also heard the case.

Appeals court says Trump’s asylum ban at
border is illegal, agreeing with lower court

ASSOCIATED PRESS  n Islamabad

Irans top diplomat was heading
Friday to Pakistan, where officials
have been trying to get the United
States and Iran to convene for a
second round of ceasefire negoti-
ations.  Irans state-run IRNA news
agency confirmed Foreign Minister
Abbas Araghchi was on his way to
Pakistan on a trip focused on “bilat-
eral consultations” and regional
developments. It said he would also
travel to Oman and Russia.

The trip comes as much of the
world has been on edge over a
war that has snarled crucial
energy exports through the Strait
of Hormuz, clouded the global
economic picture, and left thou-
sands dead across the West Asia.

Earlier, two Pakistani officials
told The Associated Press that
Araghchi was heading to Pakistan

with a small Government  delega-
tion. The officials spoke on con-
dition of anonymity because they
were not authorised to speak to
the media. The White House did

not immediately respond to ques-
tions about Araghchis trip to
Pakistan and whether a US dele-
gat ion would also  do so.
Islamabad has sought to reinject

momentum into the negotia-
tions between Iran and the
United States, which had been set
to resume this week but did 
not materialise. 

Pakistan forges ahead
with diplomatic efforts
In their call Friday, Araghchi, his
Pakistani counterpart Ishaq Dar
and Pakistans army chief Field
Marshal Asim Munir, talked over
“regional developments and
issues related to the ceasefire,” a
statement from Araghchi said. It
did not go into further detail.

L a t e r ,  P a k i s t a n s  F o r e i g n
Ministry said that “both sides
exchanged views on regional
developments, the ceasefire, and
ongoing diplomatic efforts being
pursued by Islamabad in the
context of US-Iran engagement.”
It added that Dar “underscored

the importance of sustained dia-
l o g u e  a n d  e n g a g e m e n t  t o
address outstanding issues, in
order to advance regional peace
and stability at the earliest.”
Since the war began, at least
3,375 people have been killed in
Iran, and over 2,290 people in
Lebanon, where new fighting
between Israel and the Iran-
b a c k e d  m i l i t a n t  g r o u p  
Hezbollah broke out two days
after the war started, according
to authorities. 

Additionally, 23 people have
died in Israel and more than a
dozen in Gulf Arab states. Fifteen
Israeli soldiers in Lebanon and 13
US service members through-
out the region have been killed.

erica and Iran to the negotiat-
ing table for the second round of
talks. Meanwhile, the Pakistani
capital continues to remain

closed for heavy traffic on Friday
as authorities await the possible
visit of top leaders of the US and
Iran for peace talks, stalled due
to differences on key issues.

The administrations of the
twin cities of Islamabad and
Rawalpindi had closed all major
roads and markets in VVIP move-
ment areas on Sunday amid indi-
cations that the talks could begin
any day during the week. 

The Metro Bus Service between
Rawalpindi and Islamabad, and
e l e c t r i c  b u s e s  o n  s e v e n  
routes have been suspended,
while  goods transport  has
remained halted since April 19,
c a u s i n g  i n c o n v e n i e n c e  t o  
the public.

The Red Zone continues to
remain closed, with employees
of offices in the area working 
from home.

Araghchi set to travel to Pak for ceasefire talks with US

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n Abu Dhabi

BLS International has lost its
long-held mandate to handle
passport renewals, visa ser-
vices, and other consular
facilities for Indians in the
UAE. The shift comes as a sig-
nificant development for the
Indian diaspora, which con-
stitutes nearly 35 per cent of
the UAE’s population, with an
estimated 4.3 million resi-
dents in 2024.

The Embassy of India in
Abu Dhabi has awarded the
outsourced consular services
contract to Alhind Tours and
Travels Private Limited,
which will take over opera-
tions from July 1 for an initial

three-year period. 
The contract spans ser-

vices at both the Embassy in
Abu Dhabi and the Consulate
General of India in Dubai.
Alhind clinched the deal by
submitting the lowest finan-
cial bid-an all-inclusive Dh19

per transaction-promising a
more cost-effective alterna-
tive to the current system.
Other contenders in the race
included VFS Global, DU
Digital, and SGIVS Global.

Highlighting the affordabil-
ity, Arun Radhakrishnan,

Head of Operations at Alhind
Group, said even value-added
services would come at no
extra cost. “Even if we take
your photo, it is included in
that charge,” he said.

The wide-ranging con-
tract  covers  passport
renewals, visa applications,
Overseas Citizen of India
(OCI) cards, Police Clearance
Cert i f icates ,  Surrender
Certificates, Global Entry
Programme verification, and
various attestation services. 

BLS International, which
had been managing these
services since 2011, recently
faced a setback after being
barred by Indias Ministry of
External Affairs from partic-
ipating in Government

tenders for two years, citing
allegations including court
cases and complaints from
applicants. 

Alhind is gearing up for a
large-scale rollout, with
plans to operate from 16
centres across the UAE,
including Abu Dhabi, Al Ain,
Dubai (including Bur Dubai),
Shar jah,  A jman,  and
Fujairah. The company is
currently in the final stages
of  securing leases  for  
these locations.

While the appointment
booking process is expected
to remain largely unchanged,
applicants can anticipate a
more tech-driven experience.
Alhind has indicated plans to
introduce online applications

and significantly enhance
backend digital systems, with
further details expected soon.

To support the transition,
the company is undertaking
a major hiring drive, recruit-
ing between 250 and 350
personnel across various
roles, including operations
executives, submission offi-
cers, facilitation officers, and
front-desk staff. Recruitment
is already underway, with
teams being mobilised 
from India. 

Radhakrishnan acknowl-
edged the magnitude of the
transition, noting that Alhind,
traditionally known for travel
and ticketing services, is step-
ping into a new domain.
“This is a very big undertak-

ing and a major milestone for
us,” he said, assuring that the
company is fully committed
to delivering seamless ser-
vices to the Indian communi-
ty. The financial bids were
opened on March 30, with the
final results announced on
April 20 in the presence of
company representatives and
the Embassys Outsourcing
Committee. 

The Indian community
continues to play a defining
role in the UAEs social and
economic fabric. Of the 4.3
million Indians in the country,
about 15 per cent reside in
Abu Dhabi, while the major-
ity are spread across the
northern emirates, includ-
ing Dubai. 

Indians in UAE to shift to new consular service provider from July 1 as BLS loses key contract

Hegseth calls West Asia conflict gift to world

ASSOCIATED PRESS 
n West Bank

Three Palestinian teenagers
have been killed in the
occupied West Bank this
week in a spike of renewed
violence, the latest shot
dead by Israeli forces during
a mid-week raid.

Palestinians in the north-
ern West Bank village of Tell
mourned the death of
Youssef Shtayyeh on Friday
after health officials said he
was gunned down by
Israeli forces in the nearby
city of Nablus. Waving
Palestinian flags and carry-
ing the 15-year-old's
sheathed body down
through the village streets,
his relatives and neighbors
moved in a tide of grief and
recited religious verses 
in unison.

Israel's military acknowl-
edged the fatality and said
that its forces had fired
after attempting to arrest a
Palestinian who they 
said had hurled rocks
toward them. 

Another teen
killed in 
West Bank

Iranian worshipper wears a banner showing portraits of the Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Mojtaba Khamenei during Friday prayers at the Tehran University campus in Tehran AP
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MENELAOS HADJICOSTIS/
LORNE COOK 
n Nicosia (Cyprus)

Spanish Prime Minister Pedro
Sanchez on Friday refused to
be drawn into a dispute with
the United States over reports
that the Pentagon is weighing
whether to punish members
of NATO who fail to support
American operations in the
Iran war.

Among those in the firing
line is Spain, which has
refused to allow US forces
involved in the war to use
bases on its territory or air-
space. Spain says that US-
Israeli actions in the Iran war
contravene international law. 

France and the UK also
refuse to give US forces free
rein to use their territory for
the bombing campaign.

The Pentagon is reported
to be mulling whether to
suspend Spain from NATO,
according to an unidentified
US official referring to a US
Defence Department email,
and quoted by the Reuters
news agency.

“Well, we do not work

with emails,” Sanchez told
reporters at a European
Union summit in Cyprus. “We
work with official documents
and positions taken, in this
case, by the Government of
the United States.” 

“The position of the
Government of Spain is clear:
absolute collaboration with
the allies, but always within
the framework of interna-
tional legality,” he said.

The email also suggested
reassessing US support for
the United Kingdom’s claim

to the Falkland Islands, near
Argentina, which are also
known as Islas Malvinas.

NATO operates by consen-
sus, and all 32 member coun-
tries must agree for it to act.
The trans-Atlantic alliance’s
founding treaty has no mech-
anism for suspending or
ejecting any of the members,
although nations may leave
of their own accord one year
after notifying the other allies.

As an organisation, NATO
has no direct role in the Iran
war except to defend its own
territory. US President Donald
Trump has been angered by
what he sees as the failure of
some NATO members to back
American actions in the Iran
war and to help police the
Strait of Hormuz, a major
trade route. He has ques-
tioned the purpose of US
membership in the military
organisation.EU foreign
policy chief Kaja Kallas
appeared perplexed by the
US criticism, given that the
United Kingdom and France
are leading an effort to help
secure trade in the strait
once the war is over. (AP )

Prosecutors
reject arrest
warrant for
music tycoon
Si-Hyuk

Hindu Kush-Himalaya snow cover falls to new low for fourth straight year: ICIMOD

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Peshawar

At least 22 terrorists have
been killed during an intel-
ligence-based operation by
Pakistan’s security forces in
the country’s northwest
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
province, the military said 
on Friday.

On April 21, a joint intelli-
gence-based operation was
conducted by the security
forces in Khyber District of
the province on the report-
ed presence of terrorists.

During the conduct of the
operation, twenty-two ter-
rorists, belonging to Fitna-al-
Khwarij, were killed, the
Inter-Services Public
Relations (ISPR), the media
wing of the military, said in
a statement.  Fitna al-
Khawarij is a term the state
uses to refer to the banned
Tehreek-i-Taliban Pakistan
(TTP). The statement said,
“Terrorists resorted to indis-
criminate firing, which
resulted in the killing of a
ten-year-old child”.

Sanitisation operations are
underway to eliminate any
remaining terrorists in the
area. The statement high-
lighted that the counter-ter-
rorism campaign under the
vision “Azm-e-Istehkam,”
approved by the Federal
Apex Committee on the
National Action Plan, will
continue at full pace.

“Security forces of Pakistan

will continue at full pace to
wipe out the menace of ter-
rorism...,” the statement con-
cluded. President Asif Ali
Zardari and Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif have com-
mended security forces for
their successful operation
in Khyber. In separate state-
ments,  both leaders
expressed profound grief
over the killing of a 10-year-

old child, who was killed by
indiscriminate firing from
the terrorists,  Radio 
Pakistan reported.

The president noted that
while Pakistan continues to
strive for regional and global
peace, terrorists are attempt-
ing to undermine these
efforts. He affirmed that
Pakistan remains committed
to defeating terrorism and

maintaining its role in pro-
moting stability.

Despite record militant
deaths, Pakistan saw a sharp
escalation in militant vio-
lence in 2025, with terrorist
attacks rising by 34 per cent
and terrorism-related fatali-
ties increasing by 21 per cent
year on year, according to a
report released by the
Islamabad-based Pak
Institute for Peace Studies.

KP in particular has seen a
rise in terrorist attacks in the
past year. According to the
Annual Security Report 2025
from the Centre for Research
and Security Studies (CRSS),
the province recorded a sig-
nificant surge in violence last
year as “fatalities rose from
1,620 in 2024 to 2,331 in 2025”.

Due to a resurgence of mil-
itancy, especially in KP and
Balochistan, where attacks
often target security person-
nel and LEAs, the state has
intensified counter-terrorism
operations. Last month, secu-
rity forces killed 13 terrorists
in five separate operations
across KP.

ASSOCIATED PRESS n Prague

The Czech power company
CEZ signed a deal on Friday
with Rolls-Royce SMR on
preparatory work for the
British company to build
the first small modular
nuclear reactor in the
Czech Republic.

CEZ chief executive
Daniel Benes said that the
work includes the project
plan and licensing docu-
mentation necessary for
issuing building permits
for the reactor.

Benes said the company
hopes to have all the
approvals by 2030. The
small nuclear reactor will
be built at the site of the
existing Temelin nuclear

plant. On April 13, Great
Britain Energy – Nuclear, a
Government agency, inked
a contract with Rolls-Royce
SMR to begin design work
for the first small nuclear
reactors in the UK.

Benes said that the Czech
small nuclear reactor will
be the second one built by
the British firm after the first
one is completed in the UK.
CEZ has a 20 per cent share

in Rolls-Royce SMR and the
companies had signed a
deal about a strategic part-
nership, which should
result in up to 3 gigawatt
energy sources installed in
the Czech Republic.

The Czech state has an
almost 70 per centstake in
CEZ and the Government is
taking steps to acquire full
control of the company.

Small modular reactors
are a type of nuclear reactor
that can generate a 
smaller amount of power
than a traditional reactor. 

Developers say small
reactors will be built faster
and at a lower cost than
large power reactors,
scaling to fit the needs of a
particular location.

KIM TONG-HYUNG n Seoul

South Korean prosecutors on
Friday rejected a police
request for an arrest warrant
for music tycoon Bang Si-
Hyuk, chairman of the agency
behind K-pop supergroup BTS,
questioning whether deten-
tion is necessary as he faces
a high-profile investigation
into alleged investor fraud.

The Seoul Metropolitan
Police Agency asked prosecu-
tors earlier this week to
request a court warrant to
arrest Bang, the billionaire
founder and chairman of
Hybe. The Seoul Southern
District Prosecutors' Office said
that it found that the request
lacked sufficient grounds to
justify his detention and
instructed police investiga-
tors to strengthen their case.
Bang, who has been barred
from leaving the country since
August, isn't seen as a realistic
threat to flee. 

The 53-year-old is being
investigated over allegations
that he misled investors in
2019 by indicating that Hybe
had no immediate plans to
go public, prompting them to
sell their shares to a private
equity fund. (AP ) 

SHIRISH B PRADHAN 
n Kathmandu

Ganga basin is among the 12
showing above-normal snow
persistence in 2026 when
overall snow cover across the
Hindu Kush Himalaya was
below-normal for the fourth
consecutive year and even
broke last year’s record-low
deficit, a report said on Friday.

The Hindu Kush Himalaya
(HKH) Snow Update by the
International Centre for
Integrated Mountain
Development (ICIMOD) is an
annual report that monitors
seasonal snow anomalies in
the HKH region and offers an
assessment of snow persis-
tence between the winter
months of November and

March. Between 2003 and
2026, the HKH region experi-
enced 14 winters with below-
normal snow persistence,
emerging as a recurrent
pattern, particularly with
increasing frequency and
intensity in the recent years.

“This year, 2026, is the
fourth consecutive year of
below-normal snow persis-
tence, with snow persistence
declining further to 27.8 per
cent below average and even
breaking last year’s record
low deficit of 23.6 per cent,”
the HKH Snow Update 2026
said. “The persistent decline
signals a systemic collapse of
seasonal snow reserves
across the world’s highest
mountain range, posing an
immediate and escalating

threat to water security for
nearly two billion people
who depend on the 12 major
river basins originating in the
HKH,” it said.

ICIMOD defines snow per-
sistence as the fraction of
time snow remains on the

ground after snowfall. Ten of
those basins now have
below-normal snow persis-
tence. The Mekong, Tarim,
and Tibetan Plateau have
recorded their lowest levels
in 24 years of monitoring, the
ICIMOD report said.

Only two basins recorded
above-normal snow persis-
tence: the Ganges at plus 16.3
per cent and the Irrawaddy
at plus 21.8 per cent, offering
limited local relief but insuf-
ficient to offset the 
regional crisis.

“In contrast, extreme
deficits persist in the Mekong
at minus 59.5 per cent, the
Tibetan Plateau at minus
47.4 per cent,  and the
Salween at minus 41.8 per
cent,” the Snow Update 2026
said. “What we are seeing is
a persistent trend where the
seasonal snow reservoir is
shrinking, year after year,”
said Sher Muhammad,
author of the HKH Snow
Update 2026. “The 2026
numbers confirm a breaking

point: ten out of twelve
basins are below normal,
and several have hit their
lowest recorded persistence
in two decades.”

Almost 240 million people
depend on the glaciers and
10 major rivers, such as
Indus,  Ganga,  and
Brahmaputra, originating in
the Himalayas. Another
billion people living down-
stream of these rivers across
eight countries, including
India, too are dependent on
the glacier-fed rivers.

In the Ganges basin, the
snow persistence this year
was 16.3 per cent above
normal, making the number
of below-normal and above-
normal snow years equal
over the past 24 years.

“This above-normal snow
persistence may support
improved early-season water
availability in the basin this
year. Besides the current
year, the highest snow
anomaly of 30.2 per cent
above normal was observed
in 2015,” it said.

In the Brahmaputra basin,
snow persistence was at the
highest level of 27.7 per cent
above normal in 2019 vis-a-
vis the lowest level of minus
27.9 per cent below normal
recorded in 2025.

“The below-normal trend
in snow persistence contin-
ues even in 2026, although
the level of decline is less
steep in the current year,
recorded at 6.1 per cent
below normal. (PTI )

ASSOCIATED PRESS n Bangkok

Chinese Foreign Minister
Wang Yi met Thailand’s Prime
Minister Anutin Charnvirakul
on Friday during a visit aimed
at strengthening the coun-
tries’ strategic partnership
and expanding cooperation.

The two agreed to
strengthen collaboration in
fighting transnational crime
and cyberscams and other
areas, Thai Government
spokesperson Rachada
Dhnadirek said.

She said Anutin thanked
China for its continued
support for Thailand, while
Wang congratulated Anutin
on retaining his office after an
election and expressed con-
fidence that Thailand-China
relations will continue to
improve. Anutin greeted

Wang at Government House
in Bangkok. They shook
hands while posing for pho-
tographs before the meeting.

Wang also talked earlier

with his Thai counterpart
Sihasak Phuangketkeow, 
officials said.

Wang arrived in Thailand
on Thursday for a three-day

visit following meetings with
Government ministers in
Cambodia focused on
enhancing their countries’
political and security ties.

He is scheduled to visit
Myanmar next, according to
the Chinese Foreign Ministry.

China is Thailand’s biggest
trading partner, and the two
countries celebrated their
50th anniversary of establish-
ing diplomatic relations last
year.  Thai King Maha
Vajiralongkorn also made
the first-ever visit to China by
a reigning Thai monarch 
in November.

Chinese investment in
Thailand has accelerated in
recent years, particularly as
many Chinese companies
have moved production to
Southeast Asia to avoid 
US tariffs.

Pakistan army kills 22 terrorists in northwest KP Sanchez sidesteps Spain-US dispute at NATO

China, Thailand unite against online cyberscams Czechs signs deal with Rolls-Royce SMR 
to prepare for first small nuclear reactor

A president can insult a foreign nation
in many ways. The crudest may be the
easiest, a tap on a repost button that
turns a slur into state speech.

Donald Trump’s decision to amplify
a Truth Social post calling India and
China “hellholes” and branding Indian
immigrants “gangsters with laptops”
was not stray online noise. It was a
public act by the White House. Once that
language moved through a presidential
account, it stopped being a hot take and
became a message with diplomatic
weight.

That is why this episode matters. It
was not plainspoken honesty. It was
reckless statecraft, grievance dressed up
as candor, and a needless humiliation
of a country Washington still describes
as a strategic partner.

Presidents don’t stumble into lan-
guage like this. They choose it, or they
choose not to stop it.

That distinction matters because the
office matters. A repost from a private
citizen is chatter. A repost from the pres-
ident of the United States is endorse-
ment, even when aides later pretend it
was only commentary or mood.

Why words from the White
House carry global force
Every embassy reads presidential lan-
guage as a signal. So do foreign min-
istries, investors, and allied govern-

ments. They may discount bluster, but
they don’t ignore it. That is because pres-
idents shape more than headlines. Their
words affect trust, raise doubts, and
sharpen existing tensions. When the
White House names a partner country
and attaches contempt to it, the insult
doesn’t stay online. It enters the daily
work of diplomacy.

Trump has long treated public lan-
guage as spectacle. He often speaks as
if outrage itself proves strength. Yet a
presidency is not a cable segment, and
it is not a comment thread. It is an office
with military power, treaty obligations,
and global reach. Impulse from that
office carries a cost.

A pattern of praise in private,
insult in public
The contradiction is hard to miss. Trump
has often spoken of India as an impor-
tant partner. He has praised Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, courted Indian
American voters, and spoken warmly
about ties between the two states.

Then came a repost that smeared
India in language fit for a crank pam-
phlet. That gap matters because it
reveals the real method. Praise is
handed out when useful. Humiliation
appears when grievance politics 
needs a target.

This is not consistency. It is perfor-
mance. And for a partner country, per-
formance like this is a warning.

Calling India a ‘hellhole’ insults
a nation, not a policy
A Government policy can be criticized.
Trade rules can be attacked. Visa
systems, border law, pollution, corrup-
tion, and religious tension can all be
debated in plain terms. None of that

requires contempt for an entire country.
Calling India a “hellhole” is different.

It is not a policy argument. It is a
sweeping insult aimed at a nation of
more than 1.4 billion people and one of
the oldest continuous civilisations 
on earth.

India is bigger than any
American political talking point
India is not a prop in an American fight
over citizenship law. It is the world’s
largest democracy, a nuclear power, a
major economy, and a society with
immense internal variety. Its elections
move hundreds of millions of voters. Its
courts, parties, states, and press create
a rough and noisy public life that few
countries could manage at
that scale.

Its civilisational record is
also older than the
American republic by mil-
lennia. Indian thinkers
helped shape mathematics, philosophy,
linguistics, astronomy, and medicine
long before the United States existed.
The concept of zero, major schools of
logic, and influential medical traditions
all emerged from that long history.

None of this places India above crit-
icism. No country is. But criticism is one
thing; a civilisational slur is another.

India can absorb an insult from
Washington. It has the size, state capac-
ity, and strategic value to move on if it
chooses. But endurance should not be
confused with indifference.

National dignity is not vanity. It is part
of how states relate to one another. When
a US president degrades India in public,
the injury falls on more than officials in
New Delhi. It touches the public, the dias-
pora, and the idea that major democra-

cies owe each other basic respect.
Silence in such moments also carries
meaning. If a country accepts humilia-
tion because the relationship is useful,
it teaches others how cheaply that
respect can be bought.

The repost did not stop at India. It also
smeared Indian immigrants as “gang-
sters with laptops” with no loyalty to
America. That line was ugly on its face,
and it also collapsed under the weight
of simple fact.

Indian Americans are, by most
common measures, among the most
educated and highest-earning groups in
the United States. They work across
medicine, engineering, f inance,
research, academia, and small business.

They are not a fringe
presence.  They are
woven into the country’s
professional and civic
life. The evidence is
visible without romanti-

cising it. Indian Americans lead major
firms, including Google, Microsoft, IBM,
and Adobe. Many more work far from
public view, in hospitals, labs, universi-
ties, and infrastructure projects that
keep the country running.

Their impact is not only corporate.
Indian American physicians care for
patients across the country, often in
regions that struggle to attract doctors.
Engineers design systems that millions
use every day. Researchers contribute
to universities and private labs.
Entrepreneurs start companies, hire
workers, and pay taxes. If that is what
a “hellhole” produces, the United States
has profited from it for years.

That does not make Indian immi-
grants immune from criticism as indi-
viduals. No group is above normal

scrutiny. But group slander is not scruti-
ny. It is prejudice with a political accent.

A hard argument about birthright cit-
izenship is still a domestic legal argu-
ment. People can disagree on that
issue, sometimes sharply, without
smearing a nationality.

The moment the rhetoric shifts to
naming India and depicting Indians as
criminals by type, the debate changes.
It is no longer about law. It is about
ethnic suspicion and national contempt.
That matters because language like this
invites broad blame. It asks the public to
see a people through caricature, not
conduct. It also sends a message to cit-
izens of Indian origin that their success
will not protect them from suspicion
when politics wants a scapegoat.
Trump’s defenders will say this was only
about domestic politics. They will argue
that the real target was birthright citizen-
ship, or the broader fight over immigra-
tion and national identity. That defence
fails on contact with the facts.

When a sitting US president names a
sovereign nation and degrades it in
public, the issue crosses borders at once.
The presidency is not a private venue. It
is the most visible state office in the world.

The international effect does not
depend on intent. It comes from the
office itself. Foreign governments do not
have the luxury of treating a presiden-
tial insult as a random mood. They must
read it as a clue to priorities, tempera-
ment, and limits.

That is why this episode cannot be
filed away as campaign-style rough
talk. India is a central player in the Indo-
Pacific, a defence partner, a trade coun-
terpart, and a country Washington
needs for long-term balance in Asia.
Public contempt weakens the trust that

strategy requires. The world watches
these moments closely. So does India.
The question is not whether New Delhi
can survive a slight. It can. The real ques-
tion is what the United States reveals
about itself when its president treats a
major partner as disposable material in
a culture-war script.

Respect between states does not
require flattery. India and the United
States have real disagreements on
trade, visas, human rights, Russia, and
market access. Serious governments
handle those disputes through policy,
pressure, negotiation, and plain speech.

Humiliation is not plain speech. It is
a substitute for argument. It turns diplo-
macy into theater and invites the other
side to absorb the insult for the sake of
convenience.

India is too large, too important, and
too self-respecting for that role. A
mature partnership can survive dis-
agreement. It cannot thrive on public
degradation. In the end, Trump’s repost
revealed arrogance, not strength. It
took an ugly insult and gave it presiden-
tial force, then aimed it at a country the
United States still needs as a partner.

The damage was not only to India’s
dignity. It was also to American credi-
bility. A president who mistakes insult
for leadership lowers the value of his
own office and weakens the country’s
claim to seriousness abroad.

India does not need validation from
a US president. But the United States
harms itself when its leader cannot tell
the difference between candor and
contempt, or between a political prop
and a civilisation.

The author is a veteran journalist and 
freelance writer based in Brampton Canada

SURJIT SINGH
FLORA

India is not a punching bag in Trump’s foreign policy

Pedro Sanchez 
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KIIT founder conferred
honorary doctorate

PROSPECT

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi

T h e  A p p o i n t m e n t s
Committee of the Cabinet
(ACC), on 21 April 2026, has
cleared the empanelment of
Deepa Kotnis,  a senior
officer of the Indian Railway
Accounts Service (1999
Batch), for holding the post
of Joint Secretary or equiv-
alent at the Centre, as per
G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I n d i a
Information Note F No
17/2/2026-EO(SM-III).

Kotnis is presently serving
as Executive Director
(Finance) at the Indian
Railway Finance Corporation,
where she has been instru-
mental in strengthening
financial  strategy and
advancing infrastructure
financing initiatives. With
over 26 years of distinguished
service, her career reflects
excellence across diverse
sectors, marked by strong
leadership and consistently
successful delivery in every
assignment

Rai lways  Leadership:
Steered critical financial
f u n c t i o n s  a s  F A & C A O

(Construction) at South
Western Railway and as
Principal Financial Adviser
at Rail Wheel Factory.

Urban  Transit  Expertise:
Played a key role in metro
infrastructure financing 
a s  E x e c u t i v e  D i r e c t o r
(Finance)  at  Bangalore
Metro Rail Corporation Ltd
(BMRCL).

IRFC extends its heartfelt
congratulations and best
wishes to Deepa Kotnis on
this prestigious empanel-
ment and wishes her con-
tinued success in her future
assignments.

ACC clears Deepa Kotnis for
joint secretary role at Centre

Videocon bank scam: ED chargesheets
UK-resident Sachin Duggal for siphoning 
PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi 

The Enforcement Directorate
(ED) has filed a supplemen-
tary prosecution complaint
against UK-based entrepre-
neur Sachin Dev Duggal in
connection with the ongoing
money laundering probe
linked to the Videocon
group, related to financing
the company’s oil and gas
assets in Mozambique, Brazil,
and Indonesia. 

ED said that Duggal is a key
beneficiary of money
siphoned from banks. ED
alleged that  Duggal, chairman
of Swiss company Holdings SA
and beneficial owner of Indian
tech firms Nivio Technologies
and Engineering. 

The complaint was filed
before the court at Rouse
Avenue, in continuation of
the original prosecution com-
plaint dated 18 December
2024, against Videocon pro-
moter Venugopal Dhoot and
12 others. The court had
taken cognisance of the
earlier complaint on 10
February 2026. 

According to ED, the inves-
tigation stems from a first
information report (FIR) reg-
istered by Central Bureau
of Investigation (CBI) in June
2020, which alleged that
Videocon Hydrocarbon
Holdings Ltd (VHHL), a step-
down subsidiary of Videocon
Industries Ltd (VIL), availed a
standby letter of credit (SBLC)
facility of about US $2.77bn
(billion) from a consortium of
banks led by State Bank of
India (SBI) for developing oil
and gas assets overseas.
However, the probe revealed
that around US $2.03bn was
systematically diverted by
Videocon group promoters

and layered through multi-
ple offshore entities. 

Investigators said the
arrangement dates back to
2008, when Videocon
Industries began extending
interest-free loans totalling
about ̀ 17.32 crore to Duggal-
controlled Nivio Technologies
without formal agreements.
A loan agreement was later
executed in May 2011, follow-
ing which an overseas
Videocon entity invested 3.79
mn (million) Confoederatio
Helvetica Franc (CHF) in hold-
ings SA at what the agency
described as an inflated val-
uation despite the company
being loss-making. 

Between 2011 and 2014,
funds amounting to about US
$3.70mn (around ̀ 20.12 crore)
were allegedly routed to
holdings and directly to Mr
Duggal through a chain of five
overseas entities, ED says. 

Financial records exam-
ined by the agency show that
Nivio Technologies received
`35 crore from Holdings
during FY2011-12—the same
period when Videocon group
entities were transferring
funds to the Swiss company,
said the supplementary
chargesheet filed to the court
on Wednesday. ED further
alleged that Duggal restruc-
tured the ownership of the
Nivio entities during this
period, making Holdings the
ultimate parent company
while placing Nivio Cloud
Computing India Pvt Ltd as an
intermediate holding entity.
This ensured that control of
the entities remained with
him both in India and abroad.

Probes against Videocon
Group started in 2018, when
the company was caught for
bribing ICICI Bank head
Chanda Kochhar.

Noted educationist, social worker and founder of KIIT
and KISS, Dr Achyuta Samanta, received an honorary
doctorate from Karnataka University Dharwad, marking
his 71st such award.

Karnataka Governor Thawar Chand Gehlot presented
the honorary doctorate to Dr Samanta for his
outstanding contribution towards societal development
through education. The ceremony was attended by
Karnataka higher education minister MC Sudhakar,
Padma awardee and former Chairman of ISRO AS Kiran
Kumar and Vice-Chancellor of the university AN Khan,
among others.

Karnataka University, Dharwad, is an 80-year-old
educational institution in the state. The university’s
Academic Council and Board of Management had
recommended Dr Samanta’s name for the honorary
doctorate, which was approved by the Governor.

Dr Samanta said he has been continuously working in
the fields of education and social service for more than
three decades, and the honours will further inspire him
to continue with his dedicated efforts in these areas.

Mizoram Governor interacts
with specially-abled students 

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n Aizawl

In a commendable initia-
tive to promote inclusivi-
ty and social engagement,
Assam Rifles facilitated an
interaction between spe-
cially-abled students of
Shalom Special School,
Serchhip and General (Dr)
Vijay Kumar Singh, PVSM,
AVSM, YSM (Retired),
Governor of Mizoram at
Lok Bhavan, Aizawl on 23
April 2026.

The interaction was held
as part of an Educational
Tour facilitated by Assam
Rifles for 18 students and

05 teachers from Serchhip.
During the interaction, the
Governor engaged with
the students, appreciating
their enthusiasm and
encouraging them to
pursue their aspirations
with confidence. 

The event concluded on
a positive note, leaving a
lasting impression on the
students and reinforcing
efforts towards their
welfare and overall devel-
opment. Assam Rifles
remains committed to
strengthening civil-military
relations and contributing
to the development of
society in the region.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n Pune

Domestic consumption is
sustaining the growth
momentum in the economy,
and predictable policy
support is essential to ensure
that the pace of GDP expan-
sion continues,  Union
Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman said on Friday.

Speaking at an event
organised by SBI, Sitharaman
also said that a committee of
bankers is looking into the
issue of whether to allow
exclusive distribution tie-ups
for selling third-party prod-
ucts by banks or adopt an
open architecture approach.
She also urged banks to focus
on the physical contact with
customers as they go global
and digital.

The minister further said
that the disinvestment
process of IDBI Bank will
continue going ahead.

“...Consumption emerging
out of its domestic market itself
is able to sustain our growth,
which is the fastest even now
in the world,” she said.

“...Unless our domestic
manufacturing, agricultural
growth, tourism, IT and
related services sector are
given that constant support,
predictable support, India’s
growth story will be difficult
to keep up,” she added.

Stating that exports are
also important, Sitharaman
appreciated the work of
exporters in the last few
months amid the setbacks
like the US tariffs.

Replying to a question on
policy support to the affect-
ed sectors because of the
current Middle East crisis,
she said the Government
will see what it can best do
and added that things are
very dynamic at present,
with talks between the US
and Iran being on. To a ques-

tion on the asset quality
impact at banks because of
the Middle East crisis,
Sitharaman said that there is
no need to be concerned, as
the non-performing assets
are at a multi-decade low.

“The IBA chairman with
the IBA will be talking to
banks to understand how

best to go about it, what are
the vulnerabilities by keeping
one (entity), by keeping
several ...all these are going to
be worked upon,” she said.

Amid the huge changes in
the tech landscape being
brought about by Anthropic’s
AI model Mythos, the FM
said a meeting with banks

was held in New Delhi on
Thursday, and all the lenders
have been asked to work
together on it under the
leadership of SBI chairman CS
Setty, who also chairs IBA.

“In the coming weeks,
there will be a lot of interac-
tion within the banks, under-
standing where more invest-
ments will have to be made,
what kind of technologies
can come in, how AI itself can
be used for countering this AI
challenge,” Sitharaman said.

She was speaking at an
event where SBI inaugurated
a new local head office, which
will serve the bulk of
Maharashtra except the
Mumbai metropolitan area
and the Konkan region, which
will continue to be served by
the LHO in Mumbai. Terming
this as a strategic move for SBI,
Setty said the State is very
important as Maharashtra
delivers sizeable business for
the country’s largest lender.

Predictable support essential for GDP expansion: Sitharaman 

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n Ahmedabad

Adani Green Energy Ltd
(AGEL), India’s largest and
fastest-growing pure-play
renewable energy (RE)
company, has announced
financial results for the period
ending March 31, 2026, show-
casing robust growth and
operational excellence.

AGEL’s energy sales
increased by 34 per cent YoY
to 37,567 million units in
FY26. The revenue from
power supply is up 22 per
cent YoY to `11,602 crore.
The EBITDA from power
supply grew 23 per cent YoY
to `10,865 crore. The cash
profit surged 11 per cent YoY
to `5,399 crore.

The strong revenue and
EBITDA growth are primarily
backed by robust greenfield
capacity additions of 5.1 GW
in FY26, deployment of
advanced RE technologies,
strong plant performance
and commissioning of new
capacities in resource-rich
sites in Khavda, Gujarat and
Rajasthan.

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n Bangalore

The Confederation of Indian
Alcoholic Beverage Companies
(CIABC) has said that proposed
changes in the excise policy by
the Karnataka Government
must be carefully calibrated to
deliver balanced outcomes,
and should favour any partic-
ular category, including beer.

In press statement, CIABC
Director General Anant S Iyer
said though the introduction of
the Alcohol-in-Beverage (AIB)
mechanism is a progressive
step and reflects the
Government’s intent to reform
the sector, the revised frame-
work must be carefully calibrat-
ed to deliver balanced out-
comes across three critical
pillars — consumer affordabil-
ity and pricing outcomes, indus-
try sustainability with scalable
production, and Government
revenue with an emphasis on
the quality of revenue.

“It is equally important that
the policy is not perceived as
favouring any particular catego-
ry, including beer, as currently
proposed. Karnataka’s historical
transition from country liquor to
regulated, quality IMFL has been
a notable public policy success.
In this context, affordability for
the mass consumer remains
paramount, particularly in the
lower IMFL slabs (1–5), which
account for over 85% of monthly

industry volumes,” Iyer said.
Following the duty increases in
May 2025, these segments have
already witnessed a degrowth
of approximately 6%, and the
current policy direction risks
further deepening this trend in
FY26–27, a CIABC stated.

Sustained volume contrac-
tion with the proposed AED for
1-5 slabs of spirits will have a
cascading impact across the
value chain — from distilleries
and bottling units to ancillary
industries — while also affect-
ing the agricultural ecosystem
dependent on grains and
molasses. This, in turn, poses a
downside risk to overall indus-
trial and agriculture ecosystem.

While the rationalisation of
duties in Slab 6 and above is a
welcome step that supports
premiumisation, any structur-
al shift favouring beer may
not be revenue accretive.

AGEL records
23% growth in
EBITDA to
`10,865 crore

Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, centre, unveils a
commemorative postal stamp marking the inauguration of the new premises
of the SBI Local Head Office, at Maharashtra Circle, in Kharadi, Pune
district. SBI Chairman CS Setty, left, Secretary for the Department of
Financial Services (DFS) M Nagaraju, second right, and Chief Postmaster
General (CPMG) Amitabh Singh, right, are also present

BCCI Secretary Devajit Lon Saikia witnessing the development of cricketing
infrastructure in Sikkim with support from BCCI PIONEER PHOTO

Proposed changes in Karnataka
excise policy should not favour
any particular category: CIABC 

PIONEER NEWS SERVICE 
n New Delhi 

Indian Railway Catering and
Tourism Corporation (IRCTC),
the country’s leading Travel
and Tourism Public Sector
Enterprise, continues to
strengthen its position in
experiential tourism with its
acclaimed flagship product—
the Buddhist Circuit special
tourist train. The all-inclusive
7 nights/8 days Buddhist
Circuit Tour departs from
Safdarjung railway station in
New Delhi. IRCTC is currently
offering an attractive discount
of 20% on the package. 

For bookings, travellers can
visit the website www.irctcbud-
dhisttrain.com, contact at the
numbers 8287930197/
8287930031 and email at 
buddhisttrain@irctc.com.

IRCTC OFFERS
DISCOUNTS 
ON BUDDHIST 
CIRCUIT TRAIN 

CIABC Director General Anant S Iyer 
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AACCRROOSSSS

4 Active enough to chuck the doctor in the

river! (6)

7 She takes the ring road, wrongly (8)

8 It’s good for the car, but bad for the

cylinders (6)

10 He manages to clean a weapon (5)

13 When about right, they can be fine (4)

14 In jug, we’re put out! (4)

15 Worry about the guitar part (4)

16 Modern in only one way (3)

17 Long, poetic old record, I see (4)

19 Figure to get one for half a dollar (4)

21 Survived the storm the worse for wear

(9)

23 Flavouring that makes many unwell? (4)

24 Still flat (4)

26 Full of holes, it doesn’t really hold water

(3)

27 Land covered currently by the

engineers? (4)

29 Walker’s place of employment? (4)

32 She also grows beautiful on water (4)

33 She’s quiet, noble, and related to “4

Down” (5)

34 Turn Oscar out anew as a singer (6)

35 Royal station (8)

36 Charm everybody at the waterside (6)

DDOOWWNN

1 Old tales re-edited (5)

2 He showed some cleverness as an

author (5)

3 Move slowly to the brink (4)

4 Point to “27” as the mother of “33

Across” (5)

5 Spoils of war? (4)

6 He’s a hero to the Spanish (6)

9 Dress causing a teetotaller keen

displeasure? (6)

11 Out West, a novice is a mere tool (3)

12 You can credit a fish with finishing up

in one (5)

13 A field sport it’s possible to reach by

railway (7)

15 In good shape, you can have a bit of

fun with it (3)

16 Show willing (3)

18 Where dad could sail around on the

floor? (6)

20 Thick poles embedded in water (5)

21 White? Not he, the clever fellow! (3)

22 She anticipates the day (3)

23 A small point that gives some

detective “trouble” (6)

25 An exclamation, not really of scorn! (3)

28 Split piece of garlic (5)

30 Hot-headed, breezy and hirsute (5)

31 Ask that only the end of the needle be

stuck in a cushion (5)

32 Did she twice give the Luvvers a start?

(4)

33 Tape head? (4)

AACCRROOSSSS  

1, Bottle 

7, Di’s-place 

8, Area 

10, In-firm 

11, Ins-is-t 

14,Ace 

16, Italy 

17, Go-re 

19, M-one-y 

21, Basil 

22, Cut up 

23, Pots 

26,SEN-or 

28, Cad 

29, C-ring-e 

30, Solder 

31, Owls 

32, Pres-age-s 

33,Old man

DAILY SUDOKU

SOLUTION (24.04.26)HOW TO SOLVE IT 
Sudoku is a logic

puzzle where you fill

a 9×9 grid so that

numbers 1 to 9

appear once in every

row, column, and 3×3

box, using elimination

and logical deduction-

no maths involved.

DDOOWWNN  

1, Bowing 

2, T-H-rice 

3, Edam 

4, Spani-el 

5, Ma-ria 

6,Petty 

8, Afar 

9, Ere 

12, Sty 

13, S-L-ept 

15, Bosun 

18, Out-e-r 

19,Mat 

20, Nip 

21, Burglar 

22, Con 

23, Pa-LL-id

24, Odds 

25, Sermon

26,Scope 

27, Nice-r Cow 

30, So-so.

g SOLUTION (24.04.26)



ANDREW DAMPF/GRAHAM
DUNBAR/SEUNG MIN KIM 
n Rome

Italian sports officials say
four-time champion Italy is
not interested in replacing
Iran at the upcoming World
Cup following a suggestion
to that effect by a Trump
administration official.

Iran has not withdrawn
from the World Cup, and the
team is preparing to play in
the US despite the war in the
Middle East. FIFA has insist-
ed its group stage games
near Los Angeles and in
Seattle will go ahead as
planned in June.

The Financial  Times
reported that Paolo
Zampolli, the US special
envoy for global partner-
ships, had suggested the
swap to President Donald
Trump and FIFA president
Gianni Infantino.

In a phone interview with
the Associated Press on
Thursday, Zampolli empha-
sised that “my request is not
a political request.” The ask,
which was made to Trump

and Infantino on
Wednesday, was meant as a
contingency plan in case
Iran could not participate in
the soccer tournament at
the last minute. 

“I had a dream,” Zampolli
told the AP. “My request was
for the Italian people and the
American-Italian people.”
He said in the FT interview
that, with four titles, the
Italian national team’s
appearance in the World
Cup would be justified. 

Italian officials pushed
back hard at the sugges-

tion, with Sports Minister
Andrea Abodi saying
Thursday that “first of all, it’s
not possible. Secondly, it’s
not a good idea.” 

Luciano Buonfiglio, the
president of the Italian
Olympic Committee, which
oversees all sports in Italy,
also dismissed the idea.

“I would feel offended,”
Buonfiglio said. “You need
to deserve to go to the
World Cup.” Italy’s Finance
Minister Giancarlo Giorgetti
called the suggested swap
“shameful.” (AP ) 
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BRIEFLY

Saudi Arabia made its coaching change official by firing
Herve Renard and replacing him with Georgios Donis less
than two months before the start of the World Cup.

The 56-year-old Donis, a former Greece international,
joins from Al-Khaleej, one of several Saudi Pro League clubs
he’s coached. “He has extensive experience in the league,
including his most recent post (which) enhances his ability
to adapt quickly,” the Saudi soccer federation said in its
announcement. Saudi Arabia opens its Group H play at the
World Cup against Uruguay on June 15. It also plays Spain
and Cape Verde. Donis was a longtime Panathinaikos
midfielder who also played in England for Blackburn,
Sheffield United and Huddersfield. He has also coached
Panathinaikos and Maccabi Tel Aviv, among others.

Sevilla’s struggles continued with a 2-0 loss at Levante that
kept the club only one point above the relegation zone in
the Spanish league.

Ivan Romero scored a goal in each half for Levante, which
stayed second-to-last but only two points from salvation. It
has won three of its last four matches.

Sevilla, in 17th place, has lost four of its last five league
matches. “We knew it was a tough match. We lost a great
opportunity to take a step forward. It hurts,” Sevilla’s
Ruben Vargas said. “There are still matches left, we have to
remain positive.”

Both teams were awarded penalties that ended being
called off after video review.

Saudi Arabia replaces
football coach

Sevilla’s relegation fears grow
after 2-0 loss to Levante 

India’s Abhay Singh registered a notable win over Egyptian
world No 13 Aly Abou Eleinen to enter his maiden PSA
Gold-level event quarterfinals at the Grasshopper Cup
squash in Zurich.

World Number 24 Abhay trailed 5-8 in the opening game
before recovering to beat the seventh seed 12-10, 11-9 in
the second round.

Singh had beaten Eleinen earlier this month at the El
Gouna Open in Egypt.

“I stuck to my game plan. Still a few things I can work on.
We will go back to the drawing board tonight,” said Singh.

He will play Egyptian world No. 4 Karim Gawad next.
In the opening round, Singh beat Swiss David Bernet 11-

9, 9-11, 11-8, while compatriot Ramit Tandon lost to Egypt’s
Fares Dessouky 6-11, 9-11.

Abhay enters maiden PSA
Gold-level quarters in Zurich

India beat Canada 4-1 in
Thomas Cup final opener
PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Horsens (Denmark)

Lakshya Sen endured a
tough loss, but Ayush Shetty
and the doubles pair of
Satwiksairaj Rankireddy and
Chirag Shetty registered
wins as 2022 champions
India notched up a com-
manding 4-1 win over
Canada in their opening
Group A tie of the Thomas
Cup Finals on Friday.

After Lakshya’s spirited
effort ended in an 18-21, 21-19,
21-10 loss to world number 13
Victor Lai, world number 4
Satwik and Chirag levelled
the tie with a dominant 21-10,
21-11 win over Jonathan Bing
Tsan Lai and Kevin Lee.

The 20-year-old Ayush,
runner-up at the recent Asia
Championships, then out-
witted world Number 33
Brian Yang 21-13, 21-17 in 39
minutes to hand India a 2-1
lead. The second doubles
pair of  Hariharan
Amsakarunan and M R Arjun
sealed the tie for India with
a convincing 21-7, 21-15
victory over Ty Alexander
Lindeman and Nyl Yakura.

Kidambi Srikanth then out-
smarted world No. 77 Joshua
Nguyen 21-17, 21-12 in the
inconsequential fifth match
as India wrapped up the
match 4-1 to be placed second
in the table behind China.

China, 11-time winners
and defending champions,
beat Australia 5-0.

The top two teams from
each of the four groups will
qualify for the quarter-finals.

The Indian women’s team
will face Denmark in their
opening match of the Uber
Cup later in the day. 

Lakshya vs Lai
It turned into another

energy-sapping contest, rem-
iniscent of his All England
semifinal, with Lakshya Sen
and Victor Lai engaging in
long, draining rallies.

Lakshya looked in control
early, dictating the pace
with precise net play and
sharp smashes to dominate
the opening exchanges. 

India expresses interest
to host 2038 Asian Games

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n New Delhi

India has officially submitted
its expression of interest to
host the 2038 Asian Games, a
top official of the national
Olympic body said, marking
a significant step in the
country’s broader strategy
to become a global hub for
major multi-sporting events.

The Indian Olympic
Association (IOA) has recent-
ly submitted its Expression of
Interest (EOI) to host the 2038
Games to the Olympic
Council of Asia (OCA). The
continental Olympic body
discussed India’s EOI at its
executive board meeting on
April 21 in the Chinese city of
Sanya, where the Asian Beach
Games began on April 22.

“Yes, we have submitted an
EOI, and it was discussed by
the OCA in its executive board
meeting,” IOA CEO Raghuram
Iyer said.

India will host the 2030
Commonwealth Games in
Ahmedabad, which is also the
proposed city for the
country’s 2036 Olympics bid.
The Gujarat city could yet
again be a strong candidate
to host the 2038 Asian Games,
if the country wins the bid.

“It’s only an Expression of
Interest (as of) now. They
(OCA) had an initial discussion,
and they will tell us what to do
going ahead,” Iyer said. “There
is no deadline for submission
of bids (as such).”

Saudi Arabian capital
Riyadh will host the 2030
Asian Games while Doha,
Qatar, will stage the 2034
edition of the sporting extrav-

aganza. Both the 2030 and
2034 editions of the Asian
Games were awarded togeth-
er in 2020 by the OCA. The
2026 edition will be held in
Aichi-Nagoya, Japan, from
September 19 to October 4.

South Korea is the first
country to have expressed its
interest in hosting the 2038
edition of the Asian Games,
way back in 2021, with
Gwangju and Daegu as the
proposed cities.

Mongolia has also report-
edly expressed its interest in
bidding for the 2038 edition,
but it is not known whether
it has submitted an official
EOI to the OCA.

An OCA official said that the
host city of the 2038 Asian
Games is likely to be decided
in 2028.

“It (the award of the 2038
Asian Games) is likely to be
done in two years’ time,”
said the official. 

India last hosted an Asian
Games in 1982 in New Delhi.
The national capital city was
also the venue of the inaugur-
al Asian Games in 1951.

Asian Games, competed
among 45 nations of the con-
tinent, is the largest multi-
sport event in the world with
more than 10,000 athletes
taking part in it.

The Asian Games are even
bigger than the Olympics in
terms of the number of par-
ticipating athletes and
number  of  competing
sports, though a smaller
number of countries are in
the fray. The last Asian
Games in Hangzhou in 2023
saw more than 11,000 ath-
letes competing in 40 sports.

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA n Houston 

India’s Aditi Ashok endured a disap-
pointing start to her campaign in The
Chevron Championship as she carded
2-over 74 and was placed tied 80th
after the first day.

Nelly Korda putted superbly to
save pars early and then made
some great ones for birdies on her
back nine of Memorial Park for a 7-
under 65, her best start to a major
in four years. Korda now has a
two-shot  lead over  Patty
Tavatanakit, who won this major as
a rookie in 2021 when it was the ANA
Inspiration. She played bogey-free
for a 67 and was two shots back
along with Somi Lee, who bogeyed
her final hole on the par-3 ninth.

Farah O’Keefe, the junior at Texas,
missed a 5-foot par putt on her last
hole to fall back into the group of
players at 68.

Thirty-seven players in the 132-
player field broke par. Jeeno Thitikul
was not among them. The No. 1
player in women’s golf had four
bogeys over her last eight holes and
shot 74. In her quest to win her first
major, she started out nine shots
behind Korda with her first goal to
make the cut.

Anush Agarwalla claims

silver at CDI Hagen
PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n New Delhi

Indian equestrian Anush Agarwalla
delivered an outstanding performance
at the CDI Hagen, one of Europe’s most
esteemed international dressage com-
petitions, securing a second-place
finish with a score of 70.94 per cent
aboard his accomplished mare,
Floriana, in Hagen, Germany.

The result marks another landmark
achievement in the young Indian
rider’s rapidly ascending interna-
tional career. Agarwalla and Floriana
produced a polished and expressive
test that impressed the panel of
international judges.

The pair’s harmony, technical pre-
cision, and artistic presentation
earned them a score of 70.94 per cent,
placing them firmly on the podium
in second position.

Talking about the same, Agarwalla
said, “This result at CDI Hagen is a
testament to the incredible partner-

ship I share with Floriana. “I’m
really pleased with how Floriana and
I performed at Hagen. She felt con-
fident and expressive throughout
the test, and we were able to
execute what we’ve been working
on in training.

Argentina’s World Cup title defense
clouded by domestic turmoil
DEBORA REY n Buenos Aires

After Argentina won the
World Cup in Qatar 2022,
the president of  the
Argentine Football
Association carried a replica
of the trophy at every public
appearance. He received
standing ovations.

Claudio Tapia had reason
to consider himself part of the
sporting achievement. The
AFA leader took a chance on
the inexperienced Lionel
Scaloni as the national team’s
coach, a move many say
helped Argentina win its first
World Cup title in 36 years.

Now, as La Albiceleste pre-
pares to defend its title in
June-July, Tapia finds himself
at the centre of a crisis that
has shaken the country’s
soccer landscape.

The public mood has
turned against him and AFA
due to corruption investiga-
tions, unpopular changes to
the domestic soccer league
and a string of World Cup
warmups against low-
ranking opponents.

Meanwhile, Tapia, 58, has

been locked in a power strug-
gle with Argentine President
Javier Milei over the owner-
ship structure of the country’s
soccer clubs.

In late March, Tapia was
charged with tax evasion fol-
lowing a complaint filed by
Milei’s government. Hours
later, the soccer federation
boss was booed while receiv-
ing a plaque on the field
before Argentina’s friendly
match against Mauritania in
Buenos Aires. 

National team players,
including team captain and

soccer icon Lionel Messi, have
tried to stay away from the
conflict as they prepare for
the World Cup.

“Let it be clear that we are
football players, we came
here to play football,” mid-
fielder Rodrigo De Paul said
last month after a friendly
match against Zambia. 

“We don’t get involved in
politics; we don’t understand
those kinds of things.” Tapia
made it a habit to post photos
of himself and Messi on social
media ahead of national
team matches. (AP ) 

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Budgam

Sports Minister Mansukh
Mandaviya on Friday said
India would emerge among
the top 10 sporting nations
by 2036 and break into the
top five by 2047.

Speaking to reporters
after inaugurating a 30-
bedded Employees’ State
Insurance Corporation
(ESIC) hospital at Ompora in
the central Kashmir district
in Budgam, Mandaviya
credited the Narendra
Modi-led Government for
streamlining sports gover-
nance and creating a more
structured system.

“It (the Government) is
providing an opportunity to
the youth to perform in
the sports arena. I am sure
that in the days to come, in
the next ten years by 2036,
India will be among the 10
best sporting nations in the
world and by 2047, India
will emerge among the top
five sporting nations,”
Mandaviya said.

The minister added that
the Government’s sustained
push has strengthened the

sporting framework across
the country.

“The country has won
the bid for hosting the
Commonwealth Games in
2030 and has also bid for
hosting the 2036 Olympic
Games. The process is
going on to meet all the
demands and expectations
of  the International
Olympic Committee.

“The sports ecosystem
has been improved in the
country, and with pro-
grammes like Fit India,
Khelo India movement,
the country’s youth are
getting opportunities,”
Mandaviya added.

ASSOCIATED PRESS 
n Stuttgart

Tiago Tomas’ spectacular 119th-
minute backheel goal sent
Stuttgart back to the German Cup
final with an extra-time 2-1 win
over Freiburg to keep its title
defence rolling.

In the final in Berlin on May 23,
Stuttgart will now aim to foil a
Bayern Munich domestic double,
which could become a treble if
Vincent Kompany’s team wins
the Champions League too.

The back-to-back cup finals for
Stuttgart couldn’t be more differ-
ent, facing a record-breaking
Bayern, which beat Stuttgart 4-2
last weekend, after beating one of
the competition’s biggest-ever

underdogs, third-tier Arminia
Bielefeld, in last year’s final.

“It’s a really tough question. I

think just be concentrated, try to
make as few mistakes as possi-
ble,” Stuttgart striker Deniz Undav

told Sky Sport when asked how his
team can make an upset happen.
“We believe in it. Anything can
happen in Berlin. It’s one game.”

Freiburg’s chances of an
unusual double ended, but it’s still
a contender for the Europa League
title after reaching the semifi-
nals. The game was heading for a
penalty shootout when Tomas
produced a moment of individual
skill by twisting in the air between
two defenders as a pass came in
from Badredine Bouanani and
using his heel to flick the ball past
Freiburg’s otherwise outstand-
ing goalkeeper, Florian Muller.

Tomas celebrated shirtless,
holding a corner flag aloft to the
crowd, and shrugged off the
inevitable yellow card. 

Modest start for
Aditi in Chevron 
Championship 

Tomas’ backheel sends Stuttgart to German Cup final

Italy rejects proposal to replace
Iran at upcoming World Cup

India to be top-10 sporting
nation by 2036: Mandaviya
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PRESS TRUST OF INDIA n Mumbai

Legendary Indian cricketer Sachin
Tendulkar celebrated his 53rd birth-

day in Mumbai on Friday in the pres-
ence of fans across age groups at his res-

idence with his wife Anjali in company.
The Little Master cut the birthday cake

amid cheering fans who had gathered
here this morning at his residence.

Among them was a young girl wearing
a T-shirt that had Tendulkar’s picture,

and the batting legend took her in
his lap. Earlier in the day,

Tendulkar posted a picture on

social media with his mother and wife
as well as his pet dog in frame. 

“Perfect start to my day with Aai,
Anjali and the trouble maker! What
more could a man ask for?” he wrote.

Former India cricketer Harbhajan
Singh, who was present at a Legends
Club event on the occasion of
Tendulkar’s birthday, said, “I wish my
brother a very happy birthday. I wish
him a lot of love and respect.”

“I pray that he stays healthy. I pray
that he continues to inspire us. I wish
him a lot of happiness and love,”
Harbhajan said. 

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Chennai

Spin legends Anil Kumble
and Harbhajan Singh hailed
Sanju Samson’s hundred
against the Mumbai Indians
here as one of the finest in
terms of game awareness
and context, as Chennai
Super Kings returned to
winning ways  in  the
ongoing IPL.

Samson scored his second
century of the 2026 IPL season
on Thursday, smashing an
unbeaten 101 off 54 balls at
Wankhede Stadium. 

Speaking on Star Sports,
Kumble stressed on the
knock’s impact on CSK, who
are trying to climb up the
points table after a string of
poor outings.

“CSK’s success has often
been built on strong starts
from their openers, and in the
last few seasons, that hasn’t
been consistent.  Sanju
Samson has stepped up in
that context, two unbeaten
hundreds in just seven
matches, and has been instru-
mental in carrying the team
through,” the great leg-
spinner observed.

“It’s similar to the role Jos
Buttler played during
Rajasthan’s run to the final,
and you can clearly see that
influence in the way Sanju
has evolved his game.” 

Former India off-spinner
Harbhajan described the
century as one of the finest
knocks from the blade of
Samson.

“Sanju Samson stood out
because of his game aware-
ness. A lot of players have
talent, but very few under-
stand how to pace an innings
in different situations. He
recognised the importance of
batting till the end, especial-
ly with a young side around
him,” Harbhajan said.

“After his half-century, he
shifted gears, focused on
singles and doubles, and
ensured he stayed till the
last phase. With wickets
falling at the other end, he
took responsibility and fin-
ished strongly. 

“For me, this was one of the
finest innings in terms of
awareness and determina-
tion,” he added. 

It made him the first CSK
player to score a century
against the Mumbai Indians
and only the second player in

franchise history,
after Shane
Watson (2018), to
record two cen-
turies in a single
IPL season. 

After Samson’s
century guided
CSK to 207/6, West
Indies’ left-arm
spinner Akeal
Hosein (4/17) pro-
duced a match-
winning perfor-
mance to help the
visitors record a
massive 103-run
victory. On CSK spin-
ners’ attacking intent
against MI, Harbhajan
said, “What stood out
was the intent of CSK’s
spinners to take
wickets. 

HIMANK NEGI n New Delhi

Punjab Kings pacer Xavier Bartlett
has hailed teammate Arshdeep
Singh’s influence as “amazing”,
crediting the India seamer’s expe-
rience for helping him adapt to
Indian conditions in the ongoing
IPL.

Bartlett, who has featured in
Punjab Kings’ rotation this season,
has picked up 4 wickets in IPL 2026,
with best figures of 2/9 as he con-
tinues to find his feet in a varied
pace attack alongside Arshdeep.

“Arshdeep has been incredi-
ble…He’s had so much experience
in these conditions, and has been
someone I’ve loved working with,”
Bartlett said.

“Not just in games but in train-
ing as well. Seeing how hard he
works and how much better
he’s got over the last 12 months
has been amazing.” 

On adapting to Indian con-
ditions, Bartlett said he worked
on expanding his skillset.

“In Australia, you can
sort of bash away at
the length and you get
a little bit of assis-
tance from the wicket,
which you do here at
times, but probably not
as frequently,” he said.

“For me, it was trying to develop
a few more slower balls and really
trying to nail my yorker, which I
felt like I’ve done reasonably well
over the last couple of years. But
still massive room for improve-

ment for myself.” 
The Queenslander also

highlighted the importance
of camaraderie within the
pace unit which includes
Arshdeep, Marco Jansen and

Vijaykumar Vyshak.
“I think we’re all

very different. We
have a lot of variety

in our attack,” he
said.

“It’s been really
nice to work

with those sort

of players, to try and pick their
brains.”

Bartlett credited head coach
Ricky Ponting and captain Shreyas
Iyer for creating a calm and con-
fident environment within the
group, which he believes has been
central to Punjab Kings’ unbeaten
start to the season.

“The confidence that Ricky and
Shreyas instil in you every day to
go out there and try to perform
your best is probably one of the
reasons we’re having some
success early in the tournament,”
he said.

“Shreyas is very cool, calm and
collected on the field. To have that
at mid-off holds you in good stead
and doesn’t let your emotions take
over too much,” he said.

DEVARCHIT VARMA n Mumbai

Mumbai Indians coach Mahela
Jayawardene has dismissed
burnout concerns for his key
Indian players,  including
Suryakumar Yadav and Hardik
Pandya, assuring that the team
is focused on regaining rhythm
and confidence rather than
blaming T20 World Cup fatigue
for its poor run.

Mumbai Indians succumbed to
their fifth defeat in seven
matches this IPL season, losing to
Chennai Super Kings here on
Thursday by 103 runs, their
biggest margin of defeat in terms
of runs.

MI skipper Pandya has taken a
mere three wickets and scored 97

runs in six matches, while
Suryakumar has managed 156
runs in seven games. Even Jasprit
Bumrah (2 wickets) and Tilak

Varma (181 runs) have not been
able to make a strong impact.

“(In) modern-day (cricket),
everyone is a professional. A lot

of the guys who played the
World Cup have come back after
a break to play the IPL,”
Jayawardene told reporters after
MI’s heavy loss to CSK. 

“I don’t think even the players
would put up to that (fatigue), it’s
about us getting the rhythm,
getting that consistency - overall
consistency is something we are
lacking. Yes, (in) bowling, we
need to improve, but at the
same time, batting hasn’t been
consistent as well.”

“We just need to find that
space where we can compete. If
we play our best cricket, we
have a great chance, but the con-
fidence, the focus, the discipline
have to be there for the next
seven games,” he added. (PTI )

MI need to keep confidence, focus, discipline: Jayawardene

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Chattogram

The Bangladesh Cricket Board
(BCB) has withdrawn the No
Objection Certificate (NOC)
issued to pacer Mustafizur
Rahman for the Pakistan
Super League 2026, following
a medical review after the
third ODI against New
Zealand.

According to a BCB state-
ment,  Mustafizur will
undergo an immediate scan
to assess his condition. He

will then begin a rehabilita-
tion programme under the
supervision of the board’s
medical team, ruling him out
of the remainder of this
season’s PSL. 

“The Bangladesh Cricket
Board (BCB) wishes to inform
that, following the conclusion
of the 3rd ODI against New
Zealand, the team’s medical
staff has reviewed the condi-
tion of national team pace
bowler Mustafizur Rahman,”
the BCB said on Thursday in
a statement.

APARAJITA UPADHYAY 
n New Delhi

Delhi Capitals batter Tristan Stubbs
downplayed concerns around the
team’s batting, saying their perfor-
mances have appeared “worse”
largely because they have been
chasing in every match this season,
but admitted they are yet to produce
a “perfect” innings.

The Capitals, who have three
wins and as many losses from six

matches, are yet to set a target in the
tournament, a factor Stubbs believes
has shaped the perception around
their batting performances.

All three defeats have come
while pursuing targets in excess of
200, exposing their vulnerability in
high-pressure chases. DC failed to
cross the 200-run mark in two of
those, losing to Chennai Super
Kings by 23 runs and Sunrisers
Hyderabad by 47 runs.

“It has seemed worse because we

have been chasing every game. The
other day, we lost three wickets in
an over, and we didn’t bat very well.
We still made 190 something,”
Stubbs said at the pre-match press
conference.

“Yes, we haven’t had the perfect
innings, but we have won three out
of six. Even when we have lost, we
have still scored 190. We know
there are a couple of small moments
here and there in the games,” he
added. (PTI )

No panic over DC batting, insists Stubbs

Legendary Tendulkar
celebrates 53rd birthday

Mustafizur’s NOC for
PSL withdrawn by BCB

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Johannesburg

Indian women’s team head
coach Amol Muzumdar has
backed veteran all-rounder
Deepti Sharma to come good
but admitted that her pro-
longed lean patch in nation-
al colours is a bit of a
“concern”.

Indian team under
Harmanpreet Kaur has
already lost the five-match
WT20I series against South
Africa after losing three
games on the trot, but what
has been a concern is
Deepti’s poor returns with
the ball as she has remained
wicketless so far.

In the third WT20I match,
where Proteas Women
chased down 192 with just a
wicket down, Laura
Wolvaardt and Sune Luus
took Deepti to the cleaners,
taking 46 runs from her 3.3
overs. 

In fact, Deepti’s contribu-

tion for India in the last 10
games (across 3 formats) is a
meagre 51 runs, and she took
only seven wickets in these
games. 

“Look, I don’t want to beat
around the bush, I just want
to say that yeah, it’s a bit of
a concern as far as Deepti is
concerned,” Muzumdar said
ahead of the fourth game of
the series on Saturday.

But at the same time,
Muzumdar is confident that
Deepti has the talent and
skill to make a superb come-
back.

“For all champion players
are, form is, you know, tem-
porary, class is permanent,
it’s a cliche, but it applies to
all the players, and she’s a
class player, there’s no
doubt about it, we have
seen it in the World Cup,  in
bigger tournaments, in pres-
sure situations, she has
stood up for  India ,”
Muzumdar came to her
defence.

Deepti will bounce
back: coach Muzumdar

Sanju Samson stood out because of his 
game awareness. A lot of players have talent,

but very few understand how to pace an
innings in different situations  

Harbhajan Singh

Kumble and Harbhajan hail
Samson’s hundred, cite
context and game awareness

Bartlett hails Arshdeep’s ‘amazing’
influence in adapting to IPL conditions

Kohli, Devdutt explode
to power RCB to 
five-wicket win over GT

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA 
n Bengaluru

Devdutt Padikkal and Virat
Kohli played quintessential
T20 knocks of 55 and 81
respectively, trumping Sai
Sudharsan's century to power
Royal Challengers Bengaluru
to a five-wicket win over
Gujarat Titans in an IPL match
here on Friday. 

Once Devdutt and Kohli
added 115 runs for the second
wicket in no time, RCB's chase
of 206 was right on track,
which they eventually com-
pleted in 18.5 overs and moved
to the second spot in the
points table (10 points). 

The champion batter and
his understudy tore apart GT
bowlers after the early dis-
missal of Jacob Bethell in a
mesmerising display of
aggressive batting, in total

contrast to the measured way
their rivals' went about gath-
ering runs in the first innings. 

Kohli, who was dropped
on zero by Washington
Sundar off Mohammad Siraj,
measured the bounce of the
pitch to a nicety, tackling
Prasidh Krishna and Kagiso
Rabada with ease.

Prasidh was carted for two
fours, Rabada was flicked
away for a six and Rashid
Khan, his eternal nemesis,
was pulled over mid-wicket
for a six as Kohli reigned
Chinnaswamy, reaching his
fifty in 30 balls.  

At the other end, Devdutt
was equally imperial, biffing
Karnataka statemate Prasidh
for a couple of sixes and
Rashid too was dispatched for
a maximum, fetching his fifty
in 10 balls fewer than his
senior.
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